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SUBJECT

Proposed Ordinance 2025-0323 would accept the fish passage strategic plan, updated work plan, and summary of changes.

BACKGROUND 

Salmon and Fish Passage Barriers
Salmon populations[footnoteRef:1] in the Puget Sound have declined in the past 100 years, with several populations known or presumed to be extinct.[footnoteRef:2] Habitat loss, including fish passage barriers, have been identified as a major contributor to declining populations in western Washington. Fish passage barriers are any physical impediment that prohibit fish and other aquatic species from moving within their aquatic ecosystem. Urbanization and development have impacted and altered fish habitat, particularly with stream crossings under roads and developments. These crossings include culverts, bridges, and pipes, and can pose as fish passage barriers where they restrict the movement of anadromous fish populations.   [1:  There are seven species of Puget Sound Salmonids: Chinook, coho, chum, sockeye, and pink salmon and steelhead and cutthroat trout]  [2:  Puget Sound Salmon Recovery Plan, pages 6-8. Extinct populations include Chinook and chum salmon populations in the Puget Sound.] 


Fish Passage Restoration Program (FPRP). Efforts to establish a program to address county-owned fish passage barriers began in 2018. As part of the 2019-2020 biennial budget, the Executive proposed and the Council first approved creation of the program with dedicated staff. Since 2018, over $47 million has been appropriated for fish passage capital projects. 

In 2019, the Council passed Motion 15328 requesting the Executive develop an initial report and compliance report regarding fish passage barriers in King County.  The report, entitled Final Report Regarding Remedies to Existing Fish Passage Barriers for King County, was submitted in March 2021.[footnoteRef:3]  The Department of Natural Resources and Parks (DNRP) completed an inventory and assessment as part of the budget appropriation and motion that identify and prioritize the fish passages in unincorporated King County with the goal of creating a long-term plan with prioritization and sequencing of culvert-related capital projects. This inventory and assessment focused primarily on necessary data collection and analysis consistent with the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife's protocols for fish passage assessments.  [3:  https://your.kingcounty.gov/dnrp/library/water-and-land/habitat-restoration/fish-passage-restoration/remedies-to-existing-fish-passage-barriers-report.pdf] 


Fish Passage Restoration Program Audit
In March 2024, the King County Auditor released an audit of the County’s Fish Passage Restoration program.[footnoteRef:4] The audit found that the program’s sequencing of low-impact projects before high-impact projects was not in alignment with the County goal of opening the best habitat as quickly as possible, and puts more impactful projects at risk if there are funding or staffing shortages later.  The audit also found that the program does not consider the impact of non-county-owned barriers to fish passage when reporting the number of miles of restored habitat, thereby overstating the reported impact of the program. In total, the audit identified 8 recommendations: [4:  https://cdn.kingcounty.gov/-/media/king-county/independent/governance-and-leadership/government-oversight/auditors-office/reports/audits/2024/fish-passage/fish-passage-2024.pdf?rev=2f5d083c49654196a01673d36e9e9574&hash=A85F160EF2DC1ED2539F245EC6DD5BB1] 


1. Ensure public-facing websites and reports reflect considerations and tradeoffs in workplan development and project scheduling
2. Review and update the workplan to align with county goals
3. Develop and document a plan to ensure completion of habitat-focused projects if projects are delayed, estimates increase, or funding is constrained
4. Develop results of performance measures that reflect the program outputs and outcomes for restoring fish passage, and include the impact of barriers not owned by the county
5. Develop and implement a strategic plan that clarifies goals and objectives of the program and are consistent with other county goals for fish passage and restoration
6. Develop a plan for activities necessary to meet fish habitat goals and progress outlined in the Clean Water Healthy Habitat Strategic Plan
7. Develop a plan to ensure ongoing consultation with local tribes
8. Ensure that consultation with local tribes is provided for in a project’s life cycle

A follow-up report[footnoteRef:5] issued by the Auditor in April 2026 found that 6 of these recommendations are already fully implemented and 2 recommendations (Items 3 and 6) are in progress.  [5:  https://cdn.kingcounty.gov/-/media/king-county/independent/governance-and-leadership/government-oversight/auditors-office/reports/audits/2024/fish-passage/fish-passage-cpofu-2026.pdf?rev=58e09601926f479da460c27dec3ebd8d&hash=0D1ABD47B45869415E4E043E2C4ED4C8] 


King County Comprehensive Plan Work Plan Action
As part of the 2024 King County Comprehensive Plan, the Council added a work plan action item that would address issues raised by the Auditors Office. The work plan action identifies the following actions that should be included:

a.	Development of a strategic plan clarifying the goals and objectives of the Fish Passage Restoration program, in conjunction with staff working on the Clean Water Healthy Habitat initiative, and including a plan to ensure completion of habitat-focused projects if delays occur, costs increased, or funding becomes otherwise constrained and performance measures that accurately reflect program outputs and outcomes for restoring fish passage, including the impact of non-County-owned barriers on program outcomes; 
b.	A review and update to the Fish Passage Restoration Program's ten-year work plan to ensure it is aligned with County goals and with the goals of the strategic plan developed in accordance with subsection a.;
c.	An update to the program's public-facing materials to ensure that they accurately reflect the decision-making considerations and tradeoffs involved in its workplan development and the resulting schedule of projects.

ANALYSIS
Strategic Plan. PM 2025-0323 would accept the Fish Passage Restoration Program Strategic Plan, updated work plan, and update to public-facing materials. The strategic plan includes key goals and objectives, equity and social justice, tribal consultation, performance measures, inventory/prioritization measures, program procedures, risk assessment, and funding and financing strategies. 

Since its inception in 2018, the FPRP has inventoried over 3,000 potential barriers, identified approximately 1,000 County-owned barriers, and restored access to more than 40 miles of habitat. The strategic plan indicates that the inventory, along with asset management data, has allowed prioritization of high-impact projects and planned coordination of maintenance and repairs.  The strategic plan identifies the following goals and objectives:

Goal 1: Accelerate benefits for salmon by restoring fish passage.
Objectives
A. By 2039, restore fish passage to at least half of the salmon habitat blocked by county-owned barriers in 2020 to achieve habitat gains that otherwise would have taken more than a century to achieve.
B. Ensure adequate funding to support the fish passage work plan.

Goal 2: Streamline fish passage projects from conception through successful completion.
Objectives
A. Build a King County fish passage community of practice to share knowledge while identifying and implementing efficiencies for design, permitting, and construction of projects.
B. Proactively identify and remedy failing infrastructure in fish-bearing streams and provide fish passage when it would provide access to meaningful upstream salmon habitat.
C. Work with regulators and consult with tribal governments to formalize a priority transfer program.
Goal 3: Partner to increase fish passage restoration throughout King County.
Objective
A. Enhance outreach and engagement of fish passage restoration and opportunities for technical assistance, funding, and partnering.
B. Collaborate with owners of fish passage barriers on prioritization and sequencing of fish passage projects within stream basins to reopen potential habitat more quickly and to identify opportunities for coordinated permitting and contracting.

Prioritization. The FPRP completed a comprehensive inventory of county-owned assets, such as culverts, pipes, bridges, catch basins, dams, fish ladders, or other structures, on streams to identify which ones pose a barrier to fish passage. applies a prioritizes fish passage barriers through a scoring rubric. Of the 1,647 county-owned assets inventoried, 32% posed a complete barrier, 25% posed a partial barrier, 37% were not barriers, and 6% were unknown. 

Each barrier was evaluated using multiple criteria to establish a prioritization score, up to a maximum of 100 points. The scoring evaluated the amount of stream habitat quality and quantity (upstream length and intrinsic potential as coho rearing habitat), watershed habitat quality (percent or forest coverage and impervious area), connectivity (severity of downstream barriers, barrier clusters, and subbasin barrier density), and potential benefit to chinook or Lake Sammamish kokanee.  

The inventory and prioritization process identified that 70 barriers scored higher than 50 points of 100 points, which indicates that large habitat gains could be made through removing a relatively small number of barriers. By assigning scores to barriers, the program is able strategize which barriers are prioritized for removal to provide the most habitat gain. Figure 1, below, identifies the amount of habitat gain that could be achieved based on the number of barriers removed under this prioritization. The removal of 300 county-owned barriers could provide 90% of total habitat gain.

Figure 1. Salmon Habitat Gain Curve [image: ]


Work plan. The associated work plan (Appendix C) identifies a list of 87 projects planned for completion by 2039. These projects were identified as having high habitat priority scores or were projects at failure risk and designated prior to the prioritization process. In addition to prioritization scoring, the FPRP also identifies habitat gain, which is a measurement of the total habitat quantity and quality value upstream of a barrier for each project. Habitat gain is measured by the immediate benefit gain from the barrier removal and the potential gain to the next county barrier or end of the habitat, both by linear miles and by habitat units.

Of the 87 projects on the list, 18 projects (or 21%) were completed between 2020 and 2024. Completion of all projects on the work plan is anticipated to reach at least half of the total possible habitat gain. Total project costs of the work plan are estimated at $253 million in 2025 dollars. The FPRP has received $47 million since 2019 for capital projects through a combination of surface water management (SWM) fees, real estate excise tax (REET), and park levy funding. 

It is estimated that these funding sources will support no more than half of the costs of the work plan. The completion of the work plan is dependent on outside funding, such as state and federal grants, public-private partnerships, or other funding mechanisms. 

Project coordination and delivery. The strategic plan identifies streamlining to accelerate the completion of high-priority projects. This includes interdepartmental coordination across Roads, Parks, and Water and Land Resource divisions in the planning and design, construction, and monitoring of capital projects. The strategic plan also identifies tribal consultation, state and federal permitting, real estate acquisitions, and utility coordination as critical work with external partners that affect project delivery. The strategic plan includes the following key processes for streamlining:

· Creating efficiencies in permitting requirements, such as streamlined applications, review processes, establishing general approvals
· Updating regulations, particularly in the flood code
· Increase outreach and engagement for streamlined programmatic review processes, information sharing on policy changes
· Improving internal processes for timeliness, adequacy and quality of application submittals, and standardization of designs where possible
· Engage with property owners early on easements or real estate acquisitions
· Exploring a priority transfer program, discussed below

Outreach and engagement. The strategic plan identifies opportunities with partners to provide greater habitat benefit gains. In some instances, removal of a county-owned barrier may not provide full benefits due to another barrier on the same waterbody owned or managed by a different entity. The strategic plan identifies establishing ongoing and long-term partnerships with tribes, organizations, and other agencies as an important component of the fish passage barrier work. 

The FPRP collaborated with WDFW and Tribes, who are comanagers of salmon fisheries during inventorying, prioritization, early action, and procedure development. As part of this, the FPRP held workshops with natural resources staff and tribal agencies, including the Muckleshoot Indian Tribe, Puyallup Tribe of Indians, Snoqualmie Indian Tribe, Suquamish Tribe, and Tulalip Tribes. Input from these workshops resulted in changes to the work plan. 

The strategic plan also identifies the work accomplished to update the program’s public-facing materials through changes to the program’s website, a revised mission statement, an emphasis on plain language, and more information on the program, resources, and methodologies employed.

Ongoing work. The strategic plan identifies ongoing work to support the FPRP, a few examples of which are described below.

Inventory updates. The FPRP identified ongoing work to maintain the county’s inventory and prioritization system, anticipated to occur on a 4-year cycle. Changes to the inventory and prioritization may occur when the county discovers new barriers or acquires properties with barriers, changing site conditions, or the removal of barriers affecting connectivity or upstream habitat scores of other barriers.

Priority transfer. In instances where existing infrastructure poses a barrier and is at high risk of failure, it may require urgent repair or replacement. In these instances, the County could be required to provide full fish passage regardless of how the barrier is prioritized and whether the barrier removal would provide meaningful upstream habitat for salmon. The strategic plan identifies formalization of a priority transfer system as an avenue to achieve more significant habitat gains, wherein the County would be able to transfer the required fish passage from a lower-habitat-gain barrier removal to a nearby higher-habitat-gain barrier removal and defer full fish passage on the lower-habitat-barrier-removal to a later time. Implementation of this program would require tribal and state agency coordination.

Continued partnerships. The strategic plan identifies ongoing work with identified partners to implement the strategic plan and work plan, including continued outreach to cities, watershed forums, and salmon enhancement organizations, ongoing consultation with Tribes, agricultural interests, and state partners. 

INVITED

· Josh Baldi, Division Director, Water and Land Resources, Department of Natural Resources and Parks

ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Ordinance 2025-0323 and its attachment
2. Transmittal Letter
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