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Earth Sanctuary Five Year Planting Plan 
by Richard Alexander and Chuck Pettis 

 

 One of Earth Sanctuary’s major goals has long been to restore its forests to old growth. 
This, among other environmental agendas, is part of its 500-year plan. Since 2000-2001 
planting projects have been underway to aid in the land’s succession and repair damage 
caused by previous logging and other forms of disturbance. Since its acquisition by its current 
owner, Chuck Pettis, it has been transformed into a space of ecological restoration, 
environmental protection, a place for spiritual practice, sculpture park, and more.  
 

In recent years Earth Sanctuary’s planting efforts have continued in several forms: 
restoring many of the forest’s monoculture alder stands by interplanting native conifers, 
improving diversity in the arboretum, and planting a variety of trees in many different locations 
as part of Earth Sanctuary’s memorial tree program.  
 

As a result of previous and current efforts, Earth Sanctuary is in a very good place 
moving forward, and much of its five-year plan therefore rests in proper management. The 
integral aspects of this management involve the monitoring and care of previous plantings, 
continued removal of invasive species, data collection, appropriate planning, replanting where 
necessary, and caring for the space as whole.  
 
 As part of Earth Sanctuary’s 500-year plan, to date, over 3,250 trees and 15,000 native 
plants have been added all over its 72 acres. In the most recent years, one of our major goals 
has been to reforest several large alder stands on the property. The primary function of this 
project is to aid in the succession of the forest. The Western red alder (Alnus rubra) is an 
important pioneer species in the succession of a forest. Alders often thrive in areas of 
disturbance, quickly filling many roles after an area’s natural ecology has been disrupted, often 
by humans. They prevent desertification, provide habitat/protection for other species, sequester 
carbon, and in their decomposition, they improve soil and provide habitat for fungi, birds, and 
insects, as well as setting the stage for longer living trees and plants, or what will be a forest’s 
climax community.  
 

Several large stands were evaluated, and our team determined that three locations were 
the best recipients to receive an interplanting of native conifers. The idea behind this project 
was to aid the succession of the forest so when the alders reach the end of their lifecycle, there 
will be many adolescent trees previously established, ready to make use of the newly available 
resources. These locations are referred to as alder stands A, B, and C (see Fig. 1). The species 
selected to be planted were Douglas fir (Pseudostuga menziesii), grand fir (Abies grandis), Sitka 
spruce (Picea sitchensis), shore pine (Pinus contorta), western red cedar (Thuja plicata), and 
western hemlock (Stuga heterophylla).  

 



Alder stand A received approximately thirty of these trees spaced roughly thirty feet 
apart and placed in between trees from previous plantings and volunteer trees. Alder stand B 
was sufficiently planted at this density with approximately twenty-five of these trees.  

 
Within the alder stands, the best possible environments were selected based on the 

generalized requirements of each species, but some were put in microclimates that were not 
ideal to collect data and attempt to utilize areas with particularly harsh characteristics. When 
selecting planting sites, many factors had to be considered: appropriate access to light, 
adequate moisture levels provided by landscape, soil health/structure, likely path of decaying 
alders, avoidance of frequented deer paths, and so on.  
 

 
Figure 1. Alder stands A, B, and C. 

 
After planting approximately sixty trees in Alder stands A and B in the fall of 2020, we 

monitored the trees and gave them the best care and management we could offer. Some of 
these trees were in difficult locations to access in the lush growth of spring and summer, and 
therefore could not receive the same care as the more accessible trees. To give our trees the 
best chance, knowing that this would be a reality, they were planted with a lot of care. Our team 
selected a one-gallon size pot, so our trees were slightly more established than bare root or 
very young saplings/seedlings; in the past, seedlings have proven to be too delicate to be 
planted in these environments and are increasingly difficult to care for at higher volumes. A 
special blend was prepared that consisted of compost, a small amount of organic fertilizer, 



mycorrhizal spores, green sand and kelp meal (for micronutrients and to help break up clay 
soils), and in some cases a wood chip mulch for water retention.  

 
Site selection was crucial for many of our trees. The native habitat and undergrowth was 

utilized to offer protection in the form of a natural mulch, supplying appropriate levels of shade, 
and protection from extreme conditions. The trees were watered and cared for as much as 
possible, some received more monitoring than others purely based on their locations and the 
logistics of caring for certain areas that were extremely difficult to navigate, or next to 
impossible, during the growing season.  

 
In the fall of 2021, the seasonal changes in the environment allowed our team to begin a 

survey of these newly planted trees. The summer previously experienced had been relatively 
brutal in terms of heat and drought, and because the one-gallon sized trees had only been 
planted the fall before, we were eager to see the mortality rates and overall outcome of our 
planting. We were delighted to see the majority of our trees not only survived but thrived! In 
some cases, the new trees put on as much growth as 8-10 inches! We experienced a mortality 
rate of approximately 5%. Many of the trees that did not survive were species we decided to add 
to the planting, knowing that the conditions were perhaps not ideal for the species, or the 
attributes of a certain site were particularly unforgiving.  

 
Some of the species that had the most difficulty surviving included the shore pine (Pinus 

contorta) and oddly enough the western hemlock (Tsuga heterophylla). Although in most cases 
the species may have had little to do with mortality, and more of these species may have been 
selected for particularly difficult planting locations. Luckily the western hemlock is fantastic at 
propagating itself from the many preexisting mature specimens in the area, and many naturally 
occurring volunteers can be found throughout the area. The shore pines, and some others, were 
added to our planting list in an attempt to improve native diversity, while understanding they 
could have a more difficult time surviving their first few years. This provided us with important 
data to utilize in our future plantings.  

 
Overall, the interplanting project was a major success. We experienced much less of a 

mortality rate than we anticipated. We were anticipating roughly 20% based on several factors: 
diversity of trees, environmental conditions, success of previous plantings, and extreme 
weather. Using the information gleaned from planting alder stands A and B, we have completed 
our planting of alder stand C during the fall/winter of 2021-2022.  

 
Alder stand C offered a little more difficult of a landscape. It is south of the wetland trail 

and comes in contact with the middle pond. There is a lot of precipitation that moves through 
this landscape in the winter months, making it extremely wet seasonally. The population of 
beavers must also be factored in because we have found they enjoy many of the same species 
of trees as us. The soil in this location is heavy in clay, which means it becomes overly 
saturated in the winter, and can become dry and hydrophobic in the summer.  

 
Alder stand C is also arguably one of the most monoculture habitats of all three alder 

stands. In other words, the western red alder seems to be slightly more dominant in this 
location, and it lacks diversity. All of these factors were considered while we formulated its 
planting plan. Most importantly, that the species selected were appropriate for the conditions 
and that the applicable trees would have proper protection from the beaver and deer 
populations. Ultimately, we decided to plant a 50/50 mixture of western red cedar and Douglas 
fir, with plans to interplant in the fall of 2022 with grand fir. We would have liked to include grand 
fir in this initial planting, but due to availability in the proper size, this was not possible. 



 
 The reforestation is an important aspect of repairing these areas, but proper care and 
management of Earth Sanctuary are arguably the most important aspect of its five-year plan at 
its current stage. The western red alder can thrive in areas of disturbance, but so do many 
invasive species. Crews of Earth Sanctuary have been addressing this issue since it was 
founded. There are many locations that have been identified, diagnosed, and appropriately 
addressed using mindful removal practices to impact the native ecology as little as possible.  
 

Many of Whidbey island’s common invasive species that are persistent in many 
environments all over the island, are also problematic at Earth Sanctuary. The proper 
identification and removal of these harmful plants is always a top priority. They can be disruptive 
to native habitats in a multitude of ways, primarily by utilizing viable spaces and precious 
resources, displacing native habitats. Many of the invasive plants that are problematic in Island  
County are pervasive in areas of disturbance, can grow in harsh conditions, form gregarious 
monocultures, and readily multiply. Therefore, it is crucial to consistently address these 
populations as they arise to allow the native ecology to again reach a climax community, which 
would leave less space for invasive species to establish. 
 
 At this point in Earth Sanctuary’s journey, the stage is set. The management and proper 
care of Earth Sanctuary’s previous endeavors are therefore the most integral components of its 
five-year planting plan. Properly managed, these practices begin to transcend its five-year plan, 
into its ten-year plan, one-hundred-year plan, five-hundred-year plan, and beyond. This isn’t to 
say that more trees won’t be planted, more sculptures will not be installed, and all aspects of 
Earth Sanctuary will not continue to be refined, but at this time it is set on a wonderful trajectory 
through its continued maintenance, management, and appreciation. As the young trees mature 
so will the forest, and with them, all of Earth Sanctuary. 
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