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Seeing the Forest for the Redwood Trees:  

 Understanding the Social Impacts of the Headwaters Forest Reserve  

on the Community of Fortuna, California  

Partnership Background  

In 2014, Humboldt State University (HSU), the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), and the Redwood Parks Conservancy (RPC) entered 

into a partnership centered on developing and improving interest in volunteer and stewardship opportunities at the Headwaters. The 

focus of the partnership was to involve HSU students in a program that would expand the reach of the RPC’s support for public land 

stewardship, environmental education, and public land recreation at the Headwaters and other areas within the National Conservation 

Lands system. Through this effort, HSU and the RPC have provided, and continue to provide, crucial support for the BLM’s management 

goals for the area.  
 

The principal objective of the HSU, BLM, and RPC partnership is to increase stewardship and volunteer opportunities in the Headwa-

ters for the local community, and to expand the reach and quality of the BLM’s environmental education and recreation objectives 

in the Headwaters. To support these goals, a non-profit affiliate called the Friends of Headwaters has been created and is nested un-

der the RPC umbrella. This group serves as a way for the local community to connect with on-the-ground activities, such as restoration 

and recreation, at the Headwaters.  
 

This case study research contributes to the future of the Friends of Headwaters as the results will help the BLM and RPC understand 

how residents of the community of Fortuna currently use and perceive the Headwaters. They will have the tools available to tailor their 

outreach approach to the community, thereby increasing interest and involvement in the Friends of Headwaters and the Headwa-

ters itself. The BLM and RPC hope to build upon this relationship over time and maintain a social connection with the community.  

Background 

For much of the 1990s, Humboldt County, California was a focal point for environmental activism. Activists focused on stopping old-

growth redwood harvesting on private industrial timberland owned by Pacific Lumber Company (PL). The primary area of interest was 

on the Headwaters Forest (Headwaters), an area argued to be the most important privately held old-growth redwood forest, as it 

forms a crucial ecological link between the redwood parks to the north and south.  
 

In 1986, the Texas-based Maxxam Corporation, headed by financier Charles Hurwitz, purchased a majority of PL stock in what is 

known as “the take- over,” making it the primary shareholder of PL. Approximately 70% of the remaining privately-held old-growth 

redwoods were located on PL property, making it an easy asset for Hurwitz to liquidate in order to pay off the $800 million debt re-

quired to finance the transaction. Maxxam’s rapid clearcutting of old-growth redwood outraged environmental activists nationally, 

making PL the center of the timber wars, protest, and litigation.  
 

The solution to these issues was the creation of the Headwaters Forest Reserve, purchased by the BLM and State of California on 

March 1, 1999 for $480 million. The process 

surrounding the creation of Headwaters, cou-

pled with a downshift in the timber economy, 

remains a sore subject for many residents in 

the community of Fortuna.  
 

This study centers around understanding the 

present day relationship between the commu-

nity of Fortuna, California and the Headwaters.  

Study Area  
» Headwaters totals 7,472 acres, with approximately 3,000 acres comprising the “heart” (old-    

    growth redwoods) 

» The city of Fortuna, California is the nearest incorporated  

    community to Headwaters  

» Fortuna boasts 11,926 people with 4,991 housing units  

    (US Census Bureau, 2015) 
 

Mixed-Methods Approach  
 Interviews:  

» 17 semi-structured interviews with 18 participants 

» Chose interviewees based on their personal and/or professional association with Headwaters  

» Questions centered 

on the interviewee’s 

knowledge and  

experience with the 

process surrounding the creation of Headwaters and the  

resulting effects that the community of Fortuna has  

experienced, as well as their personal background and  

connection to Headwaters.  

 Survey 

» 10 question door to door survey distributed to households  

    in Fortuna  

» Study area = all housing units within the city limits  

» Distributed 646 surveys in English & Spanish — received  

    260 back (40% response rate) 

» Survey questions focused on the participant’s individual  

    interactions, opinions, and views of Headwaters 

Quantitative Results  

Survey Respondent Demographics 

22 Avg. # of years residents lived in Fortuna 

 43 % Male  57% Female 56 Average age (years)      

79% Completed at least some college education     

Quick Facts 

» Residents who have been living in Fortuna for a longer time had lower levels 
of support for Headwaters in 2015 

» Older participants demonstrated less support for Headwaters in 2015 than 
younger participants  

» Women demonstrated more support for Headwaters than men in 2015 

» Participants with higher levels of education demonstrated more support for 
Headwaters both in 1999 and 2015  

22% Never visited Headwaters 

      40% Visited Elk River Trail 

33% Visited Salmon Pass Trail     

         27% Visited Headwaters  

              Education Center  

    81% Of those visiting  

  Headwaters go  

  1-2 times/year or less  

61% Are likely to visit  

Headwaters in the future   

  Level  of Agreement (%) 

Statement Disagree Neutral Agree 

The HFR protects native 

fish, wildlife, and plant 

habitat 

7 13 80 

The HFR protects natural 

landscapes and views 
10 15 76 

The HFR provides a place 

of refuge from the busy 

world 

11 16 73 

The HFR provides an op-

portunity for the public to 

learn about local history, 

culture, and/or natural 

world around Fortuna 

15 21 65 

The HFR increases local 

tourism revenue and ap-

peal 

22 23 55 

The HFR contributes to the 

livability and charm of For-

tuna 

24 22 55 

The HFR increases the de-

sirability of Fortuna as a 

place to live 

24 22 54 

The HFR contributes to the 

distinctive community at-

mosphere and/or pride of 

Fortuna 

28 19 53 

The HFR positively contrib-

utes to the economy of 

Fortuna 

33 25 42 

Survey participants were 

asked about their overall  

support for Headwaters in 

1999 and 2015 — 

48% Agreed they supported 
Headwaters in 1999 

 70% Agreed they supported 
   Headwaters in 2015 

45% Are satisfied with current  

Headwaters management 

 Qualitative Results  
“The Takeover”  

of PL by Maxxam 

» Unsustainable business model 

» Long term impacts for timber workers    

    and their families  

» Decrease in quality of old-growth  

    redwood timber products  

“The Deal” 

» March 1, 1999—Maxxam sold the  

    area comprising present day 

    Headwaters to the BLM and the    

    State of California  

» While profitable for Maxxam,  

    community left feeling cheated and  

    robbed of their future  

» Tension in the community 

» Timber industry frightened for their    

    future  

» Many were relieved when the BLM  

    began managing Headwaters  

    because it meant that era was over 

Fortuna & Headwaters 

» BLM limits access through old-growth  

    redwood stands to decrease human    

    threats to marbled murrelet habitat  

    and populations   

» Access is the biggest barrier to  

    community visitation and involvement  

    at the Headwaters — could be    

    achieved through improved access  

    from Fortuna to Headwaters  

» Public controversy over the Headwaters  

    has slowed and the community is  

    beginning to forget and accept this      

    event in local history  

» The BLM has a positive outlook on how  

    they can work with the community to     

    restore Headwaters, including hiring  

    local companies to complete  

    restoration work  

I would sit there on the gate at  

5:00 in the morning  

and talk to the timber fallers.  

I was the only one  

who had direct forestry training;  

I could sit there on the gate and say,  

“Let’s talk about selection versus clear 

cutting. Let’s talk about long term job 

prospects for you and your family and the 

next generation.  

Let’s talk about what Charles Hurwitz is 

doing to this. I’m aiding your industry.”  

“Well, why are you sitting on this gate then?”  

Because I understand the bigger picture.  

It would always end up that I would get 

somewhere until the picture of his little 

daughter came out.  

Then he’d go, “But I have to feed her.”  

I can’t tell you how any times that happened. 

How do you argue with the picture of his 

daughter? You don’t.  

[ Interview #16, forester/environmental 

activist, 2015 ] 

I think at that point when it was preserved  

it was kind of like, whew, done.  

This issue is done.  

This issue is done, done, done.  

We will get compensated,  

the public will have…their reserve, and… 

we can move on  

to commercial timber harvest  

on the rest of our property.  

[ Interview #12, former PL employee, 2015 ] 

Get us to some aspect of the Headwaters  

where you can see the beauty…Give people 

a chance to say they've been there.  

Make that billion-dollar deal worthwhile. 

[ Interview #4, former PL employee, 2015 ] 

I mean, the backpackers and the naturalists, the birdwatchers, the flower people, and the 

people who love big trees. I mean, Fortuna, I think, could transform itself. 

[ Interview #6, environmental activist, 2015 ] 

It’s unique in the world because redwoods have a very limited distribution, and that old-growth grove at the heart of it is probably the  

most wild piece of redwoods left on the planet. I mean, it’s really pretty much undisturbed…and very few people go in there. It’s [a] really 

natural processes. It’s wild. It doesn’t have trails through it. 

[ Interview #3, BLM employee, 2015 ] 

Discussion 

Community Support for and Perceptions of the Headwaters Has Changed Over Time 
 » Many rural communities are highly dependent upon forest resources to maintain their livelihoods (Mamo et al., 2007).  
 » When there is a shift from timber production to environmental protection, rural communities are challenged to maintain their 
     livelihood (Charnley et al., 2008; Mamo et al., 2007).  
 » The creation of Headwaters was a result of a political issue that stood for much more than the loss of 7,472 acres of productive 
     timberland, which would have only made a short term difference in Fortuna’s economy at the time.  
 » Rather, this change from commodity-producing land to federally-protected land was symbolic of deeper changes, including the 
     decline of timber-related employment in the region.  
 » Fortuna is demonstrating qualities of community resilience and is growing stronger as time passes by and the memory of the  
     events leading up to the creation of Headwaters fades.  
 

Local Livelihoods Were Affected by the Creation of the Headwaters  
 » A combination of an unsustainable long-term business plan, a limited labor market, and the events that culminated with the     
     Headwaters deal left PL employees unsure of their futures.  
 » Some PL employees that were laid off faced a difficult labor market in the timber industry, which forced many to relocate, acquire 
     additional education, or seek employment outside their areas of expertise.    
 » Fortunans recognize the limited economic impact the Headwaters has on their community, and while residents recognize the  
     potential for revenue flows due to their close proximity to the Headwaters, this is not presently the case. 
 

Access is the Largest Barrier for Headwaters Success  
 » The primary barrier to an improved and functional relationship between Fortuna and the Headwaters is the community’s ability 
     to gain physical, informational, and decision-making access to the Headwaters.  
 » To help bridge this gap, the BLM is installing an informational kiosk in Fortuna near the access point to the Salmon Pass Trail.  
 » With more members of the community aware of the Headwaters and what it has to offer in terms of societal, economic, and  
     environmental benefits, this can bring about opportunities for the BLM to build upon their relationship with Fortuna and possibly 
     obtain increased support and involvement in Headwaters related events, activities, and projects.  

Looking to the Future 

 

The BLM recognizes the 
potential for a meaningful 
and impactful relationship 
between the community 
and the Headwaters, and 

is committed to improving 
their connection with the 
community. By building 

upon the existing 
relationship with Fortuna, 

the BLM is striving to 
improve the 

environmental, 
community, and economic 

benefits that the 
Headwaters provides 

Fortuna. 

The Friends of Headwaters 

network is interested in and 

committed to developing 

and improving stewardship 

activities at the Headwaters 

helps to bridge the gap 

between human interaction 

in and preservation of the 

Headwaters.  

It will be important to find 
balance between  

human access to the 
Headwaters and maintenance 

of its values as a  
reserve for old-growth  

redwood dependent species.  
With improved  

information and  
community-based  
decision making, 

there lies great potential for  
residents of Fortuna to  

help find this balance.   
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