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Figure 3.3: Northern Spotted Owl range in Washington.44 

 

Domestic timber harvests declined rapidly after those forests were declared off 

limits for logging on account of preserving habitat for northern spotted owls. Those 

protections were spelled out in the Endangered Species Act of 1973.45 Between 1988 and 

1996, timber harvests declined 87 percent on national forests and 38 percent overall 

nationwide.46 The nosedive in timber production disproportionately affected Pacific 

 
44 “Spotted Owl (Strix Occidentalis),” NatureMapping Program, accessed November 25, 2019, 
http://naturemappingfoundation.org/natmap/facts/spotted_owl_k6.html. 
45 “OFWO - Northern Spotted Owl,” accessed November 20, 2019, 
https://www.fws.gov/oregonfwo/articles.cfm?id=149489595. 
46 Daniels, Jean M. “The Rise and Fall of the Pacific Northwest Log Export Market.” Portland, OR: U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, Pacific Northwest Research Station, 2005. 
https://doi.org/10.2737/PNW-GTR-624. 
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County. The unemployment rate in Pacific County neared 14 percent by the end of 1990, 

with a total population of 18,882.47 When I spoke to Jim and Jaime, their frustration with 

the state government and the way that Pacific County had been treated came through in 

the way they spoke about the endangered species issue. Jim explained that, “in the last 30 

years since the Northwest Timber Plan and the Forest and Fish plan, and these are more 

formal ways of saying, basically, the spotted owl issue, the economy in Pacific County 

has been destroyed, it's been decimated.” 

 Since the implementation of the Northwest Timber Plan, Pacific County has been 

hard-hit by the decline in timber jobs. The calculation is simple: less timber stock equals 

fewer paying jobs. You can see this trend in the overall unemployment statistics for 

Pacific County in the 1990s (Figure 3.4).  

 
47 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Unemployment Rate in Pacific County, WA [WAPACI9URN], retrieved 
from FRED, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis; https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/WAPACI9URN, 
November 20, 2019.. 



Dayton 27 

Figure 3.4: Unemployment rate in Pacific County, 1990-2000. Calculated on an annual 

basis.48

 

Interestingly, this negative feeling towards environmentalists does not appear to 

have lessened support for President Bill Clinton in the 1992 and 1996 presidential 

elections. In 1992, Clinton won Pacific County by a margin of 24.2 percent.49 Voter 

turnout (percentage of registered voters who cast a vote) was high as well, at 82.25 

percent.50 Clinton made a campaign promise to find a negotiated solution to the battle 

between loggers and conservationists. In 1994, the Clinton Administration released a plan 

that would allow the timber industry to cut one billion board feet a year in old growth 

forests.51 That is one fifth of the harvest in the boom years of the 1980s.52 

 
48 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Unemployment Rate in Pacific County, WA [WAPACI9URN], retrieved 
from FRED, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis; https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/WAPACI9URN, 
November 24, 2019. 
49 “1992 Presidential General Election Results - Washington,” accessed November 20, 2019, 
https://uselectionatlas.org/RESULTS/state.php?year=1992&fips=53&f=0&off=0&elect=0&minper=0. 
50 Leip, David. Dave Leip's Atlas of U.S. Presidential Elections. http://uselectionatlas.org (November 24, 
2019). 
51 “The Owl and the President Win,” The New York Times, December 26, 1994, 
https://www.nytimes.com/1994/12/26/opinion/the-owl-and-the-president-win.html. 
52 Ibid. 
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Environmentalists thought it was far too much, and loggers wanted to be able to cut down 

many more trees. In short, no one was happy. 

 In contrast to the seeming contentment with the Clinton Administration, there was 

a backlash against the Democrats in the 1994 House of Representative elections in the 3rd 

Congressional District, which includes Pacific County. Linda Smith, who ran as a 

maverick-style Republican, defeated Jolene Unoeld, an incumbent three term Democrat.53 

Smith ran against the Spotted Owl environmentalist movement, and she was successful in 

her anti-establishment attacks and backing of the wise-use movement and property 

rights.54 She also received support from gun-rights activists, the religious right, and other 

familiar groups to assemble a winning coalition. In a familiar refrain, however, Pacific 

County still went blue. In this case, Unoeld won 60 percent of the vote in Pacific 

County.55 Linda Smith had to run up big margins in other parts of the district to win her 

seat. 

 In the 1994 Senate election, Pacific County was again reliably blue. Slade Gordan 

ran as a Republican and won the seat with 56 percent of the vote.56 Ron Sims, his 

Democratic opponent, only won four counties. One of them was Pacific County, the only 

one in southwestern Washington to go blue. Mr. Gordan ran on a platform of anti-

environmentalism, supported opening more federal forestland to logging, and advocated 

for substantial alterations to the Endangered Species Act.57 This seems like the perfect 

 
53 “Unsoeld, Jolene - Biographical Information,” Biographical Directory of the United States Congress, 
accessed December 6, 2019, http://bioguide.congress.gov/scripts/biodisplay.pl?index=U000017. 
54 Larry Swisher, “Washington: Greens Storm the Suburbs,” October 14, 1996, 
https://www.hcn.org/issues/91/2827. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid. 
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platform to win Pacific County for Republicans. That just did not happen. Pacific County 

was one of the most reliably Democratic counties in the nation. In 1996, despite seeming 

antagonism to the interests of loggers in Pacific County, President Clinton won Pacific 

County with a slightly higher margin than in 1992: 27.41 percent.58 That was the highest 

margin of any county in the state.59 

The most likely reason for this trend is that partisan identities are very sticky, and 

they do not change easily.60 Folks in Pacific County have deep-seated connections to the 

Democratic Party, and it was regarded as the group that would represent what people 

really cared about. Those sorts of identities do not change overnight. Jim Walsh, the State 

Rep for the 19th LD, alluded to this reality when he opined that “the county is gradually 

figuring out that the people of the political left have not been looking out for their 

interests, and they are frustrated. Least case scenario took them for granted. Worst case 

scenario, worked against their interests.” He said that he is glad that people are finally 

changing how they vote in 2019, but that “in a perfect information economy, people in 

Pacific County would have figured this out 20 years ago.” Again, Jim is a Republican, so 

the trend does work in his favor, but I got the sense that everyone felt this shift. It takes a 

long time to change your political affiliation, especially when it is closely related to your 

identity. That was, and is, the case in Pacific County.  

Moving on, the Habitat Conservation Plan, which is a part of the previously 

mentioned Endangered Species Act, did the legwork of declaring what habitats are to be 

 
58 Washington Secretary of State, Official Returns of the State General Election November 5, 1996 
(Olympia, 1996) 
59 Ibid. 
60 Bartle, John, and Paolo Bellucci. "Introduction: Partisanship, Social Identity and Individual Attitudes." 
In Political Parties and Partisanship, pp. 23-47. Routledge, 2014. 
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restricted and/or declared off limits for commercial logging. It impacted, and continues to 

impact, private and publicly held timberlands. As Jim put it: 

The real pain is felt in public trust land. At the founding of the state, a 
significant percentage of timber growth land was assigned in public trusts 
for the benefit of school districts, small rural counties, and junior tax 
districts. And for the first 70-80 years, this public trust land was managed 
and harvested on a regular cycle, and the proceeds of the timber sales fed 
into local school districts, local counties, and library districts. 

  

Most of the counties in the State surrendered their public trust timberlands to the 

state Department of Natural Resources. Pacific County gave over control because it 

makes things easier to have it managed by the state. The problem is that the county 

surrendered ownership of what they were going to do with their public land. Grays 

Harbor, however, did not shift control of their public-trust land to the state, and Jim 

would rather Pacific County had done the same: “Grays Harbor has always managed its 

own timberland, and as a result, they have continued to make a pretty good amount of 

money off of harvesting timber. They are in a better spot than Pacific, specifically. If they 

could go back in time and control their own land, they would in a heartbeat.” 

Interestingly, Grays Harbor had similar political outcomes to Pacific County, at 

least on the national stage. Grays Harbor hadn’t voted for a Republican candidate for 

president since Herbert Hoover in 1928. It flipped for Donald Trump in 2016.61 The 

shifting of public trust land to the state does not seem to have affected how it has voted 

on a national stage. For Pacific County, the public-trust land was the foundation for its 

timber industry. It was managed and harvested by local loggers, and it was regarded as a 

 
61 Leip, David. Dave Leip's Atlas of U.S. Presidential Elections. http://uselectionatlas.org (November 24, 
2019). 
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kind of public good. “That public trust land was what Pacific’s timber industry was 

primarily based in. The mills ran on trees felled on public trust land. The private mills did 

ok. When this was a boom town, and when Raymond was a boom town, it was because 

mills were processing trees from public trust land,” Jim explained.  

Thus, local libraries and schools were funded by the timber sales from public 

lands, and the harvesting process supplied jobs to the area. Once those public trust lands 

were declared to be off limits to logging, the state government tried to offset some of the 

economic pain by allocating ‘encumbered lands money’ to Pacific County. Because the 

land is ‘encumbered,’ it is not completely the owners to do with it what they will. It is 

subject to regulation by the state Department of Natural Resources, so they compensate 

for that intrusion.62 This is useful for the county, but the value of those payments has 

declined. “They used to get 3-4 million dollars a year, now they get a few hundred 

thousand dollars,” Jim said. “It has hit them hard. The immediate fix would be to restore 

that money back, the long-term fix would be to put some of those trust lands back into 

production.” 

The Marbled Murrelet 
 The major issue used to be the spotted owl, and its placement on the endangered 

species list. Those previous restrictions are still utilized to protect the marbled murrelet, 

another endangered bird. marbled murrelets are small seabirds that exclusively nest in 

 
62 Scott Panitz, “Timber Counties Gain Revenue Compensation for Encumbered State Forest Lands,” 
Chinook Observer, February 20, 2012, https://www.chinookobserver.com/news/timber-counties-gain-
revenue-compensation-for-encumbered-state-forest-lands/article_2c911bab-e968-5f2d-b60c-
47a85b343b3c.html. 
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coastal or near-coastal old-growth forests.63 Conservationists argue that state Department 

of Natural Resources lands are crucial for restoring murrelet populations, primarily 

because of the nesting habits of the birds. Murrelets do not build nests to raise their 

young, they instead lay eggs right on the branch itself.64 Consequently, they rely on the 

kind of wide, thick, moss-covered branches that are found primarily in old-growth 

forestland. They are also known to travel up to fifty miles inland to nest.65 

 
63 “Marbled Murrelet” Conservation Northwest | Protecting, Connecting and Restoring Wildlands and 
Wildlife (blog), accessed November 22, 2019, https://www.conservationnw.org/our-
work/wildlife/murrelet/. 
64 Ibid. 
65 Ibid. 
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Figure 3.5: The Marbled Murrelet Range in Washington66

 

Frank Wolfe, a County Commissioner in Pacific County, ran as a Democrat for 

both of his terms in the position. Frank does not even try to cover up his contempt for the 

government’s focus on this specific bird. As he put it, “the problem is that if the state 

comes in and takes the trees, and steal them from you, and you can’t cut them because the 

Marbled Merlette lives there. Maybe. Possibly. It is a stupid little bird because when it 

lays an egg, it doesn’t have a nest, it lays the egg on a big branch. That branch has to be 

on a big old growth tree.” 

 
66 “Distribution Map - Marbled Murrelet (Brachyramphus Marmoratus).” Accessed November 25, 2019. 
http://naturemappingfoundation.org/natmap/maps/wa/birds/WAmarbledmurrelet.html. 


