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Blanchard State Forest – Amazing Recreation in a Working Forest 

Introduction and History 

Blanchard State Forest, located south of Bellingham and west of Interstate 5 in Skagit County, is approximately 5,250 acres 
in size.  The area features forests of many different age classes as well as lakes, rock outcrops, trails and recreational 
facilities, including two backcountry camping areas and a para-gliding/hang gliding launch area. 

Blanchard State Forest is managed by the DNR in partnership with the Blanchard Forest Advisory Committee (BFAC).  This 
committee consists of a diverse group of stakeholders from the recreational and environmental communities as well as 
representatives from the timber industry and Skagit County government, all working collaboratively to provide input to the 
DNR on the best practices for managing Blanchard State Forest. 

The majority of Blanchard State Forest (3,650 acres) is working forest, which generates revenue from timber harvesting.  
Skagit County is the beneficiary of these revenues.  The Washington State Legislature holds the land in trust for Skagit 
County.  The Department of Natural Resources is the trust manager and is required to manage these lands prudently for 
current and future generations, providing revenue to Skagit County and its junior taxing districts.  Examples of taxing 
districts are the Burlington-Edison School District, United General Hospital, emergency medical services, the Port of Skagit 
County, and funds for the maintenance of Skagit County roads.  Approximately 7 million dollars have been distributed to 
Skagit County since 2011 from timber harvesting on Blanchard State Forest. 

Blanchard was extensively logged from the late 1800s into the early 1900s.  According to the book Logging Railroads in 
Skagit County by Dennis Blake Thompson, the Blanchard Logging Railroad Company was one of the first to operate in the 
area.  It was bought out by the Lake Whatcom Logging Company (which became Bloedel-Donovan Lumber Mills).  But the 
largest operator on the majority of what we know as “Blanchard State Forest” was the Samish Bay Logging Company.  
Thompson writes that they maintained a large mill and developed rail lines that went all the way up to Lizard Lake.   Forest 
fires were a common occurrence, burning through cut over areas, delaying new forest regeneration in many areas.  
Thompson explains that after a major fire in 1925, and the majority of the timber resources cut by 1927, the Samish Bay 
Logging Company closed its doors in 1928 and eventually the forestlands were deeded over to the State of Washington and 
placed in trust status for Skagit County.  In exchange for the deed transfer, the county and junior taxing districts would be 
given the majority of the revenues generated on these lands.  

In addition to earning income, the undeveloped working lands in this area provide habitat for native plants and animals, 
protect water quality in lakes, streams and wetlands, and offer diverse recreation opportunities. In 2007, DNR reached an 
agreement with the Blanchard Forest Strategies Group to protect long-term income production for the trust beneficiaries as 
well as protect important ecological habitats and recreation opportunities.  One of the strategies was to create a “core” 
area of approximately 1,600 acres.  In 2018 funding for preservation of the Harriet A. Spaniel Natural Area Reserve was 
completed through the advocacy efforts of members from the original Strategies Group, the BFAC, the DNR, elected 
officials and citizens. The cost was $14 million.  The natural area reserve will be managed for conservation and low-impact 
recreation and contains many of the most beloved areas on Blanchard, like the Oyster Dome and Lily and Lizard Lakes. 
Today there are 17 miles of trails on Blanchard, two back country camping areas and the Samish Overlook which provides 
amazing views of the San Juan Islands.  Blanchard State Forest gets over 300,000 visitors per year. 

Partnerships and Volunteers 

The key to success on Blanchard State Forest is the amazing partnerships DNR has developed with important user groups 
and the steady presence of volunteer work parties.  This helps get RECREATION DONE on this popular landscape.  
Volunteers provide approximately 4000 hours of time each year for projects on Blanchard.  Please see the following pages 
for organizations who support DNR and pictures of volunteer efforts. 
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Blanchard  Support

• Washington Trails Association

• Pacific Northwest Trail Association

• Skagit, Whatcom, Island Trail Maintenance 
Organization (SWITMO)

• North Cascades Soaring Club

• Whatcom Mountain Bike Coalition

• Whatcom Chapter BCHW

• Skagit Chapter BCHW
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Management Strategies for  
Blanchard Forest State Trust Lands 

A WORKING FOREST IN AN URBAN SETTING 

I. Manage Blanchard Forest according to Four Management Zones and Two 
Management Overlays with appropriate management emphasis (See 
Preliminary Map of Management Zones, and Map Addendum).

A. Management Zones

1. Core zone managed in a similar manner to a permanently protected Natural 
Resource Conservation Area with emphasis on wildlife habitat, older forest 
conditions, vistas, and maintenance of forest ecosystem health; while allowing 
non-motorized, low impact recreation such as horseback riding, hiking, mountain 
biking, and hang gliding.

2. Habitat Conservation Plan (HCP) areas managed consistent with the goals, 
objectives, and conditions of the HCP regarding ecologically sensitive areas and 
protected species and habitat requirements.

3. High visual sensitivity zone managed for visual impact mitigation as guided by 
the Board of Natural Resources new Policy for Sustainable Forests through the 
use of visually sensitive management prescriptions.

4. General management zone managed for revenue production for trust 
beneficiaries consistent with the trust mandate, the HCP and other applicable 
laws, regulations, and policies.

B. Management Overlays (to all zones)

1. A future recreational overlay will be developed for trails and other recreational 
uses that provide multiple recreational experiences in each of the management 
zones but does not reduce the net area available for timber production within the 
general management or high visual sensitivity zone.

2. A future demonstration working forest overlay will be developed that emphasizes 
natural resource stewardship, the role of State Forest trust lands and the enduring 
values of a working forest in an urban setting.

. 
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II. Support maintaining working forests and securing sustainable timber 
supply in Skagit and Whatcom Counties using a variety of tools consistent 
with local Growth Management policies (RCW 36.70A).

A. Support state acquisition of private timber lands from willing landowners in proximity 
to Blanchard State Forest

B. Support an array of tools, such as purchase of development rights and conservation 
easements to permanently conserve timberlands as working forests and to prevent 
conversion of additional forest lands.

C. Develop and implement strategies to conserve and stabilize private industrial timber 
supply while exploring ways to encourage sustainable timber production from non-
industrial forest landowners.

D. Form public and private partnerships to work with the U.S. Forest Service on 
implementing federal land management plans on the Mount Baker - Snoqualmie 
National Forest. The initial focus will be the Finney Adaptive Management Area.1

E. Seek support from Washington’s congressional delegation and the U. S. Department of 
Agriculture for the objectives in II(D).

III. Provide Skagit County Trust Compensation
A. Work with Skagit County to develop strategies to fully compensate the Skagit

County State Forest Trust including the junior taxing districts that currently receive 
revenue from Blanchard forest, to replace revenues that would otherwise be lost
from the core management zone. These strategies should include the acquisition of
in-holdings in and around Blanchard Forest and other holdings in and adjacent to DNR-
managed forest lands in Skagit County for general forest management.

B. Develop contingency strategies for the core zone if milestones for compensation 
funding cannot be reached within 5 years.

IV. Ensure Long-term Durability of Blanchard Management Agreement
A. The parties of the “Blanchard Forest Strategies Group” agree to fully support these 

recommendations and to speak and act in their support in order to ensure the future 
vision of Blanchard Forest as a working forest in an urban setting.

B. Design a mechanism that ensures the long-term durability of the management of 
Blanchard Forest and all the recommendations of this proposal.

1  The Northwest Forest Plan created the Finney Adaptive Management Area to encourage innovative and 
creative resource management approaches, with a management objective of restoring late-successional 
and riparian habitat components. 
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Addendum to Preliminary Map of Blanchard Forest Management Zones 

Core Size 
 The map representing Blanchard Forest and the core zone will require further 

refinement. It has been provided as a reasonable representation of the intent of the 
Blanchard Forest Strategies Group and Washington State Department of Natural 
Resources (DNR). A final map for management purposes (based on additional field 
inspection and detailed mapping) will be developed by DNR for review and use with the 
future Blanchard Forest Advisory Committee (see below).

 It is the intent of the Washington State Department of Natural Resources to create a 
core zone that is approximately 1,600 acres in size.

 DNR will work in collaboration with the future Blanchard Forest Advisory Committee to 
do additional review of timber management strategies in three areas: labeled “CC” and 
“JJ” along the western edge of the core and “B” on the southern slope outside the core.

Ecological Management inside the Core Zone 
 Intent is to hasten the development of late succession conifer forest without roads, 

compatible with recreational objectives for the core.
 Ecological management will be consistent with management activities described in 

the Natural Resource Conservation Area (NRCA) statute.
 Timber volume and revenue is a by-product, not an objective, of ecological 

management inside of the core.
 Based on management strategies and plans to be developed by DNR, in collaboration 

with the Blanchard Forest Advisory Committee (see below).
 Develop a phased approach, with expansion of areas receiving ecological 

management in select areas based on experience in initial phases and review by the 
Blanchard Forest Advisory Committee.

 Objective is to conduct ecological management without roads.  However, if DNR and 
the Blanchard Forest Advisory Committee determine that roads will assist in 
enhancing ecological benefits under special circumstances, roads would meet 
following conditions: 1) temporary in nature and minimal in length, 2) use of 
construction standard with minimal impact, 3) would be removed (at a standard in 
between “obliteration” and “abandonment”) after use, ideally within 1 year.
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Recreation and Education 

 When proposed harvest activities intersect with recreational uses, DNR will work 
with user groups and the Blanchard Forest Advisory Committee to consider 
appropriate strategies for managing potential conflicts (i.e., signage and advance 
notice, potential trail relocation, and other approaches).

 DNR will consult with the Blanchard Forest Advisory Committee in developing 
recreational and educational/demonstration working forest overlays.

Roads 
 Outside of the core DNR will develop a road system to support the anticipated 

harvest.
 DNR will construct roads in the southwest quadrant (between Max’s Shortcut Trail 

and the trail from Chuckanut Drive to Oyster Dome) and in the eastern quadrant
(above the B-2000 road and below the core zone).  DNR also can construct a road 
from the Southwest quadrant to the Eastern quadrant, along the southern slope 
outside of the core zone.  If a road along the southern slope is built it will be 
designed and constructed to create a road that is smaller than a “typical” logging road 
and reduces impacts on recreational use but still meets the department’s 
operational needs and complies with the state Forest Practices rules regarding road 
construction.

Blanchard Forest Advisory Committee 
 Assist DNR decision-making with recommendations for management of Blanchard 

Forest (both inside and outside of the core).
 Serve as the community-based entity to help implement the agreement reached by 

the Blanchard Strategies Group.
 At a minimum, membership on the advisory committee would 1) be consistent with 

the membership interests represented on the Blanchard Strategies Group – a broad 
representation of interests (including a range of non-motorized, low-impact, 
recreational interests), and 2) include forest ecology expertise.  The interests 
represented on the Strategies Group include Skagit County (representing 
beneficiaries’ interests), the Friends of Blanchard Mountain, Backcountry Horsemen, 
Skagit County business and civic interests, Skagit Land Trust, Conservation Northwest, 
Skagit Forest Advisory Board, and timber/forest management expertise.

 Committee would operate with an interest-based consensus approach.

Implementation 
 DNR will work with parties to prepare a formal agreement, signed by the parties 

participating in the Blanchard Strategies Group.
• Agreement will provide time horizon (5 years has been suggested) for all 

parties to support actions/strategies described in this document and the 
Proposed Management Strategies for Blanchard Forest State Trust Lands– i.e. 
maintain or increase timber supply in Skagit County, provide Skagit County 
Trust compensation, maintain or increase public and private working forests 
in Skagit and Whatcom County.
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• If milestones are not achieved within 5 years, agreement on Blanchard 
Forest will need to be revisited.

 DNR will collaborate with the Blanchard Forest Advisory Committee as part of its 
process to develop management strategies and plans that include Blanchard Forest.

 During initial five year implementation phase, DNR will conduct harvest in areas 
outside of the core zone consistent with the DNR sustainable harvest model (currently 
covering the period of 2004 to 2014) for the Skagit County State Forest Trust Lands. 
Based on that model, the annual area harvested on Blanchard Forest will average 
approximately 2% of the entire ownership (currently 4827 acres) in that area until 
such time that full compensation is secured and/or a new sustainable harvest level is 
calculated that places the core in long-term deferral status.  DNR will review proposed 
harvests with the Blanchard Forest Advisory Committee and the community.

 In consultation with the Blanchard Forest Advisory Committee, the department will 
make changes in forest, ecosystem and recreational management strategies based on 
new information or changing circumstances.
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