
  

Thinking Beyond Your Property Line 

Seemingly tucked away in the San Juan Islands, landowners can make many decisions about their property 
that will directly affect neighboring properties and property owners.  When you own land that is visually 
separate from surrounding neighbors it may seem that you are far enough away from others to have any effect.  
Realistically, the way you manage your property will have some effect on your neighbors and/or your neighbors 
land. It is important to be aware of this and consider how your neighbors may be affected by your actions.  
 
To be a good island neighbor, here are a few things to consider: 
 

o Changes on your land that disturb bedrock, soil or vegetation will alter hydrologic patterns (surface and 
ground water). These changes can impact beyond your property boundary. It is important to keep runoff 
that is generated on your property to a minimum by reducing impervious areas and slowing down the 
flow of water because it will travel down gradient. Consider limiting soil and vegetation alteration by 
minimizing site disturbance with smaller building envelopes, pervious pavements and/or green roofs, 
leave plenty of native vegetation down slope to infiltrate and treat runoff as well as capture sediment. 

 
o When disturbing soil on your property another consideration is the potential for invasive plants. Anytime 

native soil and vegetation are disturbed there is potential for noxious weeds to spread and establish. 
The best defense against the introduction and spread of invasive and noxious weeds is to keep 
disturbed soils covered via mulch or a seeded compost blanket (1-3Ó thick). Plant bare soils or seed 
them during early spring or fall months. For lawn consider a grass mix that contains Perennial ryegrass 
(Lolium perenne) which provides quick coverage and outcompetes less desirable plants (if it is good 
enough for the US Open it should be good enough for play areas).  

 

 Gorse                    Scotch Broom 
 



For a complete list of noxious weeds contact the Noxious Weed Board of San Juan County at  (360) 376-3499 or 
http://sanjuan.wsu.edu/noxious/index.html . 
 

o When building on or developing your land, consider visual impacts to your neighbors and to the beauty 
of the islands as a whole. Removing vegetation thoughtfully, try undulating natural patterns that avoid 
awkward strait lines. 
 

o Consider the habitat value of vegetation as well as the age and health of existing trees and shrubs. 
Using an arborist can help you make informed choices and they can assist you in protecting trees from 
disturbance with a well-marked clearing limit based on species tolerance.  

 
o Careful site planning and choosing local materials that blend with the natural surroundings can be very 

important to take advantage of the intrinsic nature of each unique property. Design to respect the 
cultural landscape that gives the islands their special maritime, northwest character.  

 
o Maintaining a vegetated buffer, hedgerow, windbreak or woodlot between buildings and neighboring 

properties is easy, visually pleasing and provides food and migration corridors for wildlife too. 
 

o When developing your land, and if you have options in well and septic system placement, consider the 
impact to your neighbor when selecting a site. 

o Driveways account for approximately 20% of a property. Try to reduce the area by combining drives 
with your neighbor or tie into already existing drives. Only place driveway material in the tire tracks 
rather than covering the entire driveway, you will have to mow the middle section but the 
imperviousness will be reduced by 1/3. 

o Know your zoning and that of your neighbors as it helps you know any restrictions that may exist. 
(http://www.sanjuanco.com/assessor/default.aspx)  

o Control your dogs or animals and keep them on your own property with adequate fencing or other 
control methods. San Juan County has an ordinance (Ch. 6.08 No. 19- 2006) that requires dog owners 
to control of their dogs at all times. 

 

When you think about our small island biogeography and realize that according to the 2000 US Census San Juan 
CountyÕs population density was 80 people per square mile one can see why our personal actions are now more likely to 
impact our environment and our neighbors. 
 
 
 
 
By D. N. Kinsey, Natural Resource Planner at the San Juan Islands Conservation District. 
11th in a 12 part series promoting low impact living and conservation in the San Juan Islands through land-owner 
education and outreach.  
 
The San Juan Islands Conservat ion Dist rict  is a non-regulatory, non-enforcement  agency.   
We provide FREE technical assistance to landowners interested in the conservat ion of natural resources.   
For informat ion phone us at  360-378-6621 or email us at  info2007@sanj uanislandscd.org.  
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