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John Willits Honored at 3rd Annual
NOLT Conservation Breakfast
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Guest of Honor John Willits at the 3rd
Annual NOLT Conservation Breakfast.

John Willits displays his signature
sense of humor when asked how he feels
about being celebrated as the Guest of
Honor for North Olympic Land Trust’s
3rd Annual Conservation Breakfast.
“I don’t feel like the Guest of Honor
when everyone else is also getting a free
breakfast,” says Willits with a smile.
Among his countless friends, John
is renowned for his wry sense of humor
and humility. He is about as comfortable
in the spotlight as his beloved black
lab, Maverick, is at the vet’s office.
Despite being practically allergic to
accolades, Willits gracefully humored
multiple standing ovations from the
capacity crowd of 170 people at the Port
Angeles Red Lion’s Banquet Room on
the morning of April 27. The 3rd Annual
Conservation Breakfast had multiple
focuses, but the draw for the audience was
clearly the debonair man in sunglasses.
John rolls his eyes. “If honoring me
furthers the cause of North Olympic
Land Trust and promotes sound land use
principles, then that’s great. Otherwise,
I could do without all the attention,”
he says with a wave of his hand.
Graduating from Michigan State
University in 1958 with honors in Forest
Management, Willits came to Washington
after graduation to work as an inventory
forester for Weyerhaeuser. He received his
Master’s Degree in Forest Management
from University of Washington in

1961 and became a Regional Manager
for Washington State Parks in 1963.
After five years with the state parks
system, Willits found his longtime
professional home as a professor at Peninsula
College in Port Angeles. In 1968, Willits
founded Peninsula College’s Forestry Tech
program. In 1985, he expanded his portfolio
by founding the Surveying Tech program, as
well. As a volunteer, Willits also served two
terms on the Clallam County Shorelines
and Critical Areas Committee, as well as
two terms on the Board of Supervisors
of the Clallam Conservation District.
When he retired from the College in 1995,
Willits had taught for 27 years in Clallam
County, teaching generations of locals in the
art of stewarding, sustaining, surveying, and
extracting natural resources from our rich
local environment in a responsible manner.
Given his background, Willits’ volunteer
service with the North Olympic Land Trust
may now seem like an obvious fit, but that
wasn’t immediately obvious to him. “When
I first read about NOLT in the newspaper,
I thought to myself, ‘Here is another dogooder outfit that’s going to tell people
what to do with their land,’” says Willits.
“After all, I don’t consider myself an
‘environmentalist’ – I’m just a forester who has
enough experience to appreciate good land
use and doesn’t want to pay for other people’s
mistakes and greed. Foresters get a bad rap, but
we have seen enough bad land development
Continued on page 3

North Olympic Land Trust Invites You to Its 2012 Membership Meeting
At 10 a.m. on May 19, North Olympic Land Trust
will have its Annual Membership Meeting at the Elwha
Heritage Training Center at 401 E. First Street in Port
Angeles. All members, easement donors, and financial
supporters of North Olympic Land Trust are invited to

join us to learn more about our recent accomplishments, our
current projects, our plans for the future – and have your say
on how we can best achieve our conservation mission! This
is not a fundraising event, and there is no cost to attend.
Refreshments and breakfast will be available to all guests.

North Olympic Land Trust Hires
Tom Sanford As Its New Executive Director

North Olympic Land Trust is proud to
introduce Port Angeles resident Tom
Sanford as its new Executive Director. From
2005 to 2011, Sanford was the Executive
Director of the Olympic Park Institute,
the campus of the NatureBridge non-profit
that provides environmental educational programs for visitors to the Olympic
National Park. Sanford fills a vacancy that
was created when NOLT's former executive
director, Greg Good, accepted a position
with
the
national
Land
Trust

Accreditation Commission in December
of 2011.
"I am delighted that Tom is
joining our North Olympic Land Trust
team," said David Morris, the President
of the NOLT Board of Directors and a
former superintendent of Olympic
National Park. "Tom has a proven
record in the community as a leader with
both a long-term vision and a day-to-day
understanding of managing a non-profit
organization. I look forward to working
with him.”
"To me, this is just a natural fit," said
Sanford, who lives in Port Angeles with his
wife, Carrie, and their 7-year-old daughter,
Abby. "This job is a perfect opportunity to
match my passion for land conservation
and the wild beauty of the Olympic
Peninsula with the skills and experience
I've accrued over my career as a non-profit
Continued on page 3

2011 Conservation
Accomplishments
By every metric, 2011 was a year of
record conservation accomplishments
for North Olympic Land Trust.
Over the past two decades, NOLT
has never completed more than five
conservation projects in a year. In 2011,
we successfully negotiated and closed
eight land agreements, resulting in 245
acres of ecologically and economically
vital land in the Olympic Peninsula
conserved. This brings our total of
conserved properties to 74, and the
total acreage conserved to 2,511.
In 2011, our work was focused on
some of the smaller, but more strategic
parcels. We expanded our Siebert
Creek Conservation Area and Pysht
Conservation Area, which are both open
to the public. We have now conserved
two contiguous river miles along Siebert
Creek west of Sequim and an additional
37 acres of Pysht River floodplain
and channel migration zone (CMZ).
After three years, we also finally
completed our conservation easement
on the 61-acre Finn Hall Farm in
eastern Clallam County by purchasing
the development rights through an
agricultural conservation easement with

Michele with Finn Hall Farm owners
Carmen and John Jarvis.
matching funds from the United States
Department of Agriculture’s Farm and
Ranchland Protection Program. The family
that owns Finn Hall Farm has farmed these
prime soils (USDA classified) since 1920.
Among
NOLT’s
other
accomplishments in 2011 include adding
15 acres to an existing conservation
easement in the Lake Farm Area, a 46-acre
conservation easement in the Elwha River
area, a 30-acre conservation easement
of Lower Dungeness River wetlands of
pivotal importance to waterfowl and
resident fish species, and the completion
of our Western Straits Conservation Plan..
The unprecedented achievements of 2011
naturally will be a hard act to follow,
but everyone here at NOLT is looking
forward hopefully to exceeding our past
achievements and current expectations.

(Willits, continued from Page 1)
to know what’s right and what’s wrong.”
Gradually, Willits began to see
the appeal of the land trust approach
to conservation, wherein interested
landowners voluntarily approach the
land trust and negotiate “Conservation
Easements” – mutually satisfactory
legal agreements in order to conserve
their property’s special characteristics
in perpetuity. Everything is voluntary,
and land that can’t be developed
because it is providing other public
benefits may be taxed at a lower rate.
“It made perfect sense. Let’s
actually reward people for good
behavior,” says Willits. “Let’s respect
property owners’ rights and give them
an incentive to do the right thing.”
Initially, John was one of the few
people paying attention. He remembers
one of the first NOLT Annual Meetings
in the basement of the County courthouse
in which there were only three members
of the public present: John, his wife,
Pat, and his friend Bob Baldwin. At
that point, NOLT had no staff and
had not signed a single conservation
easement with a local landowner.
In 1994, John became a member
of the NOLT Board of Directors. On
September 22, 1995, John donated
development rights for the organization’s
first conservation easement, his 42-acre
Quacker Farms waterfowl preserve. This
was NOLT’s first conservation easement.
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It was also the first of dozens of
NOLT conservation easements in which
John Willits has played an integral role
as an outreach person, ambassador
for land trust values, negotiator, and
resident expert on forestry, land use, and
local wildlife. “John has procured more
easements from other people than any
other NOLT person,” says NOLT cofounder and local attorney Gary Colley.
“No one is likely to ever be as
effective as John,” says NOLT Board
Member Jim Mantooth. “He knows just
about every farmer in the Dungeness
area. He’s sat for hours in people’s
kitchens, talking quietly with them.
He’s had countless breakfasts with
potential donors and easement holders.”
Looking over a list of the easements
NOLT has negotiated since 1995,
Willits shakes his head. “I’ve personally
worked on just about every one of
these,” he says. “There’s not a person I
know who I haven’t told about NOLT.”
In addition to his pioneering work
as the first conservation easement holder,
John made history when then NOLT
President Gary Colley appointed him as
the first Chair of the NOLT Conservation
Committee. “When I first signed on as
a board member, there wasn’t much to
NOLT,” says Willits. “We didn’t have any
materials or anything. We were just a name
with $2,000 in the bank. After a retreat
at Lake Crescent, we formed the first ever

Conservation Committee to focus on the
conservation work a land trust does. Since
no one else wanted the work, I became
the first Chair. Except for a few months
here and there, I was the chair of that
committee from its start back in ’94 or ’95
all the way until my retirement in 2012.”
“Phew!”
says
Willits,
pantomiming wiping sweat from
his forehead after a hard day’s work.
Though he has retired as Conservation
Committee Chair, Willits will continue
to be active in NOLT and local land
conservation causes. He is also looking
forward to planting more trees — he
has personally planted 25,000 on
his Olympic Peninsula properties.

(Sanford, continued from Page 2)
executive. I look forward to maintaining
the high quality of NOLT's services to
its easement holders while expanding the
scale of its land conservation mission."
A native of the Seattle area, Sanford
has had a lifelong love affair with the
natural splendor of the Olympic
Peninsula. "I was very into the Boy Scouts
as a kid because I liked to hike like crazy,"
said Sanford. "My favorite trip every
year was our four-night Spring Break
backpacking trip on the Olympic National
Park's Ozette Triangle trial. I just loved
those hikes where we'd just get hammered
with wind and plastered with rain. As I
got a little older, my time hiking on the
Olympic Peninsula is when my childhood
love of the outdoors solidified into the
passion for wild places that has been the
foundation of my adult professional life."
Sanford was able to realize his dream
of living on the Olympic Peninsula
when he was hired in 2002 to be the
Program Director for Olympic Park
Institute and promoted in 2005 to
Executive Director. During his nine years
there, Tom oversaw the doubling the
Institute’s educational programs and
operational
budget
while
maintaining its high quality ratings.
Sanford made his first public
appearance as Executive Director at the
NOLT Conservation Breakfast on April
27, 2012 at the Port Angeles Red Lion.

Stewardship in 2011
Stewardship is the perpetual care
of the properties North Olympic Land
Trust conserves. Our stewardship
program is dedicated to stewarding
all 2,500 acres under our protection.
We work with the landowners of
the 67 properties protected by
conservation easements to make sure
these permanent legal agreements
to protect qualities of their land
are being upheld. Seven properties
NOLT owns, called conservation

areas, require management plans that
range from leaving lands virtually
untouched beyond annual monitoring
and minimal maintenance, to
providing extensive restoration work.
In addition, public recreation
facilities are being developed at three
of NOLT’s properties. Dedicated
volunteers help with restoration and
other work. The cornerstone of our
stewardship program in 2011 was the
opening of the 255-acre Elk Creek
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Conservation Area, which Wild Salmon
Center donated to NOLT in 2009.
A U.S. Forest Service Grant
enabled NOLT to develop trail and
trailhead facilities on this property
just outside the town of Forks. With
the help of volunteers, including Larry
and Sherry Baysinger of Rainforest
Horse Rides, Pacific Coast Salmon
Coalition, and Backcountry Horsemen
– Olympic Chapter, trails and bridges
were built. Trailhead parking and an
information kiosk were also installed
as well as interpretive signs along the
trail and an environmental education
shelter. In 2012, trail improvement
and expansion will be the focus
at Elk Creek Conservation Area.
The Stewardship Director hosts
regularly scheduled work parties at
the Elk Creek and Siebert Creek
properties and conservation tours
on protected properties throughout
the year. Please contact us at (360)
417-1815 x7 or lorrie@nolt.org if
you would like more information
on these properties or would like to
participate in volunteer work parties.

