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SUBJECT

A briefing on the findings and process of the San Juan Initiative.
SUMMARY

The San Juan Initiative ("SJI") was created to improve San Juan County's ecosystem protection by assessing the effectiveness of the current ecosystem protection programs and recommending improvements. The SJI findings are summarized in the attached report, Protecting Our Place for Nature and People and will be discussed in committee today. 
ANALYSIS

What is the San Juan Initiative?
The SJI is a two-year pilot of the Puget Sound Partnership to improve resource protection.  It has a 22-member Policy Group that consists of 11 members appointed by the San Juan County Council and 11 appointed by state, federal and tribal agencies with responsibility in the San Juan Islands. The SJI had two primary goals:

1) Assess the effectiveness of programs aimed at protecting the San Juan ecosystem; and 

2) Recommend specific ways to improve protection in a manner that supports other community interests and respects the rights of property owners.

The SJI focused on reducing impacts from physical changes to marine shorelines.  The SJI looked at three types of protection programs: regulatory, education, and voluntary or incentive programs.  The SJI did not address issues of water quality from stormwater or from septic systems.

Process.  The SJI staff collaborated with local and regional scientists, policy makers and community members to understand what was working and what was working not in terms of protecting the shoreline.  The SJI staff held 18 public workshops to gather information from shoreline property owners, trades groups and the general public.
What are the findings of the San Juan Initiative?

Overall Findings.  People care deeply about the ecosystem.  However, with the continuing desire to build along the shoreline and the use the marine ecosystem, the SJI reported that county's current protection programs would not be effective at stopping ecosystem declines.

This general conclusion is supported by several specific findings:

1) Some of the most sensitive parts of the marine shoreline are being altered and there is a high risk of losing more. 

2) There is a lack of accountability to ensure that people and government successfully carry out their responsibilities in a way that results in ecosystem protection.  For example, most of the parcels with shoreline armoring did not have permits (bulkhead or dock).  Most regulatory programs focus on impacts only at the parcel level and do not provide a way to create a broader erosion control solution that may benefit the entire neighborhood and result in a better environmental outcome for that beach.  Additionally, the report found that the permit process for repairs of existing bulkheads involves almost no review of impacts to shoreline resources and places very few impact-reducing conditions on the repairs.

3) Current regulatory protection programs are turning people off and the education and incentive programs are not meeting the needs of the ecosystem or shoreline property owners. Many landowners expressed deep frustration with the regulatory system for three main reasons: a) confusion about what is or is not allowed, b) conflicting requirements both within and across programs, and c) lack of enforcement. 

What are the recommendations of the San Juan Initiative?

Based on these findings, the SJI developed a suite of criteria for an improved system of protection (pages 20-24) : 
1. Tailor regulations, technical assistance and incentives to match the level of ecological sensitivity of a specific property.
2. Increase consistency and certainty in requirements when buying land, building homes and applying for permits.

3. Foster a collaborative approach involving government regulators, program managers, builders, real estate agencies, homeowners and others.   

4. Provide information in accessible, relevant and timely manner.  

5. Reward actions that protect ecosystems and discourage actions that are damaging or not in compliance. 

The primary recommendation of the SJI is to tailor protection efforts to the ecological qualities of each type of shoreline.  SJI recommends a move away from “one size fits all” thinking, focusing instead on what will work best for a given type of shoreline.  The report also includes detailed recommendations on pages 21-24 for rocky shores, beaches, education, and regulatory programs. These recommendations will be discussed by the authors of the report at today’s committee meeting. They are also discussed in the attached powerpoint. 

Highlight of the recommendations are:

Rocky Shores:

According to the SJI report, rocky shores are the least sensitive to the placement of shoreline armoring (e.g. bulkheads) because they are non-erosive.  Therefore, the regulations should reflect this.  In contrast, vegetation along these shorelines provides important nutrient inputs to the shoreline food chain; thus, the regulations governing the retention of shoreline tree and ground cover should reflect this. 

Beaches

The protection of natural beach forming and erosion processes is critical to the overall health of shoreline ecosystem. The SJI report recommends several improvements in this area. For example:

· providing additional education, technical assistance, and financial incentives efforts in support of property owners that have bluffs, forage fish, eelgrass, or barrier beaches to encourage stewardship and use of alternatives to hard shore armoring; 

· providing technical assistance for county staff during site and permit review;

· changing the regulations for clearing and grading to focus on the function provided by retaining trees and ground cover and explicitly require the maintenance of existing overhanging vegetation; 

· requiring new homes built within these areas to set their homes farther back to reduce the necessity for future shoreline armoring; 

· encouraging  land trust acquisition of feeder bluff properties; and  

· requiring repair of bulkheads to be accomplished in a manner that minimizes impacts to shoreline resources such as eelgrass, forage fish spawning or feeder bluffs. 

Included in the general recommendations was the proposal that the San Juan County Council adopt new regulations to allow bulkheads along bluffs and beaches only when a main structure is threatened.  However, this recommendation was not shared by two of the 22 members of the San Juan Initiative. 
Council Staff Recommendation: Analyzing the recommendations of the San Juan Initiative for potential application in the County's Shoreline Master Program:
Since most of the SJI's recommendations relate to shoreline protection, the Council may wish to take these recommendations under consideration when it reviews the Shoreline Master Program ("SMP") update.  The technical assistance and educational recommendations in the SJI report could also be valuable when the Council considers how to implement the SMP regulations.

ATTACHMENTS

1) Protecting Our Place for Nature and People, December 2008
2) San Juan Reporter news article dated 12/10/08: "Council endorses San Juan Initiative report; document will guide local involvement in restoration of Sound’s health by 2020"
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