The Coastal Edge

“

Conserving the Coastal Edge

W

hen Oregon’s first state park
superintendent created Oswald West
and Nehalem Bay parks beginning in the
1930s, he believed they were just the start of
an “outstanding natural park” stretching from
the ocean shore to the tops of the adjacent
coastal-fronting mountains. North Coast Land
Conservancy and its partners are now poised to
advance Sam Boardman’s vision. Conservation
of the Ecola Creek watershed, the summit of
Onion Peak, and the near-shore ocean off
Cape Falcon has laid the foundation. The time
is right to permanently protect the spectacular
landscape we call the Coastal Edge.

In the acquisition
of [Oswald West]
State Park, there has
always dwelt an
ulterior motive—to secure the adjoining mountain range extending
northeasterly, starting with Neahkahnie Mountain which is already
part of the park. This coastal range has many peaks, among the most
notable being Angora, Onion, and Sugarloaf …
We have one of the greatest opportunities for creating one
of the outstanding natural parks in the nation through
this superior mountain range, plus the already acquired seven
miles of ocean frontage. In few places
in the nation do you find a mountain range precipitating itself
into the ocean.

”

—Samuel H. Boardman, Oregon State Parks
Superintendent 1929-1950

The plants found
on the treeless
mountaintops,
known as balds,
fronting Oregon’s
Coast Range
include species
found nowhere else
in the world.

A Bold Vision for Oregon
Coastal Conservation
Looking south from Astoria or
Cannon Beach or north from Nehalem
Bay, you see a jagged horizon: the
silhouette of Onion Peak, Angora
Peak, and neighboring sentinels of the
westernmost Coast Range.

L

et your eye travel from the peaks, where
rare species of wildflowers bloom in rocky
bald meadows, and down their steep western
slopes, where basaltic canyons running with
clear streams host trout, salmon, steelhead, and
lamprey. Nearing the continent’s edge, the young
forest gives way to groves of venerable Sitka
spruce, western hemlock, and western redcedar—
home to flying squirrels and marbled murrelets,
an endangered seabird. At the rocky shoreline

south of Arch Cape, the continent ends and the
tidepools, eelgrass beds, and offshore reefs of
Oregon’s nearshore ocean begin.
This is the heart of the Coastal Edge, where
3,000-foot mountains rise steeply from the
Pacific Ocean and rivers plunge directly into
the sea. Since the late 19th century, this land
has functioned as an industrial timber farm.
Conservation of the Coastal Edge will allow
the trees here to grow to maturity, reestablishing
an ecologically diverse rainforest. Conservation
of a few thousand acres will create an
unbroken corridor of habitat connectivity for
plants and animals stretching from the ridges
at the top of the watershed to the ocean.

“

When we see land as a community to which we belong,
we may begin to use it with love and respect.
—Ecologist and conservationist Aldo Leopold

”

Parts of the Coastal
Edge have already been
conserved as state parks,
a marine reserve, a
conservation easement,
and a community forest:
islands of conservation in
a sea of development and
ecological disturbance.
The resilience of the
plants and animals native
to the Coastal Edge is
multiplied many times
when these islands are
linked by large-scale long
landscape conservation.

A Century-Long Effort to
Conserve a Coastal Jewel

I

n 1913, inspired by a horseback trip from
Cannon Beach to Nehalem, Governor Oswald
West signed a bill declaring Oregon’s beaches
to be a public highway, one that “shall forever
remain open as such to the public.” Two decades
later, founding state parks superintendent Sam
Boardman began establishing a series of landmark
state parks along Oregon’s shoreline, including
what would become Oswald West and Nehalem
Bay state parks. Boardman died before he was
able to achieve his grander vision for those
parks: protection of not just the shoreline and

Neahkahnie Mountain but of the high peaks to
the northeast, a landscape whose grandeur he
believed rivaled that of any park in the country.
The effort to expand Oswald West State Park
stalled as post-war logging of the coastal
forest reached its peak. This century has seen
a resurgence of interest in conservation of the
Coastal Edge, with establishment of Ecola Creek
Forest Reserve and Cape Falcon Marine Reserve
and permanent protection of the summit of Onion
Peak. North Coast Land Conservancy is now
poised to complete the task of conserving what
Boardman called one of Oregon’s jewels.

“

This is my old saddle horse, Fred the
Freak. I rode him from Elk Creek down
Cannon Beach, and via Arch Cape over the
Neahkahnie Mountain mail trail to Nehalem.
This was when and where I caught my
inspiration.

”

—Oswald West, Governor of Oregon 1911-1915
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Rainforests
Help Humans
Thrive
Conserving coastal
rainforests—allowing
them to grow to
maturity—helps keep
humans healthy. Forests
support the global
carbon cycle by absorbing
carbon dioxide in the
atmosphere during
photosynthesis, storing
carbon above and below
ground (a process known
as carbon sequestration)
and producing the oxygen
we breathe. Carbon
sequestration may be one
way to slow or reverse
the accumulation of
carbon dioxide in the
earth’s atmosphere and
mitigage the effects of
climate change on the
environment. Temperate
rainforests such as
those found on the
Oregon coast sequester
significantly more carbon
than forests anywhere
else in the world.

“

Over the years, one comes
to measure a place, too, not just
for the beauty it may give … but
for what it teaches.

—Author Barry Lopez

”

The temperate rainforest is one of the most biologically diverse ecosystems in
the world, home to some of the largest concentrations of biomass—and the tallest
trees—on Earth. The survival of many of the species found here, from salmon to
eagles, depends upon the interconnectivity of land and sea.

Rainforest conservation
is also good for Oregon’s
economy. The 23 million
visits made to coastal
Oregon state parks each
year results in about $503
million in visitor spending
in local communities.
Considering the multiplier
effect of economic
activity that results
when those businesses
and their employees also
spend money in the local
community, the economic
contribution of state
parks on the northern
Oregon Coast alone is
estimated at more than
$54 million annually.

The future of conservation:
Whole watersheds and long
landscapes

O

n the Coastal Edge, the entire coastal
ecosystem is packed into one place. By
conserving a few thousand acres, it is possible to
conserve entire watersheds, summit to sea.
Scientists are just beginning to understand
the complex ecology of these Pacific-fronting
watersheds. What they do know is that they are
biologically rich, hosting diverse communities
of plants and wildlife. If we keep it connected,
over time the Coastal Edge can again become a
vibrant rainforest. It’s like the human circulatory
system: unless the heart and lungs are connected,
it doesn’t work. Connectivity is nature’s life
support system.

Long Landscapes:
Essential to Life on Earth
From the tropical rainforests of Central
America to the Arctic, scientists are finding that
piecemeal land conservation cannot halt the
decline of biological diversity caused by habitat
fragmentation. Plants and animals need to be able
to spread across broad landscapes or ultimately
risk species extinction.
Climate change has added urgency to the need
for long-landscape conservation. To survive,
many plant and animal species will have to move
with the climate: northward, or up in elevation.
Once certain species moves out of one area, other
species may be forced into it by climate change.
We cannot know what plant and animal species
we might be protecting this land for in the future.
But what we do know is that life on Earth needs
this land.

Helping to Conserve Oregon’s
Coastal Lands, Forever
North Coast Land Conservancy is
a nonprofit land trust dedicated to
safeguarding Oregon’s vital coastal
landscapes from the Columbia River
to Lincoln City.

S

ince 1986, NCLC has worked with a wide
range of community partners to strategically
acquire and manage coastal lands necessary to
support abundant wildlife and diverse community
needs. Our first acquisition, made in 1991, was
5 acres in size. We now steward properties as
large and diverse as the 700-acre Circle Creek and
Boneyard Ridge complex on Tillamook Head, 500
acres in the Gearhart Fen, and nearly 400 acres
of wetlands in the Warrenton area. NCLC has
completed more fee acquisitions in Oregon than
any other regional land trust, ranking us alongside
The Nature Conservancy and The Trust for Public
Lands for statewide conservation impact.
Over its 30 years, NCLC has become expert at
land acquisition, conservation, and facilitation
among diverse community partners seeking
common ground on the Oregon Coast. Guided
by a vision of a fully functioning Oregon
coastal landscape where healthy communities
of people, plants, and wildlife all thrive, NCLC
is increasingly focusing its resources on long
landscape-scale initiatives that protect entire
coastal watersheds—initiatives such as the
Coastal Edge. Together we can conserve this
unique stretch of the Oregon Coast.

“

I have never taken someone
into these environments, young or
old, who didn’t say Wow …

”

—North Coast naturalist Neal Maine

