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Editorial

Sounder
The ISlandS’

OPINION LETTERS POLICY The Islands’ Sounder welcomes letters from its readers.  Letters need 
to be typed and not exceed 350 words. They must be signed by a resident of San Juan County 
and include a daytime phone number. Send to editor@islandssounder.com. Letters may be 
edited for grammar, length and clarity purposes.

Submitted by the Orcas Senior 
Center.

Since 1976, the Orcas Senior 
Center has provided home-deliv-
ered and group meals; trans-
portation; social, recreational 
and educational opportunities; 
and health-related assistance in 
our community. Although OSC 
had already planned to expand 
services in 2020, COVID-19 
required the nonprofit to modify 
and increase services much 
more broadly and quickly than 
anticipated.

With Community Emergency 
Response funds from the Orcas 
Island Community Foundation, 
heroic efforts by volunteer Joe 
Symons and other OSC volun-
teers and staff quickly led to the 
development of the new Buddy 

Check-in Program. Buddy volun-
teers have contributed over 730 
hours since the program began, 
making 3,929 check-in calls to 
vulnerable and isolated seniors. 
To volunteer or to receive calls 
under this program, contact John 
Slater (360) 919-9318 or john@
orcasseniors.org.

OSC’s original (pre-pandemic) 
2020 plan predicted delivery of 
approximately 241 meals per 
month. Thanks to volunteers and 
a strong partnership with San Juan 
County and Whatcom Council on 
Aging, an average of 823 meals 
per month (8,235 total) were 
provided from March to Decem-
ber 2020. Volunteers logged 4,378 
miles delivering these meals to 
our Orcas Island community 
members. The nonprofit OSC is 

grateful to the many donors and 
volunteers who made this critical 
effort possible.

With adaptations made for 
COVID safety, OSC services such 
as foot care continued in 2020. 
Other offerings including “Meet-
ing of the Minds” (next on January 
20), “the Virtual Vineyard” (next 
on Jan. 24), and “Seniors Have 
(Virtual) Talent” (Jan. 30), have 
been revised or newly-created 
for online presentation. To learn 
more about these events, to join 
OSC, or to donate online, please 
visit www.orcasseniors.org.

Thank you, community, volun-
teers, and staff, and best wishes 
to all for a happy and healthy new 
year!

Senior center meets the 
pandemic’s challenges

Those who have been advocating for a vacation rental moratorium 
celebrated on Jan. 12, when the San Juan County Council voted 3-0 
to enact an immediate halt on new and pending VR applications. 

The moratorium will be in effect until July 13, 2021.
It’s the first major action of the council for 2021 with its two new 

members: Cindy Wolf and Christine Minney.
If you had asked us five years ago what the biggest roadblock to afford-

able housing is we would have agreed it was vacation rentals. A lot has 
been done since then to find solutions to this issue, and we aren’t as hope-
ful that this new development will make as big of an impact as its advo-
cates do.

We applauded the county council when it took action in 2018, updat-
ing its regulations to require existing permit holders to annually certify 
compliance. Since then, the county shut down 41 unpermitted vacation 
rentals and levied more than $100,000 in fines. The fine for operating a 
vacation rental without a permit is $2,300. The county relies heavily on 
the public to report such violations, as they are much less visible to our 
enforcement bodies. If you are aware of someone operating a rental with-
out a permit, contact the planning department at 360-378-2354.

According to then-councilmember Rick Hughes, as of early October, 
of the 963 total vacation rental permits in San Juan County, 331 of them 
were flagged as non-compliant per county code. It was anticipated that 
most of the non-compliant permits currently under review would fail to 
prove compliance by the required date (December 2020), which would 
result in their permits being revoked. This would bring the total of active 
permits in the county down to approximately 450.

Also in 2018, county voters approved a 0.5 percent Real Estate Excise 
Tax to support the development of affordable housing in the county. The 
tax is assessed on the purchase and sale of real property within the county, 
with the buyer paying 99 percent of the tax and the seller paying 1 percent. 
The REET is the highest it’s ever been thanks to a real estate market that 
is currently booming.

In September 2020, OPAL Land Trust’s April’s Grove project was 
completed, offering 45 townhomes in a variety of affordability levels based 
on income. It was the first new affordable rental housing of significant 
size in San Juan County in nearly 30 years. Planning for it began in 2015. 
The total cost of the project was $15.5 million with support as follows: 
$3.4 million in donations and private grants, including $450,000 from 
the Orcas Island Community Foundation; $4.4 million in federal, state 
and local government grants and deferred loans, including $1.9 million 
in grants awarded or pending from San Juan County voters and taxpayers 
(REET); $5.5 million in federal Low Income Housing Tax Credits; and $2.2 
million in a mortgage loan from Washington Federal Bank.

The application period opened in March 2020, and so far OPAL has 
received 140 requests, which is more than three times what is available 
in April’s Grove. The granting agencies that OPAL partnered with had 
requirements for residents: 20 of townhomes had to be occupied with 
residents below 50 percent of median income; 21 below 60 percent of 
median income; nine had to prioritize people who are homeless; five had 
to house those with mental or physical disabilities; nine must be fami-
lies with children, and nine had to be large households of four people or 
more. The remaining occupancies were unrestricted.

Where things stand now, we aren’t convinced that an overabundance 
of vacation rentals is causing our affordable housing crisis. We urge the 
council to look at other, critical factors. The county’s 2019 average annual 
income for one person was $45,777. The statewide average is $62,026. The 
median home price is hovering around $500,000 and the median long-
term rental cost is $1,000. Washington state’s minimum wage is $13.69, 
however, Seattle passed a law in 2014 that has gradually increased its 
minimum wage to $15 an hour by 2021.

We are very pleased that our county government is aware of afford-
able housing and its impact on our communities. For those who are still 
in need of a long-term living situation, like the April’s Grove applicants 
who didn’t receive a spot, the reality of low wages and a high cost of living 
means the struggle continues. We urge the council to find solutions for 
the root cause of the housing crisis — like raising the minimum wage, 
providing senior housing and incentivizing affordable living options in 
Urban Growth Areas — while at the same time addressing symptoms 
such as vacation rentals.

by Colleen Smith
Editor/Publisher

Vacation rentals are 
part of larger issue

Nonprofit aims to purchase 
the Shaw General Store

Submitted by the Save the Shaw 
Store Board of Directors.

Imagine the Shaw General Store 
open seven days a week, year-
round, managed by the Orcas 

Food Co-op. Imagine the store 
property owned by a commu-
nity non-profit organization, self-
supporting through the store, the 
marina, and other revenue sources 
on the property.

This could soon be the reality 
if a community effort to buy the 
store property is successful. For 
over 100 years, the Shaw Store has 
been a hub: folks congregate, catch 
up, chat, check the mail, do the 
laundry, buy chicken feed, or buy 
excellent island produce and fine 
local brews. Now, a freshly formed 
non-profit — Save the Shaw Store 
 — is raising money to purchase 
the property and ensure it contin-
ues on as a community benefit in 
perpetuity.

The organization recently nego-
tiated a letter of agreement with 
the Masons (the current property 
owners) and with the Orcas Food 
Co-op. The agreement establishes 
the basic terms of the purchase: 
The Masons will sell the store 
buildings, warehouse, marina, 
and (eventually) the cabin prop-
erty to the east of the store to Save 
the Shaw Store for a good price; the 
Orcas Food Co-op will lease the 
store facilities to continue its oper-
ations for the Shaw community; 
the Masons will help the co-op get 
established in the store and will 
work with them on the ferry.

A similar project on Orcas 
provides an example of how this 
structure of community-owner-
ship can be successful. In Janu-
ary 2020, Friends of the Olga Store 

Building, a non-profit, purchased 
the historic Olga Store Building 
to save the property from poten-
tial development and to house 
the Olga Post Office and a store. 
The store portion will be operated 
by the Orcas Food Co-op, and is 
expected to open in its new form 
this spring.

Save the Shaw Store is hoping 
to pull off a similar success story. 
The Masons do want the store to 
remain a store, and they do want 
the properties to continue as an 
asset benefiting the Shaw commu-
nity. The Masons are generously 
and carefully working with Save 
the Shaw Store to give the commu-
nity this chance to make it all work.

Save the Shaw Store must gather 
approximately $1 million dollars in 
donation pledges for the downpay-
ment on the property. There are 
many opportunities to get involved 
in this project, both by giving a 
financial gift to this campaign, 
joining the board, and by volun-
teering to work on this project with 
us through construction, outreach, 
and more. Visit www.savetheshaw-
store.org for more info and to make 
a pledge and join the email list!

If interested in further details 
please contact: Jennifer Swan-
son, Save the Shaw Store Board 
President, jenswanson@hotmail.
com; Anne Wysocki, STSS Board 
Member, annefranceswysocki@
gmail.com; Learner Limbach, 
Orcas Food Co-op GM, STSS Board 
Member learner@orcasfood.coop.

Almanac

TEMPERATURES, RAINFALL
ORCAS  High Low Precip
Jan. 11  52° 48° 0.00”
Jan. 12  57° 50° 0.00”
Jan. 13  55° 41° 0.00”
Jan. 14  54° 39° 0.00”
Jan. 15  54° 39° 0.00”
Jan. 16  46° 37° 0.00”
Jan. 17  48° 38° 0.00”

Precipitation this week: 0.0”/ 
Precipitation for Jan.: 3.30” / for 2021: 3.30”

Reported by Wunderground.com

LOPEZ  High Low Precip
Jan. 11  48° 41° 0.39”
Jan. 12  54° 47° 0.55”
Jan. 13  47° 39° 0.00”
Jan. 14  49° 38° 0.00”
Jan. 15  50° 38° 0.00”
Jan. 16  46° 39° 0.06”
Jan. 17  51° 40° 0.00”

Precipitation this week: 1.0”
Precipitation for Jan.: 2.65” / for 2021: 2.65”

Reported by Jack Giard

  Sunrise  Sunset
Jan. 21  7:53 a.m.  4:52 p.m.
Jan. 22  7:52 a.m.  4:54 p.m.
Jan. 23  7:51 a.m.  4:56 p.m.
Jan. 24  7:50 a.m.  4:57 p.m.
Jan. 25  7:49 a.m.  4:59 p.m.
Jan. 26  7:48 a.m.  5:00 p.m.
Jan. 27  7:47 a.m.  5:02 p.m.

COVID testing 
update from OFHC

Submitted by Orcas Family Health Center.
After nine mobile COVID-19 testing events, Orcas Family Health 

Center has provided 293 rapid tests to Orcas residents and their family 
members.

Overall, the events have gone very well. Community members coming 
to be tested have expressed appreciation and gratitude for OFHC, espe-
cially for the volunteers who have been out in the cold, wind, and rain, 
sometimes for much longer than planned. 

Alan Stameisen has been a friendly traffic director and guide for the 
paperwork and process. Robin Lassen has been an excellent support 
helping with documentation, test kit preparation, and whatever else she 
can do. Shila Wachtel, RN, BSN, and Valentina Rivera, RN, BSN, have 
valiantly donned their PPE, collected samples to test and gave next step 
advice depending on results. After our first testing event at the senior 
center, we found the traffic was challenging and disruptive to the Henry 
Road neighborhood. The Orcas Center kindly gave OFHC a new spot 
in support of the testing efforts. We have moved the Thursday 4-6 p.m. 
testing from the Senior Center to the Orcas Center at 917 Mt. Baker Road 
in Eastsound—and we sincerely apologize to residents on Henry Road. 

We are hoping that the CARES ACT funds will last through the end of 
March 2021, however, we are seeing many folks come through who do 
not have symptoms and have no known exposure.

Our community leaders have asked us to keep our community safe, to 
not travel, to not have off island guests and to not have indoor visits with 

SEE COVID, PAGE 7


