[image: image1.wmf]
Metropolitan King County Council

Natural Resources and Utilities Committee

STAFF REPORT

	Agenda Item:
	6
	Name:
	Marilyn Cope

	Proposed No.:
	2005-0407
	Date:
	October 6, 2005

	Invited:
	Doug Osterman, Department of Natural Resources and Parks

Joanna Richey, Department of Natural Resources and Parks

Holly McCracken, Department of Natural Resources and Parks


SUBJECT
Proposed Green/Duwamish and Central Puget Sound Watershed Salmon Habitat Plan. 

BACKGROUND  
The Puget Sound Watershed has a history of supporting a healthy abundance of drinking water, fisheries, forestry, and agriculture.  Over the past 150 years logging, dam construction, agricultural activity, water withdrawal, urban and suburban growth have altered the watershed, resulting in loss of forest cover, increased impervious surfaces, reduced water levels and increased flood hazards some areas.  The cumulative effects of these developments have impacted the capacity of the watershed to continue to support an abundance of natural resources and more specifically threatened the viability of Chinook and other salmon populations. 

The Green/Duwamish watershed begins as the Green River high in the Cascade Mountains, flows through forested terrain through the Howard Hanson Dam into valley farmlands, becomes the Duwamish River and empties into Elliot Bay.  The Green/Duwamish watershed extends over 492 square miles.  Approximately 630,000 people share the watershed habitat along with salmon species such as Chinook, chum, coho and winter steelhead and other wildlife such as elk, black bear, cougar, bald eagle, osprey, and blue heron.

In 1999 the federal government listed Chinook salmon and bull trout as “threatened” under the Endangered Species Act (ESA).  The Green/Duwamish is included in the Puget Sound Environmentally Significant Unit (ESU) for Chinook and the habitat of the watershed is also listed as “threatened”.  In essence, the ESA and ESU laws protect both the salmon and the habitat necessary for the salmon to survive and prosper.  
The Washington Salmon Recovery Act (RCW 77.85) addressed the establishment of Water Resource Inventory Areas, with responsibility for developing plans and strategies to conserve and restore salmon habitat.  Under the authority of the Washington Salmon Recovery Act, a number of Water Resource Inventory Areas (WRIA), corresponding to watershed boundaries, were designated.

SUMMARY

The Green/Duwamish Watershed (WRIA 9) Forum was established in 1998 and has worked since that time to develop the Salmon Habitat Plan.  The WRIA 9 Steering Committee is Co-Chaired by King County Councilmember Dow Constantine and consisted of member municipalities, concerned citizens, scientists, and representatives from business and community groups, water and sewer districts, and state and federal agencies.   Funding support came from the 16 local member governments, the state Salmon Recovery Funding Board and the King Conservation District.  
The Steering Committee, with the support of a number of working committees, engaged collaboratively to initially develop predecessor information and reports, including a Near Term Action Agenda, and Implementation Progress Reports.  The long term Salmon Habitat Plan was developed based upon these early efforts.   In the drafting process, the plan underwent extensive public review beginning in 2004 and concluded in April 2005.  On September 21, 2005, the WRIA 9 Watershed Forum unanimously approved the Salmon Habitat Plan.  

The Salmon Habitat Plan

The mission of  the WRIA 9 Salmon Habitat Plan is to “To protect, rehabilitate and enhance habitat to support viable salmonid populations in response the Endangered Species Act listing of chinook salmon and bull trout using an ecosystem approach. This approach will also benefit other non-listed aquatic species.”

The Salmon Habitat Plan is based on a scientific, strategic assessment of current and historic habitat conditions, salmonid population conditions, fish utilization, including juvenile migration and rearing patterns, habitat usage and limiting factors, and water quantity and quality.  The findings of the strategic assessment indicated that there are limiting habitats in the Duwamish Estuary and transition zone, Middle Green, Lower Green, and Marine Nearshore Subwater rearing and spawning habitats.  The decline in productivity of juvenile salmon undermines the viability of all other life stages of the salmon population.  To address the declining productivity of juvenile salmon in the Green/Duwamish, the Salmon Habitat Plan provides a 10-year management strategy to improve habitat conditions in the aforementioned zones.

The actions recommended in the 10-year management strategy include both programs and projects.  The programs focus on stormwater management, stewardship/public education, government practices and community efforts.  The projects are on-the-ground actions to protect, restore and rehabilitate habitat.  

The following are highlights of the 10-year management strategy recommendations of the WRIA 9 Salmon Habitat Plan:

· 75 on-the-ground habitat restoration projects. Project examples include levee

setbacks, reconnecting side channels to the mainstem of the Green River, adding

spawning gravel to streams, placing large tree trunks in river channels to provide

shelter for fish, creation of shallow water habitat in the Duwamish estuary, and

removing some bulkheads on Puget Sound shorelines.

· 57 habitat protection projects. Protection tools include purchase, conservation easements, tax incentives, and property-owner education.  Purchase of property or conservation easements would be voluntary by the owners.  50 of the habitat protection projects are on Vashon/Maury Island and seven King County proposed “Last Best Places Middle Green” acquisitions.

· 30 programs of which 16 are watershed-wide and 14 are located in the subwatershed.

· Policies to protect habitat and water quality that address land use, stormwater

management, incentives for good property stewardship, and public education.
As seen in Table 2 beginning in section 8-7 of the plan, the 56 highest-priority projects across the watershed are estimated to cost $198 to $291 million over the next ten years. Funding is expected to come largely from federal and state grants for salmon recovery.  One of the funding goals of the Salmon Habitat Plan is to double the King Conservation District’s current per-parcel assessment from $5 to $10.  The WRIA 9 interlocal agreement among member agencies will create a cost sharing funding structure for the local member governments.  The total annual operational cost shared between member governments is estimated at $470,000.

The Salmon Habitat Plan focuses on the watershed ecosystem and the needs of fish but is also intended to yield economic benefits for the region. An analysis done as part of the planning process indicated that the resources of the watershed contribute $1.7 to $6.3 billion to the local economy each year. These resources include drinking water production and filtration, flood protection, natural stormwater management, storm protection, waste absorption, recreational opportunities, and aesthetic beauty. The recommendations of the plan are intended to preserve and increase the value of the watershed to the local economy.

Proposed Motion 2005-0407 describes the context of the plan’s development, addressing King County’s historic efforts regarding habitat restoration, the ESA listing and the regional response.  The motion further indicates that approval does not obligate the County Council to future appropriations beyond its current authority.  

The motion ratifies the Green/Duwamish and Central Puget Sound Watershed Salmon Habitat Plan, conveying support for the goals of the plan to:

· Protect and restore physical, chemical and biological processes and the freshwater, marine and estuarine habitats on which salmonids depend;

· Protect and restore habitat connectivity where feasible;

· Protect and improve water quality and quantity conditions to support healthy salmonid populations; and

· Provide an implementation plan that supports salmon recovery;

· Continue collaboration with other jurisdictions, state and federal agencies, tribes and other stakeholders within the WRIA 9 area to implement the plan; and

· Forward the plan to appropriate federal and state agencies through Shared Strategy for Puget Sound, to be included in the Puget Sound Chinook salmon recovery plan.

The motion recognizes that full implementation depends on:

· NOAA Fisheries adoption of the plan as part of the Chinook recovery plan;

· NOAA Fisheries and USFWS taking no direct enforcement action against the county for implementation of recommended actions, and plan endorsement and defense against legal challenge, as well as regulatory consideration for plan activities;

· State and federal funding and incentives;
· State and federal permit streamlining and programmatic permitting for local actions consistent with the plan;

· State and federal acceptance of the science and monitoring framework; and incorporate plan actions in future transportation and infrastructure planning;

· Direct mitigation resources toward plan priorities.

As previously mentioned, the Salmon Habitat Plan was unanimously approved by the WRIA 9 Watershed Forum on September 21, 2005,   If approved by the King County Council, the WRIA Forum would then initiate an interlocal agreement for future consideration by the council to formalize King County’s obligations per the plan.
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