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Protecting “Wild” in the Pacific Northwest 
 
If you were to take a nighttime plane-ride from Seattle to Vancouver B.C., you would witness 
something quite amazing; 350,000 acres of almost complete darkness where Skagit County 
meets Whatcom County. Lying between these two large cities is the only area in the Pacific 
Northwest where the foothills of the Cascade Mountains meet saltwater in the Salish Sea. It is 
also one of the last undeveloped areas where forestry 
and wildlife overshadow and defy sprawl. This area is 
called the Cascades to Chuckanuts (C2C) Corridor.  
 
The mission of Whatcom Land Trust is to preserve 
and protect wildlife habitat, scenic, agricultural and 
open space lands in Whatcom County. The Trust does 
this by securing interests in land and promoting land 
stewardship. The C2C corridor encompasses a large 
portion of Whatcom County and represents all of the 
types of land which Whatcom Land Trust works to 
protect. Connectivity of the Cascade Mountains to the 
Salish Sea is critical for habitat protection, scenic 
preservation and the overall health and vitality of the 
region. 
 
How the C2C came to be what it is today 
  
The C2C corridor is largely un-developed and 
composed of sandstone layers which have over time 
formed into sharp ridges and deep valleys. Fed by 
watersheds of the Nooksack River, Whatcom Creek 
and Skagit and Samish River drainages to the south, natural systems evolved to support a 
complex host of plants, animals and other species. Coastal Salish people enjoyed this bounty and 
cared for the C2C region before European settlers arrived. As primarily hunter-gatherers, their 

The	Cascades	to	Chuckanuts	study	area	circled	
in	red	represents	a	critical	region	where	

habitat	connectivity	promotes	biodiversity. 
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way of life allowed native flora and fauna to thrive. When Bellingham was founded in 1853, the 
natural landscape of the C2C started to transform.  
 
The fertile soils in the valleys of the Skagit and 
Nooksack Rivers were, and still are, ideal for 
agriculture; historically the natural vegetation 
was often eliminated to meet the increasing 
demand for farming to feed the growing 
regional population. But the single largest 
change to the landscape of the C2C region has 
been clearcut logging and highway systems. 
Approximately 97 percent of the old growth 
forests in the region have been cleared and the 
majority of the forest in the area is managed for 
timber production.  
 
Balancing interests 
 
Timber and agriculture are among the core industries that have helped northwest Washington 
grow, shaping our way of life, benefitting communities and growing the thriving region we enjoy 
today. As more people recreate in the C2C’s accessible trail and stream systems, coupled with 
increased concerns over watershed health and quality, striking a new balance between competing 
public and private uses is important. And while all of these uses have transformed the C2C 
corridor, amazingly, it is still one of the least-
developed places in the Pacific Northwest 
outside of the National Forests, allowing native 
plants and animals to thrive in a relatively 
undisturbed ecosystem.  
 
Protecting the special places within the C2C 
corridor is Whatcom Land Trust’s goal. One 
approach to achieving this goal is to start by 
preserving, restoring and protecting the 
headwaters of streams and rivers as well as the 
riparian habitat surrounding those water 
systems. A second approach is to connect 
natural systems by preserving and protecting 
larger landscapes. Together, these approaches 
applied in key areas benefit the long-term health and resilience of both wildlife and people, while 
contributing to the future and standard of living here in Whatcom County.  
 
The ecological value of the C2C region 
 
Most of the Chuckanut Range is covered in mature second-growth forest which may become old-
growth through natural processes. This forest stretches all the way from the high Cascades, down 
through the lowlands and into the Chuckanut Mountains which roll into the Salish Sea. The only 

The	South	Fork	of	the	Nooksack	River	at	Catalyst	
Preserve. 

An	autumn	view	of	Mount	Baker	from	a	ridge	near	an	
old	growth	forest. 
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major divide for this forest is Interstate 5, otherwise 
the connectivity allows for wildlife to move safely 
between the Cascades and the Sea. 
 
Wetlands and other water systems are another very 
important component in the C2C corridor. Coastal 
marine and inland freshwater wetlands both provide 
ecosystem services such as purifying water, 
moderating water temperatures, controlling erosion 
and providing critical habitat for a multitude of 
species. Protecting headwaters is our best 
opportunity to positively affect what results 
downstream. 
 
Many species- avian, mammal and aquatic, all 
combine to create high levels of biodiversity within 
this region. This area acts as both a seasonal home 
for migratory animals that travel to and from the area 
at different times of the year and also as a year-round 
home for those species that travel throughout the 
area. Salmon, eagles, elk and many other species 
rely on this area for their well-being. Connectivity is 
a key conservation focus for the C2C corridor 
because without this intact natural landscape, we 
may not maintain critical population numbers of the 
native species that we have come to know and love.  
 
Threats to the health and biodiversity of the 
region 
 
Forest and habitat fragmentation go hand in hand 
and both are pressing issues throughout the entire 
C2C region. Logging has become the largest use of 
natural resources in the area. When large patches of 
forests are logged, this causes wildlife to concentrate 
in the remaining forests which puts stress on many 
species competing for space and resources. 
Protected, the C2C region has the potential to provide needed resiliency and a landscape area 
refuge for wildlife, especially salmon, as a changing climate threatens surrounding areas. 
 
Water quality is also a major concern both in the Lake Whatcom Watershed and in all three 
watershed basins of the forks of the Nooksack River. Headwaters need to be protected in order to 
maintain health for both wildlife and people. Keeping this corridor intact will help maintain the 
overall vision for environmental sustainability, land protection, wildlife conservation and 
ecosystem restoration, not only in Whatcom and Skagit Counties, but the Pacific Northwest as a 
whole.  

Visiting	Nooksack	elk	herd	at	Catalyst	at	dusk.	
This	herd	is	the	only	remaining	one	in	the	C2C	
and	relies	on	the	connection	between	the	
mountains	and	the	sea	for	migration. 

A	Bald	Eagle	flies	over	the	North	Fork	of	the	
Nooksack	River	in	December.	 

Edfro	Creek	Preserve	offers	a	beautiful	
riverside	trail.	 
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Whatcom Land Trust and the C2C region 
 
From the shoreline along Chuckanut Drive through the Lake 
Whatcom watershed into the South Fork Nooksack River Valley 
and reaching up to the headwaters of all three forks of the 
Nooksack River and its tributaries, this landscape is immensely 
diverse not only in species and vegetation, but also in the issues 
the area faces. The C2C region encompasses five out of the seven 
priority zones identified by Whatcom Land Trust in our 2016 
Conservation Plan update. Whatcom Land Trust has been 
working diligently throughout this area for decades to support the 
shared vision of a healthy and prosperous Whatcom County for 
generations to come.  
 
Every single type of special place that Whatcom Land Trust 
works to protect is represented in the C2C corridor. We 
understand the value of conserving large landscapes to support 
complex system biodiversity as well as the value of protecting 
headwaters and the multiple benefits they serve. Some of the Trust’s most important projects in 
this region have included the Great Whatcom Land Trade in the Chuckanut Mountains, the 
creation of Lake Whatcom and Mount Lookout County Parks, Squires Lake, Wickersham Forest, 
Edfro Creek, Canyon Lake Community Forest, both Wildcat Reach and Maple Creek Reach and 
several thousand acres of riparian lands along the Samish and all three forks of the Nooksack 
River.  
 
Whatcom Land Trust is just beginning to work with Weyerhauser on protecting the stream 
corridor and adjacent lands along Skookum Creek which provides fresh, cold water to the South 
Fork of the Nooksack River. The Trust is also working with a number of partners on other areas 
which make up the center of the C2C region.  
 
Many partnerships, many different interests 
 
The immense size of the C2C region offers 
plenty of opportunities to work with diverse 
partners. Whatcom County Parks and 
Recreation has been a valuable partner in this 
corridor, helping to create many county parks 
where the Trust holds conservation easements. 
The City of Bellingham works with the Trust 
to protect drinking water in Lake Whatcom. 
Whatcom Land Trust works with both the 
Lummi Nation and Nooksack Tribe to protect 
riparian zones. Private landowners and private 
timber companies are also essential partners for the Trust in either acquiring property or holding 
conservation easements on properties in Whatcom County. 
 

This	barn	owl	came	with	the	
barn	at	the	Riverstead	Preserve	

just	south	of	Acme. 

A	work	party	to	restore	salmon	habitat	at	Canyon	Creek	
Preserve. 



 
Whatcom Land Trust | 412 N Commercial St, Bellingham, WA 98225 | 360-650-9470 | whatcomlandtrust.org 

	
5	

There can be, and often are many conflicting 
interests in an area of this size. By working to 
create positive relationships with many of these 
different interests, Whatcom Land Trust 
becomes the glue in many situations. Bringing 
in people from all different angles and putting 
all of the pieces together is something the Trust 
takes pride in doing because it creates a 
winning situation for everyone.  
 
The Trust also works with Skagit Land Trust in 
the C2C corridor because some of the land 
overlaps the county line. The two Land Trusts 
worked together in partnership with the North 
Cascades Corridor Project to create the 
Cascades-to-Chuckanuts Conservation Plan in January of 2004 and continue to collaborate as 
opportunities arise. This working document provides Whatcom Land Trust with well researched 
information regarding the C2C region and has helped identify priorities in order to best conserve 
and protect this vital ecosystem. 
 
C2C- Lands we Love 
 
As the only area in the Pacific Northwest 
where the foothills of the Cascade Mountains 
still reach all the way to the ocean, this region 
in incredibly vital to the native species of the 
area. This area will provide refuge for wildlife 
in a rapidly changing climate. Maintaining 
connectivity is one of the highest priorities for 
conservation here, but the C2C corridor also 
represents a larger vision for the Pacific 
Northwest; healthy and intact ecosystems, an 
abundance of native plants and wildlife and 
overall environmental sustainability for the 
future. 
 
 
 
 
 
*All photos courtesy of Allan Fritzberg unless otherwise noted. 
 

The	Nooksack	River	at	Wildcat	Reach.	Calmer	
backwaters	provide	excellent	habitat	for	salmon. 

The	Twin	Sisters	Mountains	from	Alpine	Meadows	
Tree	Farm	located	in	the	South	Fork	Nooksack	Valley.	
Skookum	Creek	originates	from	these	mountains.	 


