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Whatcom County to Review State DNR Agreement on 
Next Steps for Lake Whatcom Landscape 
OLYMPIA – Today, the steps toward moving part of the Lake Whatcom state trust landscape into county ownership were presented to the Whatcom County Council. 
At its regularly scheduled meeting, the Council was asked by Whatcom County Executive Pete Kremen to review a proposal to re-convey (transfer) state-owned State Forest trust lands around Lake Whatcom to the county for park purposes. Currently, in addition to providing habitat and other public benefits, these trust lands are managed by Washington’s Department of Natural Resources to help fund Whatcom County services and education, and contribute to the state general fund, specifically for education. 

At the morning council committee meeting, Whatcom County Parks Director Mike McFarlane presented the vision for the park lands around the lake. 

Kremen also proposed a 60-day public process to examine the merits of the proposal. 

He said, “We think that this is a winning strategy to offer long-term continued protection of our local drinking water, and new parkland opportunities for our fast-growing population. Now we will take the proposal to the community and listen to their ideas and concerns.”

Washington State Commissioner of Public Lands Doug Sutherland, who administers DNR, was at the meeting to support the county proposal and provide copies of the draft formal agreement that establishes the necessary steps to complete the land transactions and re-convey the lands to the county. 
Sutherland said, “Whatcom County and DNR have designed a solution that would benefit the local community as well as the other state trust beneficiaries. Responding to the county’s request adjusting ownerships—those that are more complex to manage for revenue production—out of trust status and into a park has some merit.” 
About half of the state-owned lands in the watershed belong to other state trusts, some that help fund public schools and some the universities. The agreement lays out a process for trading State Forest trust lands with other state trust lands in the watershed to block up each for long-term management. The newly blocked up State Forest trust lands then would be re-conveyed for a county park (see maps, attached). The other state trust lands would continue to be managed by DNR for revenue, habitat and other benefits. If the proposal moves forward, the steps of these land transactions likely would take almost two years. Lands involved in the exchange would need to be appraised so that the ‘inter-grant exchange’ (between the state trusts) would involve lands of equal value on both sides of the trade. Anticipated costs for the transactions have been estimated at $296,000 and would be borne by the county. 

State Forest trust lands 

The lands in the Lake Whatcom landscape that are currently being discussed for re-conveyance —known as State Forest trust lands—originally were known as Forest Board trust lands. They were forfeited to the counties in which they were located when private landowners failed to pay property taxes, primarily in the 1920s and 1930s. The lands mostly had been logged and abandoned, piled with slash. The counties requested help from the legislature since they could not sell them and had no staff to manage the ‘worthless’ properties. The legislature, by statute, directed each county to deed those lands to the state, which managed and invested in their productivity as state forestlands. DNR and its predecessor agency have managed these trust lands since that time. 
Revenue from these State Forest trust lands contributes to the county in which they are located—to county services such as schools, library, hospital, port district, roads—and contributes to the state general fund for education.

A county may request re-conveyance of State Forest trust lands ownership back to them for park purposes. Costs of re-conveyance are borne by the county.
State Trust Lands

Administered by Commissioner Sutherland, the state DNR manages 3 million acres of trust lands, providing revenue for specific beneficiaries and many benefits for the public. Revenue from state trust lands helps fund construction of public schools statewide and supports state universities, prisons, and other institutions, along with services in many counties. Revenue-producing activities on state trust lands include: 
· Harvest of timber and other forest products
· Leasing of agricultural lands including orchards, vineyards, row crops, dry land crops, and grazing lands
· Mineral leases 
· Leasing of communication sites and other commercial properties
Sutherland is the 12th Commissioner of Public Lands since statehood in 1889.
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