
The divide in Sequim is becom-
ing more evident over the James-

town S’Klallam tribe’s proposed 
medication-assisted treatment 
(MAT) facility.

Thousands of comments per-
meate social media for and against 

the clinic. Letters to the editor are 
becoming more prevalent on the 
matter and yard signs and window 
placards are showing up across 
the area.

Some business owners have tak-
en a stand in their own ways, too.

Both George Peterson, owner 

of Peninsula Nursery, and Karen 
Willcutt, a broker with Town & 
Country Real Estate, have been 
affected by addiction and both say 
they care deeply for their commu-
nity. The two, however, stand on 
different sides of the conversation.

Peterson publicly support the 

proposed clinic because of its 
potential to support people with 
addiction, while Willcutt said she 
fears it could bring in more drugs 
and crime to the area.

State of� cials are moni-
toring an ongoing investiga-
tion headed by the Centers 
for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) and the 
Food and Drug Administra-
tion, following an outbreak 
of severe lung illnesses asso-
ciated with vaping products.

U.S. health of� cials said 
on Sept. 12 that there are 
380 confirmed and prob-
able cases of vaping-related 

breathing illnesses in 36 
states and one territory.

Washington State Depart-
ment of Health of� cials on 
Sept. 16 con� rm two new 
cases of severe pulmonary 
disease linked to vaping.

The cases, identif ied 
by the Spokane Regional 
Health District, are both 
living in Spokane County, 
bringing the state’s total 
to three. The � rst reported 
case was a resident of King 
County.

“The symptoms of these 

patients match what the 
Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention have asked 
all state and local health 
jurisdictions to be on the 
lookout for in regards to the 
nationwide investigation 
into this matter,” Washing-
ton State Health Officer 
Kathy Lofy said in a press 
release this week.

“This is now a state-wide 
outbreak,” she said.

Brian Smith, the Wash-
ington State Liquor and 
Cannabis Board communi-

cation director/spokesman, 
said CDC and FDA of� cials 
are recommending that 
people not use vaping prod-
ucts as the investigation 
continues.

“We’re taking it very seri-
ously,” Smith said last week.

All three con� rmed cases 
reported vaping prior to ill-
ness but to date we have not 
identi� ed a product, device 
or additive that are common 
to all three cases, Depart-
ment of Health officials 
said. Investigations into the 
speci� cs of products, device 
and additives are ongoing.

Smith said the liquor and 

cannabis board of� cials re-
cently met with Washington 
State Department of Health 
leaders, representatives with 
the governor’s office and 
industry of� cials, and plan 
to meet with leaders from 
other states early this week 
regarding the outbreak.

Smith said on Sept. 13 he 
anticipates state of� cials will 
soon issue a public health 
notice.

On its website, the state 
Department of Health de-
partment notes: “If you con-
tinue to use vaping devices, 
you should monitor yourself 
for symptoms (e.g., cough, 
shortness of breath, chest 
pain) and promptly seek 
medical attention if you have 
concerns about your health. 
You should never buy vaping 

Races for seats on the Sequim 
School Board of Directors narrowed 
in recent weeks, as two candidates 
dropped out to leave just one race 
contested.

Charles W. Smith III, a real estate 
broker with Professional Realty 
Services, and Jerry Mote, a property 
manager, said they’ve dropped out of 
their respective races.

Smith was run-
ning for the Director 
at Large seat No. 5 
against Eric Pickens, 
a � rst grade teach-
er at Port Angeles’ 
Franklin Elementary 
School, while Mote 
� led as an of� cial write-in candi-
date against Larry Jeffryes, a retired 
teacher.

That leaves seat No. 3, with incum-

bent Jim Stoffer seeking reelection 
against challenger Beth Smithson.

Smith’s name will remain on the 
Nov. 5 ballot because it was too late 
for his name to be taken off when he 
withdrew on Sept. 12.

He said his decision to withdraw 
was due to personal reasons.

Since his decision, Smith said, he’s 
deleted his candidate social media 
presence, taken down his campaign 
signs, and does not plan to attend an 

upcoming League of Women Voters 
of Clallam County candidate forum, 
set for 2 p.m. on Sunday, Oct. 6, at 
the Sequim Civic Center.

Mote, an assistant football coach 
at Sequim High School for six years, 
said he withdrew his candidacy after 
he learned that staff members can-
not be board directors.

“I prefer to keep coaching foot-
ball,” he said.

Mote said he didn’t campaign and 
only told a few people of his inten-
tions to run.

He said his application went in 

during the � ling period this sum-
mer, but there was an issue with his 
voter registration address and physi-
cal address so he had to clear it up 
in order to be an of� cial candidate.

When asked why he wanted on the 
board, Mote said, “I thought I could 
make a difference and help.”

“I’m not a political person,” he 
said.

Mote has four children in Sequim 
schools, ranging from � fth grade to 
high school junior.
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In 2017, George Peterson, seen here with Shyla the dog, purchased Peninsula Nursery with the vision to create a place for community. Now he’s facing backlash from community mem-
bers for his support of the Jamestown S’Klallam Tribe’s medication-assisted treatment facility and has seen his business drop “signi� cantly” in the past month. Karen Willcutt started 
as a real estate broker in November 2018 with Town & Country in Sequim. She’s experienced drug addiction herself and seen it in her family. Willcutt recently stepped down from a 
leadership role with the group Save Our Sequim in opposition of placing a medication-assisted treatment facility in Sequim because her workload increases so much. Sequim Gazette 
photos by Matthew Nash

“This is now a state-wide outbreak.”
Kathy Lofy

Washington state health of� cer



A boycott’s impact
Earlier this summer, Peter-

son, 38, shared a friend’s post 
online in favor of the treat-
ment center on the nursery’s 
Facebook page. He said this 
led to phone calls, messages 
and comments to boycott his 
business.

“I didn’t realize how en-
trenched some people were,” 
he said.

Peterson said he mulled 
whether or not he would re-
spond online for about a week 
after reading online posts and 
speaking with community 
members. He decided to post 
again, sharing more of his 
story, and fleshed it out for this 
interview.

Peterson moved to Sequim 
from Port Angeles at 13. His 
mother was an addict who 
died from suicide. Addiction 
riddled much of his family, 
including his brother who ac-
cidentally overdosed last year 
but was revived with NARCAN 
(naloxone spray).

Peterson also struggled 
with substance abuse, saying 
he could’ve been an addict too.

He writes: “At the age of 13 
I knew I was heading down a 
dangerous road, I had some 
amazing folks get recertified 
to be foster parents and I 
stopped running and made a 
choice to get better.”

In Sequim, Peterson said, 
he waited 30 days for a bed at 
a drug and alcohol inpatient 
treatment facility, but it was 
in Lacey.

“Some will be lost before 
they even get a chance to get 
the help they are seeking, 
that’s fact,” Peterson writes. 
“We believe this facility could 
not come fast enough and we 
will support our Tribe in what-
ever way we can. We have con-
cerns for sure, just like many of 
you … But we choose life, we 
choose love, we choose trying 
to help folks that need it.”

Better balance
Peterson’s second post has 

reached nearly 40,000 people, 
and said his business has 
“significantly” declined since 
then. While August is tradi-
tionally slow, he said condi-
tions should have brought in 
an uptick with cooler weather, 
no forest fire smoke, a better 
inventory system and the 
nursery looking clean.

“From that perspective, you 
think you’d see the numbers 
climb,” he said.

But after some consider-
ation, which Peterson said 
has been months, he listed 
the nursery property for 
sale through Brody Broker, 
a MAT opponent who has 
spoken at public forums 

about his opposition.
Peterson’s hope is to lease 

the property back from a 
potential owner for five years 
and go from there.

He plans to remain in Se-
quim and wants a better bal-
ance between work and home.

“I really need a more bal-
anced life,” he said. “I want to 
slow down and have a work-life 
balance where I’m not work-
ing 16 hours every day.”

The fallback from his online 
posts did factor into his deci-
sion to sell, he said.

“I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t 
hurt by the boycott on a per-
sonal level,” he said.

“I guess I had my vision 
of what Sequim was too. I’m 
deeply shocked by seeing the 
division in our town.”

Mayberry to Sequim
After two years on the road 

and looking for a new place to 
call home, Willcutt, now 57, 
found Sequim and moved here 
in June 2017.

Nearly two years later, she 
was shocked to find out a 
MAT clinic may come to her 
new home.

“I just moved away from 
that,” she said.

Willcutt’s family lived in 
Seal Beach, just east of Long 
Beach, and it’s branded by lo-
cals as “Mayberry by the Sea.”

She had plans to list it for 
around $1.2 million but felt 
nostalgic, she said, and de-
cided to wait. Six months later, 
a MAT clinic was finished, and 
a hotel converted into subsi-
dized housing nearby.

Willcutt said the sale lost 
more than $300,000 because 
crime went up in her area 
after the increase in drug 
availability.

The tipping point for her 
opposition to Sequim’s MAT 
clinic, she said, is its proposed 
location near senior housing 
facilities by Ninth Avenue.

“I was enraged; I have so 
much respect for the older 
people in our community. I 
absolutely know their safety 
is in jeopardy,” Willcutt said.

She said a MAT clinic would 
increase risks.

“From my perspective, as 
an addict, I know how addicts 
think and how drug dealers 
think,” Willcutt said.

“I’m absolutely aware there 
are all kinds of drugs and deal-
ers already here, but it won’t 
be to the proportions that it 
will be if this MAT comes in. 
This is on the radar for drug 
dealers. They know if they are 
anywhere nearby, they’re go-
ing to increase their business.”

According to the James-
town S’Klallam Tribe’s Heal-
ing Campus webpage, it 
states there are multiple ways 
officials plan to prevent issues, 
such as each patient must 
follow conduct rules. If issues 

do arise, tribal officials said 
putting up fencing, installing 
security cameras, and more 
could be possible.

Sharing her story
Since age 40, Willcutt said 

she’s been clean from cocaine 
after 22 years of off-and-on 
abuse.

“I’ll be recovering for the 
rest of my life,” she said. “Every 
day is a choice.”

At its heaviest point, Will-
cutt said, she had a cocaine 
habit estimated at about 
$110,000 a year and associated 
with heroin addicts.

“Addicts feel safe with other 
addicts,” she said.

Her addiction began around 
18 and escalated in her mid-
20s. She was hospitalized 
twice and weighed 87 pounds 
at one point.

She got free drugs from 
patrons while working as a 
bartender and from a friend 
who received a large sum from 
an auto insurance claim.

“We burned through 
$400,000 in five years with her 
money,” Willcutt said. “I ended 
up living in her driveway in my 
car. I didn’t see my parents for 
four years.”

At 28 she hit her rock bot-
tom, Willcutt said, but it took 
her another 12 years and three 
out-of-state moves to quit for 
the last time.

“Wherever I went, it kept 
finding me, but the truth is I 
kept finding it,” she said.

Counselors and support 
groups helped to a point, she 
said, but in that 12-year span 
she said it was a willingness of 
not wanting to die.

“Sometimes I’d go two 
years, but then it becomes a 
good idea again (to use in that 
12 years),” Willcutt said. “It’s a 
never-ending battle. You can’t 
reason an addict into quitting. 
You can’t force an addict into 
quitting, and you can’t love 
an addict into quitting. An ad-
dict has to hit their own rock 
bottom; whatever that is for 
them, and it’s surprising how 
low that can be.”

Passion for salsa
Leading to his posts, Pe-

terson said he felt he couldn’t 
stay silent. He felt there was 
rhetoric from some MAT op-
ponents online saying racist 
and bigoted things towards 
Native Americans and addicts.

“Some folks are talking 
about these (addicts) as if 
they’re zombies,” he said. 
“I understand that because 
some of them are, but they’re 

people and they’re broken 
people. They need love and 
encouragement.

They also need to make a 
choice for themselves because 
that’s where it starts. I don’t 
believe in enabling. Those 
people need to make a decision 
to be clean.”

Peterson said he’s not trying 
to look like a saint through his 
actions.

“God gave me a voice,” he 
said. “I can choose to remain 
silent. I can choose neutrality 
for the sake of profits or I can 
do what is right,” he said.

Peterson said he doesn’t 
regret his posts but feels bad 
it might have created uncer-
tainty for his employees from 
blow-back of his words.

Peterson also disagrees with 
boycotts in general.

One of his business’ posts 
shows him eating at Jose’s 
Famous Salsa, a business that 
posted a “Save Our Sequim” 
sign, in mid-August.

Recently, the business’ 
owners posted online that the 
Longhouse Market and Deli 
stopped carrying their salsa 
without explanation and they 
presume it’s over a difference 
of opinion on the MAT clinic.

Jamestown S’Klallam rep-
resentatives did not return 
phone calls for comment on 
this story.

Angee Conklin-Garcia, co-
owner of the restaurant, said 
in an interview that by posting 
online her intent was not to 
encourage people to boycott 
local businesses but rather 
show that it’s happening.

She and her husband Jose 
Garcia chose not to comment 
further.

Peterson said he wouldn’t 
dismiss the couple’s concerns 
or its business over a difference 
in opinions.

“These are people who 
have done an incredible job 
building a brand and having 
a product most of us enjoy,” 
he said. “We’re supporting a 
family and a small business 
that made huge sacrifices to 
be in Sequim. Frankly, there’s 
no cause that’s ever going to 
compel me to give up chips 
and salsa from Jose’s.”

Home
Willcutt, one of the original 

members of the Facebook 
group, Save Our Sequim, was 
a board member for the group 
until a few weeks ago because 
her workload increased sig-
nificantly, she said.

“I just don’t have the time,” 
she said. “More and more 

people are calling to list. 
They’re scared.”

She feels if the MAT comes, 
she may need to move, too, 
from her home between Se-
quim and Port Angeles.

“I’ve already moved once 
from Mayberry by the Sea 
because of (drug treatment 
facilities),” Willcutt said. “I 
don’t want to live in a crime 
infested neighborhood, which 
is already a great place for the 
homeless to live near Robin 
Hill Park. I carry pepper spray 
with me when I go walking.”

Throughout her life, Will-
cutt said her stepsister went in 
and out of MAT clinics at least 
eight times and she remains a 
heroin addict today.

“Even when it was court or-
dered, she would still get high,” 
Willcutt said. “She would hide 
(the medicine) and go outside 
the building and sell it for 
heroin. It was nothing more 
than a free hit per day.”

Willcutt said she under-
stands why the MAT sounds 
like a compassionate idea but 
“I believe the only people who 
would be for the MAT program 
are profiteers or people who 
don’t understand what’s com-
ing,” she said.

“I’d give it (my career and 
home) all up 100 percent to 
prevent it from coming here 
… I absolutely believe we are 
on the right side of this. It’s a 
fight worth fighting.”

Issues below             the 
surface

Peterson said he believes Se-
quim’s addiction issues spread 

for generations.
“People want their cookie 

cutter bubble of what they 
perceive Sequim to be,” he 
said. “The reality is it’s not 
what they think it is. There are 
a lot of people struggling here.”

He said some people need 
extra help when it comes to 
changing their lives especially 
with addiction.

“Some people are incapable 
of being able to go through the 
withdraw process. They need 
help,” Peterson said.

As for the tribe’s stake, he 
feels “they have a vested inter-
est in Sequim.

“They have the most to 
lose by seeing this facility go 
sideways on them, so it would 
stand to reason that they want 
to do it right,” he said.

Listening to varying view-
points is important through 
the process too, he said.

“The concern that folks 
have, it’s real — it’s not to be 
dismissed,” Peterson said.

“Those voices should be 
heard, but we should do that  
at a table with a commonsense 
approach. The beautiful thing 
about life is being able to 
disagree with people. Just be-
cause we have disagreements 
doesn’t mean we have to have 
division.”

Yes or no
Neither Peterson or Willcutt 

favor boycotts.
“I do not think we should 

boycott each other,” Willcutt 
said. “It is our right as Ameri-
cans to state our opinion pub-
licly and it’s up to individuals 
what they’re going spend their 
money on and do.”

“(Save Our Sequim) doesn’t 
support boycotting and I’m 
not personally boycotting,” 
she said.

Peterson said boycotts cre-
ate a lot of uncertainty for 
businesses like his especially 
through the winter.

“With small businesses, 
unlike big box retails, they 
cannot absorb the impact of a 
boycott,” he said.

For more information on 
the proposed MAT facility, or 
Healing Campus, visit james-
townhealingcampus.org.

For more information on 
Save Our Sequim, visit www.
saveoursequim.org.

For more information on 
the City of Sequim’s Frequent-
ly Asked Page, visit https://
www.sequimwa.gov/866/
Medication-Assisted-Treat-
ment-MAT-Center.
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“We The People of Clallam Coun-
ty,” a series of listening sessions and 
candidate forums planned for eight 
different sites throughout Clallam 
County and organized by candidates 
running for Charter Review Com-
mission, begin on Sept. 9.

During the first hour of these 
gatherings, attendees have an 
opportunity to share their ideas 

regarding priorities for review by 
the commission. Depending on 
the number of people wanting to 
participate, each person will likely 
have 1-3 minutes to speak.

Charter Review Commission 
candidates will have an opportunity 
to introduce themselves and speak 
during the second hour, starting 
with the candidates from the district 
where the event is held.

All listening sessions/candidate 

forums are from 6-8 p.m. Dates/
locations include:

• Thursday, Sept. 19 — Port An-
geles Library’s Carver Room, 2210 
S. Peabody St.

• Friday, Sept. 20 — Clallam Bay 
Sekiu Lions Club; 90 Bogachiel St., 
Clallam Bay

• Friday, Sept. 27 — Forks Ath-
letic & Aquatic Club, 91 Maple Ave.

• Monday, Sept. 30 — Crescent 
Grange 1123 (Joyce area), 50724 US 

Highway 112, Port Angeles
• Friday, Oct. 4 — Makah Tribal 

Marina, 1321 Bayview Ave., Neah 
Bay

• Thursday, Oct. 10 — Elwha 
Klallam Heritage Center, 401 E. 
First St., Port Angeles

• Thursday, Oct. 17 — James-
town S’Klallam Tribal Community 
Center, 1033 Old Blyn Highway, Blyn

• Friday, Oct. 18 — Quileute 
Tribal Administration’s West Wing 

Room; 90 Main St., La Push
In the November general election, 

15 people are elected to form the 
Charter Review Commission, with 
five chosen from each of the three 
districts in the county.

Commissioners review the ad-
equacy and suitably of the county 
charter. Amendments approved by 
the commission go on the Novem-
ber 2020 general election ballot for 
approval by the voters.

SEQUIM GAZETTE STAFF

Clallam County Charter Review candidate series set

More on the MAT
• Anji Scalf, executive director of Sequim-Dungeness Chamber of 
Commerce, said they have members who oppose the MAT clinic in 
general and/or its location, and who favor it, but the chamber of 
commerce’s bylaws prohibit it from taking a stance.
She said a few businesses reported in that a representative(s) was 
being forceful but no over the line about installing Save Our Sequim 
signs in business windows.
“From what I’ve seen through this conflict, if you take a step back, 
you can see a lot of people who really care about this community,” 
she said. “Everyone involved in this conflict really deeply cares about 
Sequim.”
• Last week, Lisa Hopper, Sequim code compliance officer, said she’s 
only removed two Save Our Sequim signs from right-of-way in the 
city and that they were at the request a business owner because 
the signs were in their right-of-way unauthorized. Hopper said she 
contacted the group so they could retrieve their signs.
She said city officials are treating the signs similarly to political signs 
and that the only ones she’d remove would be in the city’s right-of-
way, like roundabouts and medians. Any other signs taken down, 
she said, were removed by business owners or citizens.

“God gave me a voice. I can choose 
to remain silent. I can choose neu-

trality for the sake of profits or I 
can do what is right.”

George Peterson

“I’d give it (my career and home) 
all up 100 percent to prevent it 

from coming here … I absolutely 
believe we are on the right side of 
this. It’s a fight worth fighting.”

Karen Willcutt
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