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Kiwanis Ravine Story


THE KIWANIS RAVINE STORY

Protecting Great Blue Herons, Ardea herodias herodias (Linnaeus)
(From the Latin ardea, meaning heron & the Greek erodios, also meaning heron)

By Robert Kildall

This is a story that began decades ago.  Even today it is not yet finished. It is all about a few acres of land just outside of Discovery Park and surrounded by Seattle’s Magnolia community. We call it the Kiwanis Ravine. In 1956, the Kiwanis Club of Seattle gave 7.5 acres, half of the Ravine’s15 acres, to the city for a wooded park.
 It had been a gift to the Kiwanis Club but unbuildable at the time so they deeded it to the city’s Park Department. At the ceremony donating the property to the City, President Clarke M. Gallup of the Kiwanis Clubs of Seattle said:

“This perpetual park honoring the name of Kiwanis is to be preserved as nearly as possible in its natural beauty.” 
 

(The name Kiwanis comes from an old American Indian term meaning we make ourselves known. The club motto is “We build.”) 

The Ravine donation became known as the Kiwanis Memorial Park. Brandt Morgan, author of a book on Seattle’s Parks, wrote this about the Ravine: “Is there any way to get down there you’ll ask as you peer over a steep embankment into the luscious ravine.  Sure, go ahead, if the nettles in the first hundred yards or the bog at the bottom don’t deter you.  Slippery beaten paths will take you past towering old maples, big juicy mushrooms, and thickets of ferns and blackberry brambles.  It’s a wild, musty place down there.”

Dr. Roger Thompson and I with help from a throng of people led the effort that created a park on W. Commodore Way.  At that time we visualized a trail connection going from Discovery Park through the Kiwanis Ravine (Ravine) down to the new Commodore Park, across the Hiram Chittenden Locks and to eventually connect with the Burke-Gilman trail.  Our citizen’s group, “the Greenbelt at the Locks Association,” was organized in 1966. We enlisted the support of the Lawton Wood Community Club and the Magnolia Community Club (Club).

  On July 4, 1967, the Club with the Seattle District Office of the United State Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) sponsored the 50th Anniversary of the Hiram Chittenden Locks. Col. C. C. Holbrook, the Seattle District engineer, Ralph Follestad, the lockmaster’ and Ray Latta, represented the USACE on the Anniversary committee. They provided extremely valuable resources and support. The Anniversary was a well-attended event. It drew over 40,000 people during the holiday weekend event. The Club’s involvement led to the establishment of Commodore Park, a 5-1/2-acre city park on the Magnolia side of the Locks.

After it appeared in late 1968 that the Pentagon had abandoned a plan to build an anti-ballistic missile system at Fort Lawton, the military then announced their decision to surplus much of the old Fort.  A group of environmental, civic and community groups called Citizen’s for Fort Lawton Park took a lead in seeking the land for a Park. After removing a threat of the ABM proposal, Senator Henry M. Jackson (D-WA) created and Congress passed the Federal Lands for Parks and Recreation Act. This act for the first time made surplus federal property available to cities without cost or for a fraction of the market value.
 Some congressmen called it the “Fort Lawton Bill.”

The early history of Discovery Park and the Municipality of Metropolitan Seattle (Metro) has been told many times.  It is enough here to know that in order to expand a primary sewage treatment plant at the West Point site to secondary treatment, Metro made many concessions to the Park and citizen groups. (Metro began secondary treatment at West Point plant in 1995.
) 

In 1971, Dan Urban Kiley of Charlotte, Vermont, was hired by the city to design a plan for Discovery Park (then called Fort Lawton Park). Kiley first met with members of the Magnolia community at the home of John S. Murray and his wife Virginia. John was publisher of the Queen Anne News and the Magnolia Journal (now the Magnolia News). 

At that time another Magnolian, Granvill Gillette, suggested to Kiley that he consider a “Grand Entrance” to the Park using the undeveloped Gilman Avenue West right-of-way and bridging the Ravine at West Lawton Street.   Kiley adopted this concept in his 1972 Park master plan by adding a Grand Entrance as a key feature in his plan.  At the same time, he designed the main “mall” and activity center adjacent to where the north parking lot is today.  Explaining his decision, Kiley said it was necessary “…by the fact that 390 acres is the first (Park) acquisition while the Army retains the large central uplands and the Army Reserve retains many acres in the northeast section straddling the Main Entrance of the (at West Government Way and 36th Avenue West) of the Park’s long-range plan.”

  Kiley’s master plan was submitted to the city in February 1972 but not formally adopted until 1974. 

Kiley described his choice of the entrance this way: “The park visitor will come from the city on a noble, direct and landscaped approach—Gilman Avenue West—and then will cross the Kiwanis Ravine on a bridge and then enter the park on the axis of the Mall.”

Later, because new Army Reserve buildings were placed in the path of the proposed entrance and because of  “…related site developments…postponed the possibility of making the Park’s proposed main entry via West Lawton Street…”
  Kiley was asked by the city to return and adjust his Plan to these realities. By February 1974, he presented a Revised Master Plan for Discovery (formerly Fort Lawton) Park to Mayor Wes Uhlman. Many Park supporters and residents welcomed the changing of his entrance across the Ravine as the Ravine’s value as a trail connection from Commodore Park to Discovery Park was growing in public interest. The 1972 and the 1974 Revised Plan were combined and approved by the Seattle City Council in 1974.

In 1969, the Club blew the whistle on a Magnolia sewer separation project. Fill excavated from this project was being dumped into the Kiwanis Ravine.  The City Engineering Department said they were answering a request of property owners in the Ravine to use the soil to fill parts of the Ravine. The Club’s challenge was reported in a front-page story in The Seattle Times.

In a quotation in the article Club President Eyrle Day emphasized the natural values of the Ravine and its potential as a trail connection to Commodore Park, the Locks and the City’s Burke-Gilman Trail. 

In a second article in the same Seattle Times’ issue Frank Rusin who lived by the ravine said, “Years ago it used to be a bigger stream than it is now, before the filling. It used to run across Government Way. It’s not much of a stream anymore.” Rusin said neighborhood children used to fish in the stream.
The Times article also included this suggestion for future possibilities in the Ravine:

“William Daniel, commission urban-design planner, recently completed a study of the city’s vacant or undeveloped ravines.  The Kiwanis ravine was included in the study, which recommended preservation of the area, Daniel said, possibly by purchase of the area by the city. Portions of the ravine already are city-owned as a dedicated easement, Daniel said.

“He said the Engineering Department (SED) was putting fill along the easement and ‘We’re trying to find out now if they’re going to put a street across the ravine.”

In a Magnolia News item,  Margaret Coughlin, head of the Lawton Neighborhood Council and a long-time community activist provided historical perspective to the Ravine story. 
 

“The (Kiwanis) preserve was donated to the Parks Department in 1956 by the Kiwanis Clubs of Seattle. O.R. Lawrence, Lt. Governor of 9W, representing 11 Kiwanis clubs and 600 members, said he supported, completely, the stand taken by the Magnolia groups.

In a letter notifying his members of the Park dedication date, June 9, 1956, Clarke M. Gallup, then president of the Kiwanis Clubs of Seattle said, “…This perpetual park honoring the name of Kiwanis is to be preserved as nearly as possible in its natural beauty adding that members of the Lawton Neighborhood Council, led by Margaret Coughlin, …have given active support to the development and improvement of the Preserve.”

This same article noted that a new pathway to the bridge over the Great Northern Railway tracks was constructed in 1968. (This was done for safety reasons after the tragic murder of a young 16-year old Magnolia student whose body was found in the Ravine earlier that year.) 

At a meeting of the Park Department, the Engineering Department and the mayor’s office it was decided the Park Department would recommend that filling on private property in the Kiwanis Ravine would be halted until a Planning Department report was finished.
 The result of all this publicity was that the city stopped filling the Ravine.

During the period of the early 1970s to the early 1990’s, most of the attention of citizen activists was turned to opposing a proposal by the Municipality of Metropolitan Seattle (Metro) to expand the West Point Treatment Plant. 

In1965 Metro completed the construction of a primary treatment plant at West Point below Fort Lawton.  Prior to that raw sewage was discharged directly into Puget Sound without treatment. A new plant would provide primary treatment and treated effluent would be discharged into the Sound.

Within six years of the opening of the primary plant, Congress passed the Clean Water Act. This Act required secondary treatment of sewage at all municipal wastewater plants by 1977.  Metro first sought a federal waiver from these requirements. They said Puget Sound could assimilate the sewage effluent from West Point without causing pollution.  Finally in1984 the Washington State Department of Ecology (DOE) ordered Metro to provide secondary treatment by early 1991.  

This decision brought the Kiwanis Ravine back into the picture because included in the Metro plans for secondary treatment was a requirement for two sources of electrical power to insure the plant had an ample emergency power back-up. Up to that time the only source of electricity available to the plant came from a Seattle City Light station sub-station south of the Lake Washington Ship Canal. Metro planned to meet the requirement by adding a second source of power from the Ballard sub-station.

To preparing for this project Seattle City Light issued a Declaration of Non-significance (DNS) in November 1990. They planned to bring electrical powerlines through a pipe placed under Salmon Bay just west of the railroad bridge.  City Light then planned to place an electrical service vault in the Kiwanis Ravine. From there they would underground an electrical powerline to 34th Avenue West, then up to 36th Avenue West, and finally through Discovery Park to the West Point plant.

I was shocked by this proposal.  I remembered a friend, Jane Thompson, who lived just north of the Burlington-Northern (BN) footbridge had noticed birds nesting in the Ravine for sometime. She called the Washington Department of Wildlife (WDW) to get more information.  WDW had no previous record of birds nesting in the Kiwanis Ravine nor did they know until they viewed the area that the birds were Great Blue Herons. 

Just a month before the City Light DNS was issued, the first effort in years to preserve the Kiwanis Ravine came from the “Neighbors of 34th Avenue West, West Lawton Street and Thereabouts” (Neighbors) led by Wendy Schrock Dreyzin. Wendy’s group had strong community support. They nominated a piece of property in the Ravine for possible purchase and preservation through Seattle’s $3.5 million Opportunity Funds. These funds would come from the1989 King County Open Space Bond Issue. 
  Neighbors proposed that a privately owned parcel of about 17,500-sq.ft. be purchased.

 “Reasons for Nomination” were expressed in the nomination form:

“This forested property, with creek, lies between the Kiwanis Memorial Preserve and the saltwater waterfront, and is a very important link between the two for some birds…(There is a) Great Blue Heron colonial nesting site (rookery) on and around the property, which is greatly threatened by the proposed development…Kiwanis Ravine is a major bird sanctuary. Many songbirds. Eagles sighted. Hummingbirds, Merlin and red-tail hawks are among birds sighted…This ravine area complements Discovery Park for wildlife. For instance, Great Blue Herons may not wish to nest closer to the Discovery Park eagles, since eagles reportedly sometimes eat infant herons. This ravine is more pristine than most of Discovery Park. Very few humans have entered this ravine in at least the past 15 years, which is why it is favored by wildlife.”
Wendy did not receive funding but her project had rated high.  She became an important part of the later successful funding efforts. Wendy is a long-time Magnolia resident who grew up on 24th Avenue West and has lived near the edge of the ravine since 1974. 

 Eight months before her fund application Wendy wrote me seeking information on the history of the Ravine.
  She said she had tried the library research route with minimal success and was now approaching individuals who may know something about the ravine. She was seeking the name of the creek in the Ravine, what kind of fish were in it, if a bridge crossed the Ravine at Fort Street or at West Government Way, how the ravine became a park, and about the plan to make the Ravine the “Grand Entrance” to Discovery Park and other questions. 

She wrote, “…I also have a secondary concern about the future of the ravine, since when I called the Seattle Parks Department about it, they told me they had never heard of it (until they checked their list), and also, I am aware of a small proposed development on the edge of the ravine, and realize that too many of these, and there won’t be any living ravine ecosystem left. (I suspect it’s only a fraction of what it once was anyway.)”

I had answers to only some of Wendy’s questions. (The creek was named Wolf Creek. It ran the length of Magnolia and had two outlets, one into the Ravine and Salmon Bay and a southern outlet at the foot of 32nd Avenue West into Elliott Bay.
  Frank Rusin, a neighbor, earlier had verified that there had been salmon in the Kiwanis Ravine creek. A bridge at West Government Way did cross the ravine. The ravine was eventually filled at Government Way. Jessie’s Tavern on the south side of Government Way was built on fill. Later property behind the tavern was filled in for parking.)

I believe Wendy and her husband Daniel later purchased the property at 4584 34th Avenue West from the owner Ragnar Smith. This was the piece of property that Neighbors had nominated for Opportunity Funds. It remains vacant today as protection for the nesting herons and wildlife in the Ravine.

After receiving City Light’s DNS, I wrote to Randy Hardy, superintendent of City Light, and Charles Raines, director of City Light’s environmental affairs, to request the need for an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS).  We had assembled a group from Friends of Discovery Park (Friends) and neighbors who wanted to protect the herons. Mary Hartnagel, Kathleen Wilkins, Nancy Kroening, Wendy Dreyzin, Scott Grimes and several others were early members.

In my letter to Hardy, I mentioned the nesting herons and other wildlife. I pointed out that the best reasoning on how a cougar found its way into Discovery Park in August 1981 was by following the BN rail tracks from the Cascade foothills then going up though the Ravine to Discovery Park.
  Other creatures apparently used this wildlife corridor.  Once a deer from the wilds ran into a store front window in Ballard. Bears foraged for food in the garbage cans in the yards of homes in the Everett-Edmonds area.  A coyote roamed Perkins Lane and Discovery Park a few years ago.
A 1993 children’s book, “J.G. Cougar’s Great Adventure,” tells a story of how this cougar presumably used an empty railcar to come from the mountains to the Park.
   Another story of this event is found in the new Magnolia: Memories & Milestones book.

Thus the thrust of the letter to Hardy was to ask for an EIS based on the nesting herons, the abundant wildlife, and the critical role the Kiwanis Ravine played in a wildlife corridor stretching from the Cascade foothills to Magnolia.  This corridor was unusual as it came without cost and used the railroad tracks that followed the shorelines of Puget Sound.  Homeowners who lived uphill from the railroad fenced their property to keep their children and pets from straying onto the tracks. The fear was they might be injured or killed. There have been numerous deaths on this rail line through the years. Persons walking on the tracks and loose domestic animals have been hit by speeding trains. (Recently a 14-year old girl and in a separate accident a 19-year old woman
  were killed in very similar situations by trains passing Golden Gardens Park in Ballard. Each stood aside to the second track to avoid on-coming train but did not notice a second train coming in the opposite direction on the track where they stood.)  Despite the dangers to humans and pets, the tracks seem safe for creatures using the wildlife corridor. 

Dr. Arthur Kruckeberg, University of Washington Botany Department, walked with me near the tracks by the Salmon Bay Railroad Bridge in 1967.  He noted that food plants had sprouted along the way and mused that the seeds may have come from the BN grain cars.  A source of food for the birds?

My letter to Hardy and Raines was not answered until the time for public comments had expired.  His letter arrived the day after the expiration date for a challenge. Luckily, I had gone down the previous day to file an appeal with the Seattle Hearing Examiner and paid the $25.00 fee. 

Guy E. Fletcher, Deputy Hearing Examiner, called a prehearing conference for February 15th. 

A morning meeting was arranged on January 17, 1991 with Granvill Gillette, Wendy Dreyzin and Kathleen Wilkins and Wes Sprague, Metro, and Raines of City Light and two additional engineering people from City Light. 

In a letter to Ursula Judkins, president of the Magnolia Community Club, Wendy, a Club board member wrote:

“Basically, the City Light and Metro men said they hadn’t even known about the heron nesting colony, and would ask the Department of Wildlife ‘what we have to do about it.’ (Quoting Raines) (A couple of herons flew by during our meeting, which Raines noticed.)

“What is very worrisome to me is that Metro has already contracted to start digging their trench and pouring their concrete at the end of this month—exactly the most sensitive time for the herons. (February 1 is when the herons start their nesting activities, with eggs laid about April 1.)

“Sprague of Metro said they might be able to postpone working in the closest-to-the-nests are for awhile (work elsewhere) but he wasn’t making any promises until he learns what the Department of Wildlife” says. Kildall encouraged Sprague and Raines to talk to Gerry Adams of Seattle Audubon also, and they indicated they might do so, but mainly they planned to rely on the Department of Wildlife.

“…Kildall’s appeal will be held February 28th. He wants Metro and City Light to consider some alternative routes for the feeder line, and City Light to do an EIS. But Sprague said that this will not stop Metro from starting its project right now, since Kildall’s appeal is concerning City Light only. (Kildall had written to Metro but did not receive an answer.)

“Sprague gave me a copy of Metro’s EIS addendum that covers the feeder-line aspect of the project—and sure enough, there is absolutely no mentions of herons in the ‘plants and animals’ section.”

Sprague responded to this meeting by sending a letter to our group dated January 28, 1991.  There were some changes in the construction plans but not nearly enough to withdraw the appeal to the hearing examiner.

Nine days earlier the important settlement agreements with Metro and the City of Seattle over the expansion of the West Point treatment plant to secondary treatment were signed. Of interest to the story of the Kiwanis Ravine is a section that spoke about how City would spend the provided Metro mitigation funds in Discovery Park:

“2…The additional improvements (to Discovery Park) that will receive priority consideration by the (City) council include:

a. Removal of buildings, structures and pavement that adversely impact wildlife habitat, including the Parks West Central and Discovery Park (Natural Resources Unit) maintenance facilities, and restoration of the site to natural habitat;

b. In certain meadow and thicket areas of the park, replanting and reforestation with native vegetation to create appropriate wildlife habitat environment;  

c. Update and refine the wildlife habitat management plan for the park;

d. Make other improvement to enhance wildlife habitat, such as erosion control deemed appropriate by the Parks Department.

e. Make other improvements as authorized in an adopted Master Plan. (Emphasis added)

3. The City also agrees to establish a permanent fund for the maintenance of improvements to Discovery Park, which are implemented as the result of the use of the funds described above.

The Friends, the Puget Sound Water Quality Defense Fund, and the Legal Advocates of Washington and Paul Kraabel, President of the City Council, signed this document.
 We felt it was clear from this section of the City agreement that the highest need of the Park to offset effects of the expansion was to restore and increase the habitat values. 

We said the Kiwanis Ravine presented us an important way to do this. The Ravine was a critical link in a natural corridor for wildlife stretching from the Cascades to the Park. It was habitat for at least 55 species of birds and included the City’s largest heron rookery.

On February 22, a response came from Randall W. Hardy, Superintendent of City Light. Here are portions of his letter:

“I appreciate your interest in resolving differences outside the formal hearing procedures. I understand you had a productive meeting with my staff on February 19, and I encourage this approach to a settlement of our differences.

“While we do disagree on the need for an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) on our project, City Light shares many of your concerns. Your comments have provided additional information for our review during the design phase.

“I share your regard for the Kiwanis Memorial Park and the ravine that it protects.  It is important that the city retains these greenbelts with their wildlife, watershed, recreational and scenic values…. It is unfortunate that several hundred feet of this stream is routed through a culvert under Commodore Park, the adjacent road, and private property.

“As you know, the extension of undeveloped land to the west is actually the Gilman Avenue right-of-way. The Seattle Engineering Department has jurisdiction over the undeveloped Gilman Avenue corridor. I know of no plans to develop this street. City Light would have no objection to the city studying this land for an addition to the Park and our project should not hinder such a recommendation. In my next meeting with the Mayor, I will recommend that the City review the status of this right-of-way and consider all options for protecting its wildlife habitat values. Charlie Raines will be available to participate in these discussions. I have also asked him to meet with the ad hoc committee you suggested in your February 15 memorandum.”

Hardy went on to explain their project and very positive ways to protect the wildlife and provide recreational mitigation.   

Three days later, John Lesniak, Superintendent of Metro’s West Point Capital Project wrote another positive letter. 
 In part he wrote:

“…The purpose of this letter is to convey Metro’s support for these efforts (to find common ground). As an agency whose mission includes environmental protection, we agree that enhancement of the natural characteristics of Kiwanis Park and vicinity and the Salmon Bay shoreline area is a worthwhile goal. The City of Seattle has authority to incorporate mitigation measures into the Salmon Bay crossing project. Metro also supports the use of Shoreline Improvement and Community Funds for enhancement of projects in the Kiwanis Park are that are not directly related to the impacts of the feeder line project.

“In addition, Metro is willing to assign a staff member to the committee described in your February 12 memo.  We look forward to discussing specific scope of work to be accomplished by this committee.”

On Thursday, February 28, 1991 Guy Fletcher, the hearing examiner, seemed suspicious that we might be creating another long drawn out affair like the Metro secondary fight brought up by some of the same dissidents.  I agreed I had opposed Metro but that decision was already made and this appeal has no connection—and it didn’t.  

The City Attorney Betty Ngan made her case to the hearing examiner. Then I told my story. I said, “I am here to protect the herons and other critters in the Kiwanis Ravine and the Ravine’s value as a wildlife corridor.  I am not a great believer that citizen’s EIS challenges stop proposals like this. I wrote my letter because I felt that if City Light knew the situation they would want help accomplish the same thing as we are asking for.”  

I asked that a group be formed to include citizens, Metro, City Light, the Law Department, the Club, the Park Department, WDW and others. I asked for an agreement that protected the wildlife in the Ravine. This seemed to be a different approach to an EIS problem.  Rather than confrontation, we were seeking agreement with the City and Metro asking them to join us in saving the herons and habitat for all creatures in the Ravine.

I wrote to Charles Raines, environmental director for City Light, and City Law Department Attorney Ms. Betty Ngan, and asked for a letter that included these words or similar words:  “…to devise a program to protect and propagate the Great Blue Heron rookery in the ravine as well as other wildlife...to work to seek funding from available sources that are listed… and to remove debris in the ravine but not during nesting season.”  I pointed out that construction in the Ravine should not be done while the herons were nesting. 

I offered a list of witnesses requested by the Hearing Examiner but expressed hope to him that a settlement of our concerns was near. Agreement of all the sides involved was soon to come.

Support for protecting the herons and recognizing the value to preserve this natural corridor for wildlife migration had come from all over the city and state during February and March 1991.

In early 1991 Steve Penland (WDW) acknowledged the Kiwanis Ravine heronry in a letter. He wrote:

 “Great Blue Herons are a protected wildlife species and classified as ‘monitor’ by the Department of Wildlife, meaning their management concerns are especially important compared to most other wildlife species. This is due to the heron’s sensitivity to disturbances and their particular habitat requirements…)

“For many years the only heron rookery known to exist in Seattle was located in West Seattle above West Marginal Way. Kellogg Island was set aside as a wildlife preserve primarily due to the presence of the herons. This heron colony has recently been abandoned, probably because of increased human disturbance in the area. We have records of other heron rookeries in surrounding suburban communities, including Kenmore, Renton and Vashon. Most of these rookeries are facing development pressures that could lead to their demise. 

“Other than unconfirmed reports of single heron pairs nesting in scattered Seattle locations, the heronry in Kiwanis Memorial Park is the only remaining significant nesting site known for this sensitive species within the city limits of Seattle.”

 At that time the Metro and City Light’s plan was to place an electrical service vault in a part of the ravine. This letter and discussions with Metro and City Light changed this plan so that the vault was placed underground in the undeveloped Gilman Avenue West street-end in the Salmon Bay shoreline and a city park was created on top of it.

By mid-March an agreement was reached that would organize a committee to protect the Great Blue Herons’ habitat and the Ravine as a wildlife corridor. 

Herb Robinson in his The Seattle Times column covered the settlement with approval that all parties came together but added,  "It would assume greater importance, though, if it helped raise awareness among decision-makers toward the negative effects of any and all public-works projects on parks and natural areas. 

 In March 1991 Theodore A. Muller, Regional Habitat Resource Manager, State of Washington Department of Wildlife (WDW) wrote a letter to Tim Block, Project Manager of Metro’s West Point Sewage Treatment Expansion, regarding the Herons in the Kiwanis Ravine. Brad Carlquist, biologist on the Discovery Park staff, had written Muller earlier concerned for the well being of the herons over construction practices and trash buildup. 
 Muller wrote:

"The Department of Wildlife is concerned for the viability and integrity of the subject heronry. Disturbance of nesting birds can lead to direct egg loss (by jostling of the nest and by predation), it can cause hatching failure (by chilling of the embryo from interruption of incubation), and/or it might lead to total abandonment of nests. In any case, disturbance has been shown to the high-risk element in heron population viability. 

"The birds comprising the subject colony are obviously somewhat habituated to the presence of man and his activities (trains, cars, joggers, etc.) However, experience has shown that even those birds that tolerate a high background disturbance level will exhibit a severe avoidance response at some unknown disturbance threshold. This threshold is not predictable. 

"We would therefore, like to ask that work related disturbance be limited in close proximity to the heronry until well in the nesting season. The attached Management Recommendations say that this is February 15 to April 15. However, my personal recommendation would be February 15 to May 15--to do significant work and then minimize intrusion til mid-August when the young are flying. 

"The reason for the recommendation is more a legal consideration than a biological one. Herons are classified as a protected species under Title 77 RCW. This means that killing, taking, or even harassing these birds (to the point that they abandon their nests, eggs, or young) is an illegal act. Such 'illegal taking' (as it is defined in the law) subjects the person (or persons) responsible for the loss of eggs or young to criminal prosecution. 

"As stated earlier, Mr. Carlquist said the 'trash' had been dumped at the site. If this trash is of a nature that is offensive to neighbors, it could be cleaned up using the least obtrusive method possible (perhaps wheelbarrow and hand tools) and the site should be left undisturbed until later in the summer. Then larger equipment could be taken to clean up the spoils pile and restore the site." 

Shortly after Muller’s letter was sent Ted Rees of Seattle Engineering Department followed up with instructions on the disposal of construction debris at 34th Avenue West to Bill Baker of Metro’s West Point Construction Office.

A previous directive from the City to Metro was given to remove disposed material in the street right-of-way (34th Avenue W.). Since that time, nearby Great Blue Heron nesting has started. This requires that all work to remove the spoils be halted until after the nesting season…

“…To control the erosion, the spoils should be covered with a heavy weight plastic and anchored well…The disposed excavated native soil material will still need to be removed from the street right-of-way. The removal should not be done until late August.”

Theodore Muller’s letter recommending his position that final disposal should be in mid-August got immediate reaction and the concurrence from Engineering and Metro. The delay was to protect the young herons until they were ready to fly as Mueller suggested. 

Nearly a month later on April 12th, Philip Schneider, Habitat Biologist for the WDW, answered a request by Mr. John Holgate, City of Seattle’s Department of Construction and Land Use (DCLU) for comments on a permit to build an apartment at 4329 West Brygger Drive. Holgate had this to say:

“As you requested, I am following up on our field review of this project with my comments and concerns. The ‘Kiwanis Ravine’ is an example of an area that has escaped some of the impact of urban development, probably because of the difficulty in building on the steep slopes. As a result, this area and other areas like it in Seattle have become extremely important habitat for wildlife in the city. The relatively large block of native trees and shrubs provides a diversity of habitat for species that do not tolerate the urban landscape. A good example of this is the heronry at the bottom end of the ravine, where a grouping of large trees in the ravine attracted the herons to nest there.  In addition, the large and small snags in the ravine provide habitat for snag dependent species that is not typically available in urban areas.  Add the wetland area we observed at the head of the ravine, the diversity of species and size of trees and shrubs, plus the stream—all make up an area valuable to wildlife.

“I would recommend that the encroachment into this area be minimized so as to lessen the disturbance to this area. A 25-foot setback from the top of the bank with the planting of native trees and shrubs would accomplish this. In addition, I have concerns regarding drainage from this project and how it might impact the fill that was placed in this area. A slide in this area could have serious impacts to water quality and habitat in this ravine.

“…I hope that the City can recognize the value of these areas for wildlife and help protect and enhance these remnant natural areas…” 

The support continued to pour in. Liz Berggren, President of the Friends, wrote the hearing examiner supporting our request and stating the Ravine’s value as wildlife habitat. John Spencer, director of Metro’s Wastewater Division, asked CH2M Hill, a Metro-consulting firm in charge of planning the Metro expansion, to review our concerns.  

CH2M Hill, in response to Spencer’s letter, did an assessment on the Ravine and on the slope stability in the ravine area near the area where the City Light’s submarine cable was to cross the ship canal.  

Sen. Ray Moore, State Representatives Helen Sommers and Larry Phillips gave full support for an application of funds from the Washington Wildlife and Recreation Program (WWRP).  The Friend’s of Seattle’s Olmsted Parks voted to support WWRP funding for the Ravine. 

Harvey Manning, noted Northwest environmentalist, wrote:

“Because of its unique location, Discovery Park-Jim Hill (B-N Tracks) wilderness wildlife habitat / wildlife travel corridor is more important to a larger number of King County residents than any other area. To maximize the wildlife habitat and teaching value of Discovery Park…the Kiwanis Ravine must be preserved. I do not know of any natural area in Seattle more worthy of, more needful of, immediate and total protection.”

In October 1991, the Discovery Park Advisory Council sub-committee on SPIF fund wrote this about the Ravine: 

“Land acquisition would be desirable if we could find appropriate and available land. The Kiwanis Ravine we consider doubtful because of extensive private ownership of parts of the ravine, excessive steepness making trail access difficult and high cost.” 

(In the next issue of their newsletter Explorer, (Winter 1991-92), the Friends noted this and said, “The Friends, on the other hand, feel protection of the last significant Great Blue Heron rookery and the 50 species (of birds) found in the ravine a priority habitat item. The ravine is a link in a major urban wildlife corridor. ‘No trails’ is fine with us.”)  

Several other stories and letters appeared in the first half of 1992. Washington Environmental Council newsletter “Alert” carried an article from the Friends titled: “Kiwanis Ravine—an urban link to Discovery Park.” 

 The article presented a case for saving the wildlife corridor and the Great Blue Herons nesting sites:

“An unacknowledged urban wildlife corridor exists in North Seattle. It meets …(the) definition of a natural urban wildlife corridor, (Greenways for America 1990)—‘a path or trail to link parks and open spaces and provide what ecologists call species interchange, the sine-qua-non of biological diversity and this ecological stability.’

“The Burlington Northern (BN) right-of-way, north of the ship canal, completes a natural wildlife greenway stretching from the beaches of Discovery Park to the foothills of the Cascades.  At least 21 parks and numerous ravines open prairies, and farmlands are in this corridor. The BN right-of-way doesn’t have to be bought. It exists. And will remain intact for the foreseeable future. It is the main line to Chicago and the East.

“Unknowingly, BN saved this Puget Sound shoreline from housing and other development to provide a unique urban open space wildlife passage. Unlike the Burke-Gilman trail, few humans use the trail. Fear of accidents (in recent months there have been two fatal accidents with trains hitting youths) keep residents cautious and their dogs and children away from the rail hazards, This works in favor of the ‘creatures’ using the pathway.

“A critical and fragile connecting link is the Kiwanis Ravine adjacent to Discovery Park. The ravine connects the Magnolia tidelands, the Park, Commodore Park and the Government Locks to the BN ‘greenway.’  A 7.4-acre Kiwanis Memorial City Park, given by the Seattle Kiwanis Club in 1956 for a wooded preserve, makes up part of the ravine. Private lots, the undeveloped Gilman Avenue West and unused streets complete the rest.

“…Residents say herons have nested here for 30 years and are now endangered by proposed encroachments…

“The ravine is an ideal home for the large colony of (Great Blue) herons. The steep slopes, wetland, slide areas, and a running stream mark it as a highly sensitive environmental area. It has inclines too steep for trails. Intrusions by people are rare.

“Fish mill in Salmon Bay waiting to go through the fish ladder or for the locks to open. They are fair game for the herons, eagles and ‘Herschel’ and his sea lion friends. If you were a heron, you’d live here too.

“…The ravine faces development proposals. Efforts in resisting recent building plans by the (Brygger Drive) Alliance, (a local group supporting the preservation of the ravine), led to conservation easements and conditions for protecting and propagating the herons and other natural life.  Residents offered to sell parts of their lots abutting the ravine in a letter to (the) superintendent of parks. The Seattle Park Department ranks expanding public ownership in the ravine high on recommendations for funding…

“’I don’t want to live in a city that has just crows, sparrows and starlings,’ said one resident. ‘I want a city with Bald Eagles, Peregrine falcons, Barred owls, Great Blue herons and a diversity of species. Diversity means a livable city.’

“…It is important to protect species in the wilds. But urban wildlife is the most effective tool we have to educate new generations to respect and appreciate the wonders of nature. The outstanding programs offered by the Discovery Park staff have trained hundreds of youths to support ‘critters’ and a healthy environment that supports our own existence.”

The Seattle Times reporter Dick Lilly wrote an article with the heading; “Development threatens heron nests.” 
 His story included a picture of Kathleen Wilkins, chairperson of the Friends of Discovery Park wildlife committee. She said that funds could possibly come from the Metro community fund ($500,000). That money was part of the Metro mitigation settlement over the West Point Treatment Plant expansion.  Ursula Judkins, president of the Club, is quoted as saying, “…that would only happen if the community votes against using the fund for a swimming pool, and in favor of a variety of other open space and recreation uses.”

In March, the Seattle Audubon newsletter, Earthcare, a main headline read, “Kiwanis Ravine: Unique Wildlife Corridor.”  Robert Sieh, president of the Seattle Audubon Society said after reading the Seattle Times article that they would consider funds from their Martin Miller fund for the Ravine. 

Holly Miller, superintendent of the Seattle Park and Recreation Department, promised to look into funding. Park official Don Harris had spoken to the Trust for Public Lands (TPL). (The TPL after seeing the article said they were interested in helping.)

In April, County Councilman Larry Phillips’ aide wrote a letter on the possible funding sources for the Heron rookery.  Phillips also secured about $40,000 from King County for the Kiwanis Ravine matching funding. 

The April edition of the Washington Native Plant Society (WNPS) newsletter carried a story on the Kiwanis Ravine with a request for help in studying the plant life, wildlife, water quality and slide potentials.  (Later A.B. Adams, president, and Bill Steil did do a native plant study for the Ravine.)

On May 13th, The Magnolia News reported that the proposed community pool needed the full share of the $500,000 Metro mitigation funds to add to other Metro funds. (In April representatives of the litigants in the Metro lawsuit and the MCC voted that according to the Metro settlement agreement on the $500,000 community funds, the money was to be handled separately. Ursula Judkins, the Club president, voted to include this money with other Metro money and be available for a swimming pool or other proposals that might be agreed upon.)

The Settlement Agreement with Metro and the litigants on the $500,000 issue read: 

“The parties agree to jointly seek the agreement of the city that funds provided under this subsection will be administered with the assistance and advice of an advisory committee consisting of one representative from each of the following groups: Legal Advocates for Washington, Friends of Discovery Park, Club, and Puget Sound Water Quality Defense Fund and the Magnolia Community Club.”

On June 10th we wrote letters to Charles Raines, City Light, in support of his suggestion to move the vault facility out of the Kiwanis Ravine and place it underground in the shoreline zone near the BN Railroad Bridge.  The Railroad had agreed we could clean the area under the bridge and that they would not erect a fence.   We could not landscape that area to make it appear to be an extension of Commodore Park. 

At the same time we told Raines we were urging the Seattle Park Department to use funds we were garnering to purchase the City Light sub-station on 36th Avenue West and West Ohman when it became surplus. (It was eventually sold to the City using funds we had secured. A small park was created as open space with a Heron overlook.)

Two days later City Light issued a modified DNS. It would move the vault facilities out of the Kiwanis Ravine, limit any construction in the ravine to periods that did not interfere with the heron’s nesting season, place the vault facilities underground near the Ship Canal and create a street-end park for the public.

News articles supported the Ravine as a critical link in a wildlife corridor.

The Seattle Times ran an article about the sighting of bears near Edmonds. This article helped establish the Burlington-Northern right-of-way as a wildlife corridor.

A few months later, The Seattle Times headlined, “Coyotes finding mealtimes in Magnolia? Wild animals’ return to Discovery Park worries neighbors.

A week later, the Seattle Post-Intelligencer article headline, “Misplaced Cougar surprises residents.”  A cougar roamed Edmond’s street after likely using the tracks to reach Mukilteo.

 The outbreak of visiting wildlife made it seem the corridor from the foothills was big news in the animal kingdom. While we were not recommending cougars or bears reaching Discovery Park, we did believe that the articles showed that wild critters were using the rail tracks and the Ravine.

Endorsements continued to come in: The Washington Environmental Council endorsed our application to buy Ravine property to protect the corridor and Kate Stenberg, wildlife planner for King County, supported the efforts to link Discovery Park and the Kiwanis Ravine with other greenspaces in Seattle.

Information flowed in to augment the work of Kathleen Wilkins and others. Robert Tabscott, University of Washington (UW) student, issued a Kiwanis Ravine Park Wildlife Management Plan. 

 UW students Brian Hasby, Jeff Hemry, Erik Stoka and Erik Vikingstad also prepared a Kiwanis Memorial Park Ravine Management Plan.

  With the encouragement of Metro’s John Spencer, Parametrix provided a “Wildlife Habitat Value of Kiwanis Ravine.” They wholeheartedly supported efforts to preserve all such parcels of habitat.

The SPIF committee members who were deciding how the funds should be allotted moved the Kiwanis Ravine acquisition up to number seven on their list.  They also wrote the WWRP encouraging the state grant for funds.  Their SPIF donation of $175,000 for the Ravine proposal would be a “match” for some of the state funding. It was added to the King County grant of nearly $40,000 secured by County Councilmember Larry Phillips 
and $187,500 from the Metro community funds.

In September 1993 the Washington Wildlife and Recreation Program committee released a list of approved projects for 1994. The Kiwanis Ravine, ranked fourth in the State in the Urban Wildlife division was given $351,040. (This final total was $702,080.)

A new development was reported in early 1998 in a Magnolia News editorial. The editor wrote about the amity between the Army Reserve and the Ravine.  He applauded the areas of agreement, which included removing a fence down to the Ohman street City Light sub-station for a direct connection to the Kiwanis Ravine to help the “critters” get to Discovery Park.

In 1998, the Seattle City Council passed ordinance 118843 to purchase the City Light sub-station on 36th Avenue West and West Ohman Street. The property would be added to the Kiwanis Ravine Natural Area using money from the State WWRP Project 92-348A and other Metro, SPIF, Community Mitigation Funds and King County grants.  A park department sign was erected on 36th Avenue West designating the area as a “Kiwanis Ravine Greenspace—Heron Rookery. Preserved for open space.”

A concern for Great Blue Heron rookeries continues and grows today. Despite the best efforts of conservationists Black River and Kellogg Islands herons are experiencing development pressures. An article “Heron rookery rescued!” in The Washington Department of Fish & Wildlife (WDFW) newsletter “Crossing Paths,” (Spring 2001) carried a message for all of us who care about our Kiwanis Ravine rookery:

”A Great blue heron rookery, or communal nesting site, would be a bonanza for any backyard wildlife sanctuary since these four-foot-tall, prehistoric-looking birds don’t nest just anywhere,

“They set up spring housekeeping together in large groups in the same place year after year, which is why it’s so important to preserve the habitat that commands their loyalty; big tall trees that can support their huge annually-reused nests, along a waterway where they can fish.  

”So when WDFW’s urban biologist Michelle Tirhi got a call last November about heron nests destroyed when a stand of alders in a riparian area near Tacoma were felled, she jumped into action to make sure the birds would have something to return to this spring.

“The concerned caller, Harlan McChord, agreed to have salvaged heron nests relocated in trees on his property, adjacent to the scene of destruction.

“About 20 people, from five government agencies and non-profit groups, plus one family with their home-schooled children, assisted Michelle in extracting 30 nests from the trees that had been cut down. Some nests were picked up intact off the ground, she reports, while others had to be cut out from under debris. The group constructed plastic mesh baskets, to hold the nests and to haul them up the new trees.

“Two tree experts, Tim Brown and Randy McDougal, donated several days of climbing and positioning the nests in the trees, and trimming branches around the relocated nests to open up the canopy so herons could use them again. In February, Michelle, Harlan, and Tim hauled four life-sized heron decoys into the trees surrounding the relocated nests. In March, two more decoys were placed directly on nests.

“Michelle has been playing a tape-recording of a heron distress call in breeding season at the site every other day to attract herons.

“ ‘Within the first ten minutes of playing that tape,’ Michelle recalls, ‘I had 17 herons fly into and attempt to perch on the trees holding the decoys!’

“By early March, about 50 herons were moving between the old site and the new location. At that time, none had laid eggs at the new site however.

“ ‘Great blue herons are so loyal to these communal nesting sites,’ Michelle says, ‘that I’m not sure how successful we’ll be in this effort. There’s an active red-tailed hawk nest close by, and I’m not sure what impact that will have. But I think there’s a 50-50 chance that these herons will adapt to this change.’”

Michelle Tirhi’s story and the studies of herons should be reminders to us how important it is to keep the wet, remote, quiet, musty, natural bogs and other amenities. The Ravine may not have all the aesthetics humans prefer but for decades as “a wild, musty place down there,” it has attracted our city’s largest rookery. And each day it is bringing us the pleasure and beauty of the Great Blue Heron with an intimate glimpse of their life and nesting habits. 

Perhaps we can learn lessons from others that will help us protect them by repeating to ourselves:

“Great blue herons nest in colonies with other great blue herons and other species of herons. These rookeries are usually isolated spots, well away from human settlements and from potential disturbance.  Great blue herons prefer to nest in tall trees, usually at the top of vertical branches. They often nest in trees on islands or in trees with water around the base, possibly for added protection from ground predators, such as raccoons.” 

Or

“A wide variation of habitat is enjoyed by the Great Blue Heron but almost always on a solitary basis. It might be seen in newly plowed farm fields, in meadows, in marshes, swamps, bogs, and along the edges of lakes, streams, and ponds. …Most roosting is done…in relatively dense cover: heavy mangrove growth, deep willow margins, low swamp oak, and similar growth near watery areas… 

“Of prime importance in nest site selection is isolation—far more so than height of the nesting tree. Ardea herodias herodias demands isolated remoteness in its choice of nesting sites.” 

There is more to this story. Our trials to get Seattle SPIF funds was long and arduous. We felt that preserving and providing wildlife corridors and habitat was the best way to mitigate Discovery Park’s environmental loss caused by the West Point Treatment Plant expansion to secondary treatment.  The SPIF committee’s emphasis was on more human recreational improvements.

However, Scott Grimes, who represented the Friends, on King County’s SPIF committee, was very successful in identifying and acquiring areas for wildlife.

Today (the summer of 2001) citizens are organized to face new challenges to the Ravine. They seek to complete the Ravine acquisitions and to expand its borders. They face new intrusive developments that can create problems for the nesting herons and other wildlife. It is a new chapter yet to be told.  Hopefully this history can help that effort.

A substantial part of our success was due to the Seattle Department of Parks & Recreation. They not only sponsored our application for funds from the Washington Wildlife and Recreation Program but counseled Kathleen Wilkins and Nancy Kroening on the preparation of the application itself. Our thanks go to Superintendent Holly Miller, Bill Blair of the Park’s Open Space Program and Catherine Anstett, Park ‘s Public Relations officer. We learned a lot from them.
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