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Protecting and Restoring The Nearshore Ecosystem

A Time for Decision
The Puget Sound is more than just a beautiful backdrop for our lives.  Its coves, deltas, and basins support 
fisheries, an international marine highway, and are the center of a way of life that entices economic giants 
in technology, aerospace, and service industries to locate in our region.  Even as we enjoy the Sound’s 
economic benefits, the natural processes that sustain the Puget Sound are being degraded, putting its health 
at risk.  Rainfall washes poisons and nutrients off the land, contaminating sediment and reducing oxygen 
levels.  Developed shorelines no longer provide the complex habitats that keep our fisheries productive.  Many 
fish, marine mammals, and bird populations that depend on the ecosystem are in critical decline.

The opportunity is here to choose a future for Puget Sound that protects and restores this place for our 
children.  Emerging science helps us understand the Puget Sound ecosystem and its components.  Public 
awareness of the need for action is on the rise.  Our Governor and Legislature understand the value of defining 
a healthy future for The Sound and the resources required to realize it.  This is a time for decisions.

The Nearshore Partnership and Ecosystem Restoration
It was the Governor’s Puget Sound Initiative that provided the first funds in 2006 for the Estuary and Salmon 
Restoration Program (ESRP) under the care of the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW).  This 
was a natural fit.  In 2001, WDFW partnered with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to convene the Puget Sound 
Nearshore Partnership to build and implement an ecosystem restoration strategy.  They were joined by state, federal, 
local, and tribal governments; academic scientists; ports; non-profits; industry representatives; and citizens.

ESRP was envisioned as not just a grant program, but rather the ‘early action’ element of that ecosystem 
restoration effort.  ESRP investments would be driven by independent science, capital leveraged through 
partnership, projects managed to improve efficiency and effectiveness, and the Nearshore Partnership’s position 
as grantor used to build a durable ecosystem restoration capacity leading to a national restoration authority.

This report outlines that vision and progress to date, describing our growing scientific resources for decision making, 
partnerships for action, and an emerging strategy for effective nearshore ecosystem restoration and protection.
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Nearshore areas extend from the tops of coastal 
bluffs and banks through the intertidal zone to the 
depth where sunlight continues to support aquatic 
vegetation such as kelp and eelgrass.

The Nearshore extends upstream into coastal 
watersheds to the head of  tide, and encompasses 
both marine shoreline and estuaries.



Change Analysis – A Foundation for Regional Restoration
In 2007 the Nearshore Partnership completed a pilot study of King County shoreline to refine a 
method for describing change in the Puget Sound nearshore.  Change analysis compares historic 
maps to current conditions, allowing us to describe “what has been broken and where”.  Change 
analysis is the groundwork of the Nearshore Partnership’s ecosystem restoration strategy.

The methods developed in the Central Basin are now being “scaled-up” to assess change across the entire 
Puget Sound Region.  This will let us estimate and describe “ecosystem impairment” within a jurisdiction, 
within a sub-basin, or across the Puget Sound.  An interdisciplinary team has been assembled to complete 
Sound-wide change analysis in 2008.  Change analysis sets the stage for development of local and regional 
protection and restoration strategies that consider landscape patterns and respond to historic impacts.

Best Available Science Underscores the Need to Restore Processes
To develop an effective regional restoration strategy we must understand how components like forests, forage fish, great blue 
herons, eelgrass, and feeder bluffs fit together as a complex living ecosystem.  The Nearshore Partnership identified nine 
‘Valued Ecosystem Components’ and hired regional experts to assemble our knowledge in a peer reviewed series of reports.  
These publications identify complex links between natural resources and the natural ecosystem processes that form and 
sustain habitats.  These white papers are now web accessible (www.pugetsoundnearshore.org), and strengthen our shared 
knowledge base.  Using scientific knowledge in decision making is critical for effective ecosystem protection and restoration.

Adaptive Management – The Tool for Increasing Project Effectiveness
The Nearshore Partnership completed an analysis of project scale adaptive management in the Nearshore to supplement 
our guiding principles, and as a first step toward a programmatic adaptive management strategy.  Working to protect 
and repair a living ecosystem is a complex task.  In some cases our decisions are clear and well informed.  In other 
cases we have much to learn.  To improve the effectiveness of investments we need to continuously build our toolkit 
for designing and evaluating project work.  Nearshore Partnership guiding principles shape ESRP investments.  
Systematic project design followed by evaluation of predicted outcomes improves our effectiveness.  Proving the 
effectiveness of our actions is critical for securing a national ecosystem restoration authority and achieving our goals.

Nearshore Ecosystem Assessment and Science
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Success Through Collaboration

State/Federal Collaboration — Foundation of the Nearshore Partnership
In 2001 Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife and The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers signed a General Investigation (GI) cost-share 
agreement to:

“…evaluate significant ecosystem degradation in the Puget Sound Basin; to formulate, evaluate, and screen potential solutions to 
these problems; and to recommend a series of actions and projects that have a federal interest and are supported by a local entity 
willing to provide the necessary items of local cooperation.”

In 2004 the Nearshore Partnership was assembled to build a stakeholder forum and expand the work of the GI into a 
regional restoration effort.  This Nearshore Partnership has assembled policy and technical teams representing 23 regional 
organizations and an independent interdisciplinary science team.  We are committed to protecting and restoring the Puget Sound 
Nearshore Ecosystem by completing the GI and building ESRP as an early action effort for ecosystem restoration.

Proactively Supporting the Puget Sound Partnership Mission
The Puget Sound Partnership and its Action Agenda is emerging as the hub for regional restoration and protection, and offers the Nearshore 
Partnership an opportunity to connect its work to emerging efforts in storm water, toxics, waste management and water supply.  The Nearshore 
Partnership fills a vital role in the mission of the Puget Sound Partnership by strongly supporting habitat protection and restoration, the 
maintenance of biodiversity, and building our capacity for action, contributing to half of the 8 goals defined by the Puget Sound Partnership.
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Coordinating Resources to Restore the Nearshore
The Nearshore Partnership brings together diverse restoration and protection resources.  ESRP increasingly serves as a clearing house for priority 
restoration projects.

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s Community-based Restoration Program  
has dedicated key staff and entered into a partnership agreement anticipating up to $2 million in federal match over  
three years to benefiting on-the-ground community-based nearshore restoration projects.  The NOAA partnership has provided 
50/50 federal cost share monies for ESRP projects in 2007

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s Coastal Program has worked with WDFW since the inception of the Nearshore effort, and has 
worked hand in hand with Nearshore Partnership to share resources and implement projects of mutual interest. A grant from the 
Fish and Wildlife Service’s Coastal Program helped complete the Landing Package and provide additional resources for project 
monitoring.

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers’ Puget Sound and Adjacent Waters Restoration Program (PSAW) emphasizes funding projects 
that will generate immediate, critically needed restoration.  PSAW has played a critical role in  
developing several key nearshore restoration opportunities, including Seahurst Park and Skokomish dike removal.

The Salmon Recovery Funding Board (SRFB) adopted Nearshore Partnership criteria to evaluate salmon recovery 
projects in the nearshore and have worked closely with Nearshore Partnership teams to coordinate review and funding of 
nearshore restoration directly benefiting salmonids and assist Lead Entities developing salmon recovery projects in the 
nearshore.  More than $30 million in nearshore salmon recovery projects have been funded through the SRFB over the past 
five years, supported by technical guidance and evaluation, and in many cases, cost-share from the Nearshore Partnership.  
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Early Action for Ecosystem Restoration

Ecosystem restoration requires that we do more than just fund projects – we must in fact restore ecosystems.  We must pick 
the best projects in the best places, consider protection and restoration alternatives in the context of the whole ecosystem, 
and evaluate the effectiveness of our actions.  While ESRP investment meets a critical short-term need for project funding, it 
is the opportunity for building toward ecosystem restoration.  Three strategies are being developed to meet this opportunity:

1)	 Principled and Transparent Project Selection
New projects are evaluated by a diverse review panel of peers, based on a set of transparent criteria developed 
in the Nearshore Partnership.  The criteria favor projects that demonstrate alignment with the Nearshore 
Partnership’s science-driven guiding principles.  Our criteria are re-evaluated as our portfolio matures and 
knowledge changes.  Proponents use conceptual models to predict how project actions will result in improved 
and sustained ecosystem function at a site.  That prediction is used as the starting point for evaluating 
project performance.  Evaluation of project performance will be used to drive future project selection.

2)	 Funding Throughout the Project Lifecycle
ESRP funds all phases of project work, with the goal of causing restoration rather than completing funding 
actions.  As selected high-priority projects show progress and gather resources, we invest toward their 
implementation.  Our intent is to maintain a ‘conveyor belt’ of high quality restoration and protection actions 
while holding proponents accountable for incrementally developing and delivering projects that provide sustained 
public benefits.  We don’t consider funding successful until it results in a beneficial on-the-ground outcome.

3)	 Strategic Investment in Learning Opportunities
ESRP invests in project monitoring to improve specific practices and evaluate outcomes.  We monitor projects 
to solve problems.  Effectively measuring ecosystem response to restoration actions requires planning and an 
interdisciplinary perspective.  We must  identify potential weaknesses in restoration efforts before funding and 
then use project work to “learn by doing”.  Two project types are the current focus of investment:  large river delta 
dike removal and logging industry debris removal.  Emerging efforts will focus on bulkhead modification.  ESRP 
coordinates oversight from the Nearshore Science Team with on-the-ground experience of practitioners to 
build project design and evaluation strategies that solve real world restoration problems with scientific rigor.
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Protecting Lily Point
Whatcom Land Trust will preserve a 90-acre parcel of undeveloped marine shoreline and 40 acres of tidelands 
on the southeast corner of Point Roberts, Whatcom County including 4,130 feet of natural shoreline.  The 
site’s exceptional feeder bluffs supply sediment to two beach systems and its relatively large, undeveloped, 
and natural shoreline, as well as its mature forests, eroding cliffs, and ecologically rich tidelands give this 
project regional and international significance as a nearshore reserve with benefits for diverse species. 

Snohomish River Delta:  Restoring Qwuloolt Marsh
The Qwuloolt Restoration Project represents a broad interagency and community effort to restore more than 360 acres 
of intertidal marsh in the lower Snohomish River floodplain.  Removing the Qwuloolt levees will restore 2% of the 
estuary’s intertidal marsh, side channel, and stream habitats that were lost in the 20th century.  The project contributes 
to the health of eight salmonid species, including threatened Chinook and bull trout, by improving water quality, 
restoring estuary rearing habitat, and re-establishing unrestricted access to 16 miles of upstream spawning and rearing 
habitat.  Using 2006 ESRP funds the Qwuloolt Project relocated stream channels to prepare the site for levee removal.  
The completed project will enhance opportunities for public access, education, and wildlife-oriented recreation.

Skokomish River Delta:  Removing the Old Nalley Dikes
The Nalley Slough Dike Removal project restored 108 acres of intertidal wetlands to the former Nalley Farm 
in the Skokomish River estuary, once the largest contiguous salt marsh complex in Hood Canal.  Project 
partners removed approximately 3,650 feet of dike, refilled borrow ditches, and removed an elevated road 
network.  Restored tidal inundation has already improved habitat for federally-listed summer chum and 
Chinook salmon, migratory birds, and shellfish, and is expected to relieve flooding in the mainstem Skokomish 
River by improving sediment transport.  Researchers are working to learn how marsh restoration may affect 
the low oxygen conditions plaguing Hood Canal by removing excess nitrogen and carbon from the water.

1

2

3

Over time careful planning results in a restoration portfolio.  ESRP early actions have painted an emerging picture of 
the highest priority actions:  dike removal in river deltas, acquisition of the few remaining large undeveloped shoreline 
parcels, and restoration of tidal connections in “pocket estuaries” believed critical for Chinook salmon recovery.

Building A Portfolio
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Into The Future

Contributing to the Puget Sound Partnership’s Action Agenda
The Nearshore Partnership is a regional coalition built to support the use of science, identify priority restoration 
needs, implement early action projects, and design a regional ecosystem restoration strategy.  The Nearshore 
Partnership’s structure provides a platform from which we can coordinate federal, state, local, tribal, and private 
funds, working with the Army Corps of Engineers to “scale-up” nearshore ecosystem restoration throughout Puget 
Sound.  ESRP provides a laboratory for implementing and learning from early actions to support regional ecosystem 
restoration.  The Nearshore Partnership will continue its collaboration as the Puget Sound Partnership builds capacity 
and momentum, lending our restoration expertise to their critical mission.  We anticipate that our Puget Sound 
wide analysis and assessments will become an integral part of the Puget Sound Partnership’s Action Agenda.

Building Stakeholder Capacity
The Nearshore Partnership provides new technical resources and tools available to the broader Puget Sound 
community, building a base of shared knowledge.  ESRP has led local workshops to share and discuss strategies 
for restoration project development and evaluation, and is taking a leadership role in fostering collaboration and 
technology transfer between projects and grantees.  Lead Entities and MRCs have worked with the Nearshore 
Partnership to catalog over 600 potential nearshore projects.  The Nearshore Partnership is working closely with 
the development of the next generation project planning tool, WDFW’s Habitat Work Schedule – a web-accessible 
database.  ESRP will continue to serve stakeholders by serving as a nexus for combining funding sources to complete 
high priority projects.  In 2008, The Nearshore Partnership’s work will increasingly include stakeholder input as we 
move from scientific assessment to regional planning, and shift from opportunistic funding to strategic investment.

Adaptively Managing Restoration
The Estuary and Salmon Restoration Program (ESRP) is disbursing $14,850,000 to 30 projects that will affect over 
3,000 acres of nearshore.  These projects provide opportunities to improve design and construction methods and 
evaluate assumptions made in selection.  ESRP has funded additional technical support that will take advantages 
of these opportunities.  This has included additional monitoring studies to advance our collective understanding of 
how to restore nearshore ecosystems.  Collaboration with the Nearshore Science Team has helped us incorporate 
new scientific understanding, while helping answer priority information gaps that limit restoration effectiveness.
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For more information:	 Paul Cereghino (360) 902-2603 or 
	 Mike Ramsey (360) 902-2969
	 ESRP@dfw.wa.gov
	 http://www.pugetsoundnearshore.org/
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