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Humboldt County Board of Supervisors     February 3, 2026 
Room 111 of the County Courthouse 
825 5th Street in Eureka 
cob@co.humboldt.ca.us 
 
Humboldt County Planning and Building Director 
jford@co.humboldt.ca.us 
 
 

 
Dear Humboldt County Planning Director John Ford and Board of Supervisors, 

The purpose of this letter is to respectfully but urgently request that Humboldt County 
take responsibility for the recent failure to uphold the Qualified (Q) Zone protections for 
old-growth redwoods in lower Redway, clarify how this occurred, and refine the policy to 
ensure it does not happen again. This letter is provided on behalf of a group of people 
that have come together over concern about this situation, the Old Growth 
Neighborhood Association. 

Setting  

Lower Redway sits adjacent to the John B. DeWitt State Natural Reserve, that includes 
Holbrook Grove (approx. 230 acres) to the north and east of town, Whittemore Grove 
(approx. 200 acres) across the river to the west and primarily just north of Briceland-
Thorn Road, and Redway Ridge (approx. 700 acres comprising a more recently 
acquired portion of Whittemore Grove) that extends south and west from Briceland-
Thorn Road, flanking the South Fork Eel River and wrapping around the town of 
Redway.  

Lower Redway and the John B. DeWitt State Natural Reserve contain rare remnant 
groves of old-growth redwood trees along the South Fork Eel River.  

The Lower Redway Q Zone covers an estimated 153 parcels, which form a patchwork 
of numerous small private residential parcels and State Parks parcels (see Attachment 
E to this letter for information about the groves). 

One of the most viable economic motors for Southern Humboldt is tourism, as 
discussed by county officials at several public meetings. Community groups have raised 
the need for improved connectivity between the town of Redway and the river and 
Lower Redway (see Attachment F to this letter). Instead of improving access to tourism 
options, the county’s recent allowance of removal of old-growth redwoods in the Q Zone 
negatively impacts tourism.  

Visitors heading to the Lost Coast on Briceland Road pass through the Q Zone. Locals 
take walks and have lunch amongst the old growth. Locals and tourists alike enjoy hot 
summer days and a swim here, and in the winter fishing for famed steelhead. For four 
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generations, many families have maintained summer homes for extended family 
gatherings, where they vacation and find inspiration amongst the old-growth redwoods 
of Lower Redway. More recently, vacation rentals in the Q Zone have become available, 
affording more visitors opportunities to enjoy the setting. Lower Redway is special 
because of the old-growth redwoods. They warrant extraordinary stewardship, and 
living here is both a privilege and a responsibility.  

The Q Zone 

To ensure the long-term protection of old-growth redwood trees on private parcels in 
Lower Redway, in 1996 this Board adopted a Qualified Zone (Q Zone) in Lower Redway 
via Ordinance 2112 (the Ordinance). It was amended into the 1987 Garberville Redway 
Benbow Alderpoint Community Plan.1 The Ordinance is included as Attachment A to this 
letter.2  

The Ordinance states that the purpose of the Q Zone is “to protect redwood trees 
greater than 12” in diameter at breast height while allowing for the maintenance and 
development of permitted uses.” It states that a special permit is required for such 
removal and the removal shall be limited to “1) removal of trees within the physical 
footprint of a permitted building where [there are] no other feasible locations on the 
property which would allow for the trees to remain upon construction of the building, 2) 
removal of trees upon demonstration that such a tree, due to damage or disease, is in 
imminent danger of falling, thus creating an immediate hazard.” The Ordinance details a 
process in the event an emergency exists, including requiring an emergency Special 
Permit application. It also states that removal without approval “pose[s] a threat to public 
health, safety and welfare, and therefore is prohibited.” 

The intent of the Ordinance is clear: old-growth redwood trees in Lower Redway must 
be preserved unless they pose an imminent risk of falling.  

Routine limb fall is not grounds for tree removal under the Ordinance. Old-growth 
redwoods naturally shed limbs, within tens of feet from the tree, and occasionally they 
drop storm-damaged tops. Falling material from such height can certainly be hazardous 

 
1 Accessed at: https://humboldtgov.org/DocumentCenter/View/285/Garberville-Redway-
Benbow-Alderpoint-Community-Plan-PDF 
2 See page c-18 of the Community Plan, page 58 of the pdf. Of note, the document 
available on the county website appears to be missing a page between c-18 and c-19 
and thus hinders the ability to adequately understand what is required. We are hopeful 
that county staff have access to a complete version that could be shared with the public.  
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3 
 

to nearby structures—but the solution is targeted professional limbing, not the 
destruction of entire old-growth redwood trees. 

Recent Old Growth Removal in Lower Redway Q Zone 

Recently, a property at the corner of Briceland Road and Oakridge Drive on the route to 
the Lost Coast, containing multiple old-growth redwood trees was foreclosed and sold. 
The new landowner filed a CalFire Structural Hazard Exemption notification for removal 
of fire hazard trees within 150 feet of structures.  

With CalFire approval, the landowner began cutting—removing at least five old-growth 
redwoods—without county review, neighbor notification, or a special permit.  

The county did not require an application, a special permit, or make a finding consistent 
with the Ordinance. After media attention, Director Ford clarified that the county 
believed the Ordinance only applied when another county permit is sought, and none 
had been.  

EPIC organized a letter-writing campaign that sent more than 630 letters to the county 
raising concern over the old-growth redwood tree removal in the Q Zone.  

On January 30, 2025, Tom Wheeler of EPIC sent Director Ford a letter (included as 
Attachment C to this letter) regarding the county’s ability to regulate tree removal and 
not be in conflict with CalFire’s regulation of timber operations. Director Ford then 
acknowledged that his interpretation had changed and apologized, stating it would not 
happen again.  

We appreciate reflection but cannot overlook the irreversible loss of old-growth 
redwoods in the Lower Redway Q Zone. We seek to ensure that the county clarifies its 
process and approach to the Q Zone and ensures the intent of the Ordinance is upheld 
and implemented going forward. 

Concerns with CalFire’s Process in the Q Zone 

In the recent example, in response to the landowner’s filing, CalFire issued a Letter of 
Acceptance on December 16, 2025, for the removal of trees within zero to 150 feet of 
structures to protect structures from fire hazard trees (included as Attachment B to this 
letter) and issued a notice of inspection on February 4, 2026 (included as Attachment D 
to this letter). 

The county’s bypass of review of old-growth redwood tree removal in the Q Zone, and 
CalFire became the sole authority, the following problems arose: 

• Any tree within 150 feet of any structure (even a shed or adjacent parcel building) 
could be removed. 

• No independent qualified professional was required to conduct the hazard 
assessment consistent with the Q Zone. The CalFire inspection focused on trees 
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that pose a safety hazard to structures associated with falling limbs and tops, not 
just tree fall. 

• This process did not require protection of old-growth trees. 
• It does not require that a tree is in imminent danger of falling to justify removal. 
• No alternatives analysis was conducted to avoid tree removal. 
• This process did not require wildlife consultation or cumulative effects analysis. 
• It did not afford notification of neighbors or opportunity for review and input. 
• Commercial sale of removed logs is allowed, incentivizing removal of old-growth 

redwood for landowner profit. 

Reliance on the CalFire fire hazard exemption process creates a dangerous loophole, 
threatens to weaken or render the Ordinance ineffective, and has now caused 
irreparable impacts to the old growth within the Q Zone. In this recent case, neighbors 
relied on county processes and oversight systems to prevent these outcomes—systems 
that did not function. We must now ensure that county decision-making, enforcement, 
and communication are strong enough, informed enough, and proactive enough to 
prevent such a failure from occurring again. 

The removal of these old-growth redwood trees on a highly visible property adjacent to 
the main road and the Eel River alters the neighborhood physically, visually, spiritually, 
ecologically, and economically. It impacts property values and the sense of place that 
defines the community. Some properties rely on tourism. Visitors drive past the clear-cut 
area to access rentals, or on their way to the Lost Coast, and their experience is 
diminished by what they see. If this precedent continues, the Q Zone old-growth trees 
will be further irreparably harmed due to the lack of oversight. 

Positive Models 

PG&E provides a strong example of consistently avoiding the removal of protected 
redwood trees in the Q Zone and instead performs targeted hazard mitigation. 
Landowners in the Q Zone invest in hazard limbing by qualified professionals rather 
than old-growth redwood tree removal. Targeted limb removal for hazard reduction is 
the thoughtful, balanced approach that should have been required in this recent case.  

Our Requests 

We respectfully request that Humboldt County: 

• Review all Q-Zone records to ensure they are complete, accurate, and fully 
accessible to county staff, landowners, and members of the public. 

• Establish a clear, enforceable implementation process including: 
– Qualified hazard evaluation & alternatives analysis prioritizing limb removal 
– A special permit requirement for old-growth removal 
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– Effective neighbor notification, responsiveness to complaints and adequate 
enforcement 

• Ensure sufficient technical advisory assistance is available to county staff. 
• Do not simply defer to CalFire for tree removal in the Q Zone by taking a 

hands-off approach.  
• Conduct a post-mortem of the recent old-growth redwood tree removals and 

assess what should have been done and learn from evaluation of the site.   
• Evaluate why staff took a hands-off approach and identify weaknesses in the 

Ordinance’s enforcement. 
• Place a full agenda item before the Board to clarify Q Zone protections and 

strengthen the county’s oversight process. 

Closing 

Old-growth redwoods are irreplaceable and invaluable. The community depends on 
Humboldt County to uphold the protections designed to preserve them. We ask you to 
reaffirm your commitment to the Lower Redway Q Zone, correct the systemic gaps that 
allowed this failure, and ensure that old-growth redwoods in Lower Redway are never 
again put at risk through inadequate review. 

Thank you for your time and consideration. 

Sincerely, 
Old Growth Neighborhood Association 

 

Attachments: 

Attachment A: Q-Zone Ordinance for Lower Redway, accessed at: 
https://humboldtgov.org/DocumentCenter/View/285/Garberville-Redway-Benbow-
Alderpoint-Community-Plan-PDF 

Attachment B: CalFire December 16, 2025, Letter of Acceptance of Exemption 

Attachment C: January 30, 2026, Letter from Tom Wheeler to John Ford re: County 
Regulation of Non-commercial Tree Removal 

Attachment D: February 4, 2026, Notice of Inspection by CalFire 

Attachment E: Information about old-growth redwood groves within the Lower Redway 
Q Zone, accessed at https://www.redwoodhikes.com/Dewitt/Dewitt.html 

Attachment F: Fact Sheet regarding improved access to parks and community 
connectivity in Southern Humboldt, produced by Ancient Forest International in 2021.   

https://humboldtgov.org/DocumentCenter/View/285/Garberville-Redway-Benbow-Alderpoint-Community-Plan-PDF
https://humboldtgov.org/DocumentCenter/View/285/Garberville-Redway-Benbow-Alderpoint-Community-Plan-PDF
https://www.redwoodhikes.com/Dewitt/Dewitt.html
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Figure 1. Map of the Lower Redway Q Zone (provided by the Trees Foundation). 
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Attachment A: Q Zone Ordinance for Lower Redway, accessed at: 
https://humboldtgov.org/DocumentCenter/View/285/Garberville-Redway-Benbow-
Alderpoint-Community-Plan-PDF 
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Figure A-1. Map accompanying Resolution 2112, identifying the Q zone zoning as 
R1B3Q. Please note the map is oriented with north to the left and east to the top of the 
image.  
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Figure A-2. Redway community zoning map, accessed at 
https://humboldtgov.org/DocumentCenter/View/1764/37-Redway-PDF 
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Attachment B: CalFire December 16, 2025 Letter of Acceptance of Exemption 
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Attachment C: January 30, 2026 Letter from Tom Wheeler to John Ford County 
Regulation of Non-commercial Tree Removal 
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Attachment D: February 4, 2026 CalFire Notice of Inspection 
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Attachment E: Information about old-growth redwood groves within the Lower Redway Q zone 
accessed at https://www.redwoodhikes.com/Dewitt/Dewitt.html 
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Attachment F: Fact Sheet regarding improved access to parks and community 
connectivity in Southern Humboldt, produced by Ancient Forest International in 2021: 

 



22 
 

 



23 
 

 



24 
 

 



25 
 

 



26 
 

 


	QZone_Letter_Final.pdf
	Letter Attachments_Final_red.pdf

