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SUBJECT:   

A briefing and overview of ocean acidification and its impacts on Puget Sound.

SUMMARY:

The Regional Water Quality Committee noted in its 2013 work plan an interest in the water quality issue of ocean acidification and asked that at a minimum a briefing be arranged for the committee.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Today’s briefing is intended to provide an overview of ocean acidification as a global issue and how it is directly affecting Puget Sound and has the potential to impact the local economy.  The presenters were participants in the Governor’s Washington State Blue Ribbon Panel on Ocean Acidification that produced detailed reports in November 2012 on 1) what is known at this time regarding the broader atmospheric and ocean conditions contributing to ocean acidification and the local Puget Sound conditions and impacts and 2) recommendations for action.  

Attached is the Executive Summary for those reports “Ocean Acidification: From Knowledge to Action Summary Report” (Attachment 1).   The entire report can be found at: https://fortress.wa.gov/ecy/publications/publications/1201015.pdf

BACKGROUND:

Between 2005 and 2009, several major commercial Pacific Northwest oyster hatcheries experienced disastrous production failures when billions of oyster larvae (the youngest oysters), mysteriously died. The Whiskey Creek Shellfish Hatchery in Netarts Bay, Oregon—the primary supplier to independent Washington State oyster growers—reported that larvae dissolved in their tanks. At the same time, reproduction by Pacific oysters in Willapa Bay, Washington, which is a major source of wild oyster seed, was also very poor.

The problem was first thought to be disease associated with a naturally occurring bacterium, and one hatchery alone spent more than $250,000 to remove the suspect pathogen. Larvae continued to die even in pathogen-free waters, however. Recent research has identified changing ocean chemistry — specifically, ocean acidification — as the primary cause of this massive mortality. Additional research also showed that the problem of increasing ocean acidity will worsen significantly along the Pacific Northwest coastline in the coming years.

Ocean acidification poses a serious threat to Washington’s marine economy, cultures, and environment. Recognizing the risks of ocean acidification to Washington, Governor Christine Gregoire created the Washington State Blue Ribbon Panel on Ocean Acidification ( “the Panel”) to chart a course for addressing the causes and consequences of acidification. 

The Panel, convened in February 2012, was assembled under the auspices of the Washington Shellfish Initiative, a regional partnership established to implement the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s (NOAA) National Shellfish Initiative. Members included scientists; public opinion leaders; industry representatives; state, local, federal, and tribal policymakers; and conservation community representatives (a full listing can be found on the second page of the Summary Report – Attachment 1).

The Governor charged the Panel to:

· Review and summarize the current state of scientific knowledge of ocean acidification,
· Identify the research and monitoring needed to increase scientific understanding and improve resource management,
· Develop recommendations to respond to ocean acidification and reduce its harmful causes and effects, and
· Identify opportunities to improve coordination and partnerships and to enhance public awareness and understanding of ocean acidification and how to address it.

The Pacific Northwest shellfish industry has been among the first to feel significant, recognizable effects. Washington is the country’s leading producer of farmed oysters, clams, and mussels. Annual sales of shellfish grown in Washington exceed $107 million, accounting for almost 85 percent of West Coast sales (including Alaska).  Oysters alone account for more than 80 percent of the state’s farmed shellfish harvest and more than 50 percent of its total annual sales ($58 million). Geoduck and other clam sales contribute an additional $20 million each.

The estimated total annual economic impact of shellfish aquaculture is $270 million, and shellfish growers directly and indirectly employ more than 3,200 people. But this is only part of the picture. Commercial harvests of wild seafood also contribute significantly to Washington’s economy. Shellfish generate more than two-thirds of the harvest value of Washington’s commercial wild fisheries.18 Notable is the value of wild-harvested Pacific geoduck clam (about $32 million) and Dungeness crab (about $49 million).

The economic impact of Washington’s wild and farmed seafood harvests extends well beyond the value of the harvest when it reaches shore. For example, tourists and residents pay $3 million annually for state licenses to harvest wild shellfish, and recreational oyster and clam harvesters contributing more than $27 million annually to coastal economies.

Washington’s seafood industry generates profits and employment at neighborhood seafood restaurants, distributors, and retailers, contributing over 42,000 jobs in Washington and at least $1.7 billion to the gross state product. 
While our understanding of how ocean acidification affects the full range of species driving this economic activity is limited at this time, it is clear that the impacts of ocean acidification on Washington’s marine industry could reach far into and beyond the state’s local and regional economies.

To Washington’s tribal communities, ocean acidification is both a natural resource issue and a significant challenge to their continued identity and cultural survival. Shellfish are a key part of an ecosystem that has continuously supported human civilization here since shortly after the glaciers receded. To the tribes, increasing ocean acidity is the latest of many threats to that life-sustaining ecosystem. A half dozen fish species are already gone from Puget Sound and more are threatened, and salmon habitat and wetlands continue to be degraded and lost to development.

With salmon populations just a fraction of their former abundance, tribal fishers are depending more on shellfish to support their families; almost all of the commercial wild clam fisheries in Puget Sound are tribal. The tribes also harvest wild shellfish for ceremonial and subsistence purposes.

Finally, ocean acidification is not only a threat to shellfish; it also threatens Washington’s broader marine ecosystem. A growing catalog of scientific studies indicates that many other saltwater plants and animals are adversely affected by acidification. This includes species that are direct drivers of economic activity (such as salmon or rockfish) as well as species that indirectly affect the marine environment and all that it supports via food web interactions.



ATTACHMENTS:  
1. Washington State Blue Ribbon Panel on Ocean Acidification “ Ocean Acidification:  From Knowledge to Action Summary Report”, dated November 2012
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