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Introduction  
 
An island landmark, the distinctive profile of 1,575 acre Turtleback Mountain Preserve 
rises above Orcas Island’s West Sound and Crow Valley to a height of 1,519 feet.  The 
San Juan County Land Bank acquired the mountain on November 15, 2006.  The 
purchase price of $17 million was met with $10 million from the Land Bank and $7 
million from a community fundraising campaign led by the San Juan Preservation Trust 
and the Trust for Public Land.  An additional $1 million raised in the community 
campaign will be dedicated to start-up stewardship costs and long-term management, plus 
$350,000 in additional Land Bank funds will also be invested for long-term management.   
To doubly ensure protection and public access in perpetuity, the Preservation Trust holds 
a conservation easement over the preserve.   
 
The citizens of San Juan County made this purchase possible: by voting to create and 
fund the Land Bank, and by donating to save Turtleback Mountain.   
 
Turtleback Mountain remains one of the few undeveloped, dark ridgelines in the San 
Juan archipelago.  From its open meadows and rocky ledges a visitor can seek views in 
all directions.  Grasslands and Garry oak woodlands cover the mountain’s dry southern 
slopes, while conifer forest blankets the remainder.  Scattered wetlands provide crucial 
habitat for wildlife and moisture-loving plants.  Seasonal drainages nourish the fertile 
wetlands of Crow Valley and the priority nearshore marine habitats of West Sound.   
 
Man-made features include a single cabin, variously known as the Gazebo, Tea House, or 
Clapp House, rock features of unknown origin, and other suspected historical and 
archaeological remnants.  Logged for decades, two improved gravel roads and a network 
of old logging tracks currently provide a framework for public access to the land.   
 
The Land Bank’s acreage of owned land has more than doubled with the acquisition of 
Turtleback Mountain.  Much thought, care, and public input will be called for in the 
creation of a sound management plan that benefits the public, and is in harmony with 
Land Bank resources and mission.  This Interim Resource Management Plan will serve 
until such a plan is in place. 
 
Minimal changes to the land will occur under this Interim Resource Management Plan.  
Provisions for public access will be simple and low-impact.  The Land Bank will focus 
on learning more about the property and hearing ideas from neighbors, volunteers, and 
other interested members of the public.   
 
Once the mountain’s resources are better known and documented, a detailed, final 
management plan will be written.  Public input will be sought as part of the process.  No 
major changes or projects will be attempted until the final management plan has been 
considered by the public and approved by the San Juan Preservation Trust, the Land 
Bank Commission,  and the San Juan County Council. 
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Objectives 
 
Interim management objectives are: 
 
·  Allow for safe, low-intensity public access and enjoyment of the property while 

respecting neighboring landowners. 
·  Assess ecological resources, cultural resources, forestry potential, and 

recreational possibilities. 
·  Protect significant and potentially sensitive property features. 
·  Communicate with neighbors and the general public. 
·  Recruit volunteer preserve stewards. 

 
 

Public access  
 

Allowed activities:  
Everyone is welcome on Turtleback for day-use hiking on existing roads and 
trails.  Other proposed activities, such as mountain biking, horseback riding, and 
hunting, will be considered when a final management plan is developed.   
 

Restricted activities: 
Wildfire is a serious risk in the San Juan Islands.  Absolutely no fires are allowed. 
No firearms or hunting. 
No horses. 
No bikes. 
Day-use only.  No camping or overnight activities. 
Dogs are allowed on-leash.  Clean up after your pet. 
Commercial use is prohibited.   
Harvesting of plants, animals, and other natural features is prohibited except by 
special permission for scientific or educational purposes.   

 
Access points:  

North Entrance: Approximately 3 – 6 parking spaces will be designated at the 
north entrance driveway off of Crow Valley Road.    
 
South Entrance: An approximately 3 – 6 car interim parking area will be 
designated at the edge of the field that adjoins Deer Harbor Road, with walking 
access up Wild Rose Lane.   
 
The gates at both road entrances, located beyond the designated parking areas, 
will remain locked.   There will be no cars or parking past the gates except by 
special permission.   
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Trails: 
No major trail development is planned under this interim plan.  Existing primitive 
trails may be improved or slightly rerouted.  Sensitive areas may be closed.  Trail 
counters may be installed to monitor level of use. 
 

Cabin: 
The deck or other portions of this structure may be open to the public for viewing 
and picnicking if safety and liability issues can be addressed.  The structure will 
be signed as a public hazard. 

 
Signage: 

Primitive kiosks with informational signage will be installed at the north and 
south entrances. Other key points will be signed as necessary.  Sensitive property 
boundaries will be signed at the request of neighbors.    
 

Toilet facilities: 
 One or more port-a-potties may be placed on the property if necessary. 

 
Volunteers: 

Volunteer preserve stewards will be an important element of keeping an eye on 
Turtleback Mountain Preserve.  In particular, volunteers will help monitor the 
amount and types of public use.  Volunteers may also be recruited to assist with 
trails, weed control, and other special projects.   

  

Preserve documentation and assessment 
 
Cultural Resources 

Archaeological and historical resources will be professionally documented.  
Neighbors, “old-timers”, and others familiar with the property will be consulted. 
Guidance on how to best protect these features will be sought from private and 
state archaeologists. 

 
Ecological Resources 

The ecological resources of Turtleback, including Garry oak woodlands and 
grasslands, wetlands and watercourses, forests, and other elements, will be 
professionally assessed.   Opportunities for restoration and research will be 
investigated. 

 
Forestry 

The Land Bank will investigate the feasibility of an ecological, restoration 
oriented forestry program on Turtleback.    
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Staffing 
 
The Land Bank is anticipating increased staffing on Orcas Island to help manage 
Turtleback.  A part-time, Orcas based stewardship position is planned starting early in 
2007. Contractors and seasonal helpers may also be employed for specific tasks.   
 
Basic staff activities will include: 
 Coordination with volunteers 

Sign and trail maintenance 
Structure maintenance 
Resource assessment 
Management plan writing 
Property patrols 

 Public use monitoring 
 Outreach to neighbors and the public  

 

Questions and comments 
 
The Land Bank welcomes public input.  The public is encouraged to make contact with 
any questions, comments, or interest in volunteering.   Driving directions and a public 
access map will be available on the website or by request. 
 
San Juan County Land Bank 
350 Court Street, #6 
Friday Harbor, WA  98250 
 
Phone: 360-378-4402 
 
Email: sjclandbank@rockisland.com 
 
Website: http://www.co.san-juan.wa.us/land_bank/ 
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