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Statement for Jesús Aguirre, Superintendent of Seattle Parks and Recreation 
Alki Community Center | August 19, 2015 

 
I’d like to thank you for making the rounds, for taking the time to introduce yourself to 
the communities of Seattle, and to listen to our concerns as you assume the position of 
Superintendent of Seattle Parks and Recreation. 
 
I’m here this evening to speak not only on my own behalf as a private citizen but as a 
founding member of the Pelly Place Association. The Pelly Place Association was 
formed in 1986. Composed of the residents of a West Seattle neighborhood, the 
purpose of the Association was to protect Pelly Place, a wooded ravine in an 
environmentally sensitive area, from private real estate development.  
 
The concerted efforts of the Association led to the inclusion of Pelly Place in the City’s 
first Open Spaces measure put before the Seattle electorate in 1989 and the 
subsequent acquisition of an additional parcel as part of the King County Conservation 
Futures Fund Bond Issue of 1994. A fight to save a small wooded ravine that took 8 
years. 
 
I come tonight to speak in opposition to Seattle Parks and Recreation’s staff’s 
recommended Supplemental Use Guidelines for Natural Areas and Greenbelts—not 
only the first draft of those guidelines but the more recent revised version. The 
proposed guidelines fly in the face of the original vision and explicit intent that created 
these precious and increasingly imperiled resources. 
 
I doubt Pelly Place will be affected by the draft Supplemental Use Guidelines. It’s too 
small. That’s beside the point. There’s a principle at stake. So I came this evening to 
speak on behalf of all the individuals and community groups who labored to preserve 
the last few vestiges of open space in the city. 
 
And, in addition, to speak for the owls, the flickers, and great blue herons, the foxes 
and coyotes, the softly babbling creeks and windswept cedars, whose voices will be 
drowned out by the cacophony of shrill arguments to which you’ll be subjected on all 
sides as you make your way through the city. Wildlife and their habitat—the most 
radically underserved and underrepresented constituencies in this conversation—should 
have a voice and be heard. 
 
The revised Supplemental Use Guidelines (and I quote):  

provide a checklist for evaluating proposals for activities within Natural Areas and 
Greenbelts. They are intended to balance: 

• Increasing environmental education and stewardship, 
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• Getting youth engaged and involved in their environment,  
• Preserving and enhancing forest habitat, tree canopy and water quality,  
• Providing recreation opportunities for our changing needs,  
• Ensuring equitable access to all park land, including Natural Areas and 

Greenbelts, and  
• Enhancing positive use.  

I applaud what I discern to be the intention behind these guidelines: to make park 
space more available to a variety of uses; to make our parks more accessible to 
traditionally underserved communities; to provide for a wider range of activities that 
might instill the values Seattleites espouse. 
 
But let’s for a moment take a step back and consider which constituencies are 
underserved. Wildlife communities don’t typically speak in strident tones at community 
forums. But neither do the elderly, nor the economically disadvantaged, nor the 
incapacitated, nor school children whose parents can’t afford mountain bikes, let alone 
the fees for ziplines. 
 
Seattle is blessed in having an extensive network of parks. Our Natural Areas and 
Greenbelts, on the other hand, compose a small percentage of the total area overseen 
by Parks and Recreation. They should be preserved, not jeopardized. 
 
I believe in team building, in getting youth engaged and involved. Gatewood 
Elementary School, Chief Sealth International High School, and Earth Corps convened a 
day of native habitat restoration in the Pelly Place Natural Area presided over by 
Wangari Maathai, recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize for her work in her native Kenya; 
students, teachers, neighborhood residents, volunteers coming together to remove 
invasive species and plant trees. This is exemplary of an “active” and “positive” use 
that supports that overriding imperatives of the Seattle City Council Resolutions that 
created the Open Space, Natural Areas, and Greenbelts designations. 
 
As the revised Guidelines state in the Preamble: 
 

Increasing environmental education, galvanizing an active community around forest 
restoration and stewardship, and getting our youth engaged and involved, is vital to 
the preservation of Natural Areas and Greenbelts. Providing access and exposure to 
our environment is needed in order to build a sense of responsibility and promote 
stewardship of these lands with the next generation. 

“Greenspaces Policy” as codified in the Seattle City Council’s Resolution 28653 in 1993 
identifies the purposes for which these lands are to be dedicated: 
 

Greenspaces, with their natural environmental character, will only be used for low 
impact activities and will complement the City’s parks and recreation system where 
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open space may be used in a more active manner.  

Challenge courses and bike trails are not forms of stewardship. They do not promote 
preservation or enhancement of forest habitat, tree canopy or water quality. They do 
not provide for the quiet contemplation and appreciation of nature. They are only 
marginally “educational.” Though they have a place within the overall program of 
Seattle Parks and Recreation, they have no place in our Natural Areas and Greenbelts. 

As you enter into this conversation, it is critical for you to read the revised SUGs very 
carefully, in particular the Purpose Statement and Policy section in light of Seattle City 
Council Resolutions 27852 and 28653. Section 4.4, Recreation should be rewritten to 
exclude 4.4.3: “Where appropriate, provide for the opportunity for challenge course 
area(s), orienteering type activities, and future activities that may evolve.” Such activities 
are incompatible with and inappropriate for Natural Areas and Greenbelts, as the City 
Council Resolutions that created them make perfectly clear. 
 
Because the ultimate authority for determining which activities are ultimately approved 
resides in the Superintendent (Section 6 and 7.6), who may, or may not, take into 
consideration recommendations from the Board of Park Commissioners and the input of 
concerned citizens, we are deeply apprehensive and urge you to understand the 
historical context of the City’s open space, greenspace, natural areas, and greenbelts 
policymaking.  
 
Thank you for your time and consideration, 

 

Peter Lewis 

 

 


