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STAFF REPORT

SUBJECT:  Proposed Lake Washington/Cedar/Sammamish Watershed Chinook Salmon Conservation Plan
BACKGROUND  
Local waterways, including Lake Washington and the Cedar and Sammamish River basins, have historically supported a healthy abundance of fisheries populations, including Chinook salmon; three populations of Chinook are present in these basins (this Salmon Conservation Plan assumes three populations, but acknowledges uncertainty regarding genetic distinctions between two of these).  However, over the last 150 years, extensive human alteration of the landscape has impacted the capacity of these river basins to support salmon populations, and all three Chinook populations are in serious decline, and are at risk of extinction.  

Human Impacts

Heavy logging of old growth forests in the late 1800s was followed by alterations to the natural flows of the Cedar and Sammamish and Black rivers, and construction of a diversion dam to support the use of the Cedar for domestic water supply.  Agricultural activity, and later urban and suburban growth, further altered the watershed, resulting in loss of forest cover, increased impervious surfaces, channelization of rivers for flood control, and increasing water withdrawals have impacted aquatic habitat and created limiting conditions for fisheries.  

The cumulative effects of these and other developments have threatened the viability of regional aquatic resources as habitat for Chinook salmon populations, and have led to major decreases in abundance. 

Regional Initiatives

Efforts to address water quality, water quantity, habitat and runoff issues have an extended history in King County, preceding the more recent salmon habitat conservation efforts.  While these early efforts were not necessarily specifically directed towards conservation of salmon, they attempted to address the broad conditions within which protection of salmon populations could occur.  These efforts go back to early initiatives to restore water quality in Lake Washington, and to put in place systematic and comprehensive regional wastewater control facilities.  More recently, programs directed at protection of water quality and quantity through stormwater runoff management, groundwater protection, acquisition and protection of open spaces, riparian and natural areas, control of agricultural runoff, forest protection efforts, and watershed planning and water utility comprehensive plans have been undertaken.  An extensive history of studies and analysis of water quantity and quality issues, as well as aquatic habitat issues, has established and information base that has allowed recognition of the nature and extent of fisheries decline.  This context established a management and program infrastructure and social environment which prepared the regional community in its awareness of, and ability to respond to, subsequent federal findings regarding the status of endangered salmon populations.  

Endangered Species Act Listing

At the end of the decade of the ‘90s, the federal government responded to accumulating evidence of the decline of wild salmon populations, through the listing of Puget Sound Chinook Salmon and bull trout as threatened under the Endangered Species Act in 1999. 

Subsequently, in June, 2000, the National Marine Fisheries Service adopted a rule prohibiting the ’taking’ of any of 14 groups of salmon and steelhead listed as threatened under the federal Endangered Species Act (ESA).  The federal rule, under Section 4(d) of the ESA, prohibits the harassing, harming, pursuing, hunting, shooting, wounding, killing, trapping, capturing or  collecting listed salmon species, and includes limits to habitat impacts or degradation that may limit spawning, rearing, migration, feeding or shelter.

In light of that rule, regional leaders, including King County, undertook to build upon the early efforts described above, through planning for conservation of salmon habitat and identification of and response to resource needs.  Among these were efforts at cooperation and coordination among concerned interests at appropriate geographic levels, including transformation of watershed fora to ‘Water Resource Inventory Areas’; ‘Tri County’ planning involving King, Pierce and Snohomish counties and their respective cities; and the ‘Shared Strategy’ coalition at the Puget Sound-wide level of planning.  

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, corresponding to watershed boundaries, were designated.  The Lake Washington/ Cedar/Salmon watershed (WRIA 8) Steering Committee was established in 1999, to plan for salmon recovery in the Cedar and Sammamish river basins.  The WRIA 8 Steering Committee consists of 27 member municipal jurisdictions, concerned citizens, scientists, and representatives from business and community groups, water and sewer districts, and state and federal agencies.   Funding support came from the 27 municipal jurisdictions, including King County.

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 a ‘limiting factors’ report.  The long term Chinook Salmon Conservation Plan was developed based upon these early efforts.   A draft was completed in late 2004, and it underwent extensive public review between November 12 and December 17, 2004, including four open houses; 57 comment letters and emails were received in addition.  These provided the basis for steering committee revisions to the plan.  

The Cedar and Sammamish River systems drain the 692-square-mile Lake Washington/Cedar/ Sammamish Watershed, which include Lake Washington, Lake Union and Lake Sammamish.  The watershed includes the marine near shore, and numerous creeks; the watershed is primarily located in King County, but about 15 percent is within the boundaries of Snohomish County.  WRIA 8 is the most densely populated watershed in Washington, with a 2002 population of 1.3 million.  

SUMMARY
Plan Development and Assumptions

As noted,  the WRIA 8 Steering Committee, co-chaired by King County Councilmember Larry Phillips and Seattle City Councilmember Jim Compton, was primarily responsible for the development of this plan, using a multibple stakeholder planning process.  King County Councilmember David Irons also participated as a WRIA 8 Forum alternate.  

The Plan is available electronically at http://dnr.metrokc.gov/wrias/8/index.htm
The Mission of the plan is stated as follows:

Mission:  To develop a watershed conservation plan that will recommend actions to conserve and recover Chinook salmon and other anadromous fish.  The focus of this phase shall be to preserve, protect and restore habitat with the intent to recover listed species, including sustainable, genetically diverse, harvestable populations of naturally spawning Chinook salmon.

The plan utilizes a science base for its analysis and development of recommendations.  Several tools were employed by the Technical Committee, made up of science professionals who developed the science foundation for the plan.  These tools included:

· The Viable Salmonid Population (VSP) framework

· A Watershed Evaluation

· An Ecosystem Diagnosis and Treatment habitat model.  

These tools were used to develop the Conservation Strategy, which underlies the plan recommendations.  

The plan assumes an ‘Adaptive Management’ approach to implementation, which includes the following elements:  

·  A systematic process for improving future management actions by learning from the outcomes of implemented actions;

· a means to reduce risk of insufficient investments and misdirection of future funding; 

· Setting reasonable expectations and timeframes;

· Taking action even though there is uncertainty; 

· Communicating information to the public and building understanding;

· Expecting surprise and capitalizing on ‘crisis’;

· Distinguishing mistakes from failure.

Chinook Conservation Strategy:  Risk to Chinook Populations in WRIA 8

The Salmon Conservation Plan proposes a ‘Conservation Strategy’ which describes the risks to the viability of three Chinook salmon populations:  Cedar River Chinook, North Lake Washington Chinook, and Issaquah Creek Chinook (the Steering Committee chose to address the latter two as separate populations, though there is some uncertainty as to their distinct population status).  Also recommended are key strategies for responding to identified risks. The Conservation Strategy is summarized below, by Chinook population.

Cedar River Chinook

Reduction in habitat productivity and potential loss of instream juvenile life history strategies are considered the greatest threat to this population.  Hatchery influences are also named as posing a significant risk to the genetic diversity of the population.  Conservation actions to protect and restore habitat in areas with the high watershed function (Tier 1) and moderate or low watershed function (Tier 2), as well as migratory subareas, are required to rehabilitate these populations.  Restoration of Tier 1 subareas along the mainstem of the Cedar River is important to increase productivity and create habitat conditions that support instream juvenile rearing life history strategy.  In addition, juvenile Chinook would benefit from shoreline restoration actions which improve rearing and refuge habitat and reduce predator efficiency in the south end of Lake Washington and the Ship Canal.  

North Lake Washington Chinook

Reduced habitat productivity and severely reduced population distribution from several stream systems with equal contributions to the population to one stream system (Bear Creek) has resulted in low abundance of this population.  Also, hatchery influences pose a risk to genetic diversity of the population.  Conservation actions should be targeted at protecting the existing source of productivity in the Bear Creek system, restoring habitat capacity of Tier 2 North Lake Washington tributary systems, and restoring channel meanders and pool habitats that support juvenile rearing and adult migration in the Sammamish River corridor. 

Issaquah Creek Chinook

Concern is focused on the risk to independent Chinook populations posed by straying of hatchery and hatchery-origin Chinook; high percentages of such spawners were identified in WRIA 8.  The Technical Committee emphasizes the need to make appropriate management changes at the Issaquah and other Puget Sound hatcheries that are necessary to reduce risk to Chinook populations in WRIA 8.  Conservation actions for Issaquah Chinook populations should focus on protection of existing high-quality habitat in the Issaquah system.  

The WRIA 8 Technical Committee recommends that restoration actions for Chinook should not proceed until NOAA Fisheries has concluded the status of the WRIA 8 populations; the Technical Committee hypothesizes that restoration of habitat in the Issaquah system and Lake Sammamish could increase the spawning contributions from hatchery strays in the WRIA and thereby increase risk to genetic diversity of the Cedar and North Lake Washington independent Chinook populations.  

Migratory and Rearing Areas

Restoration and enhancement of Chinook migratory and rearing areas—the near shore, estuary, Lake Washington,  the Ship Canal and Locks, the Sammamish River, Lake Sammamish—are used at different stages of the Chinook life cycle, and have high potential to benefit Chinook productivity and abundance.  Actions such as restoration of sandy shallows and stream deltas are examples of creating needed habitat conditions in lakes that improve rearing and refuge opportunities.  Re-meandering the Sammamish River will restore connections with groundwater and increase habitat diversity.  Ship Canal conservation actions should focus on providing habitat refuge for Chinook and reducing high temperatures.  Experimental approaches to protection of functioning near shore and estuary habitat and the restoration of ecosystem processes and habitat, acknowledging the greater uncertainties about Chinook use of such habitat, should be implemented.  

Action Recommendations

The Salmon Conservation Plan addresses actions needed to protect and restore Chinook populations by describing, first, a ‘start-list’ of 170 actions, primarily focused on Tier 1 areas, and organized according to Cedar River, North Lake Washington, and Issaquah Chinook populations, and migratory/rearing corridors.  An additional ‘comprehensive list’ of 1200 actions are identified in later chapters; for purposes of brevity, the staff report will focus on the ‘start list’.   Actions are further organized by Technical Priorities from the Conservation Strategy, and also, ‘Basinwide’, ‘Within UGA’, and ‘Outside UGA’ actions.  The staff report will summarize examples of selected actions from the various organizing categories; these selections are intended to provide examples of the nature and character of action recommendations, and do not attempt a comprehensive listing.  

Cedar River Chinook

Protect and restore riparian vegetation to provide sources of large woody debris…

· Basinwide: Offer regulatory flexibility and incentives to encourage property owners to restore riparian function and remove impervious areas during property redevelopment
· Within UGA:  Much of Cedar River lower reach riparian land is publicly owned:  emphasize restoration such as conifer underplanting and long term maintenance
· Outside UGA: Protect riparian buffer behind Scott-Indian Grove Levee…
Protect floodplain connectivity by limiting road crossings and bank armoring.  Restore floodplain connectivity by removing structures from floodplain, setting back or removing dies and levees. Protect channel complexity and add large woody debris…

· Basinwide:  Limit new development in floodplains and channel migration zones; state and local transportation plans should minimize new road crossings

· Within UGA:  Explore opportunities to remove impervious surface area and bank hardening, and restore riparian buffer in area of multi-family residential use….

· Outside UGA:  Continue Cedar River Legacy Program to protect best remaining habitat

North Lake Washington Chinook

Identify/protect headwater areas, wetlands, and sources of groundwater to maintain natural hydrologic processes and temperatures that support Chinook

· Basinwide:  expand groundwater protection outreach messages to include relationship between ground and surface water and inter-connectedness of all hydrologic systems; include in utility billings, newspaper articles, school curricula

Protect and restore floodplain connectivity and increase off-channel habitat by minimizing road crossings, reducing channel confinement, and removing floodplain structures.  Protect/increase channel complexity, including large woody debris, which contribute to channel stability and development of pools, trap sediment and reduce water temperature

· Within UGA:  Restore meanders, instream channel complexity off-channel habitat, and riparian vegetation in lower 3000 feet of Bear Creak (Reach 1); enhance mouth of Bear Creek to create cool refuge pool for migrating adults.

· Outside UGA:  Continue protection of best remaining habitat through Bear Creek Waterways Program

Issaquah Chinook

Identify and protect headwaters and sources of groundwater to maintain cold water temperatures and hydrological integrity.  Carey and Holder Creeks are believed to be important cold water sources and should be protected.

· Within UGA:  Support Issaquah’s proposed critical aquifer recharge area provisions that incorporate groundwater quality protections in well head capture zones and a broader protection area where infiltration will be required for groundwater recharge

· Outside UGA:  Protect existing natural flow regime in the headwaters areas of Carey and Holder Creeks, which are in the Tiger Mountain State Fores and Taylor Mountain County Forest vicinity, by acquiring forest property, development rights/conservation easements.  Provide enhanced incentives to retain and plant forest area environments.

Protect floodplain connectivity, instream channel complexity and habitat forming features to protect key life stages by limiting road crossings and bank armoring

· Basinwide:  limit new development and roads in floodplains; develp and apply standards which minimize impacts to salmon.  Planning for new roads, and maintenance and retrofitting of existing roads, should minimize impacts on floodplains and water quality.  

· Within UGA:  Continue Issaquah Waterways Program to protect best remaining habitat within urban growth area

Migratory Areas

Reduce predation to outmigrating juvenile Chinook by reducing bank hardening, restring overhanging riparian vegetation, replacing bulkheads and rip-rap with sandy beaches with gentle slopes, and use of mesh dock surfaces and or community docks.  

· Basinwide:  Encourage salmon-friendly shoreline design during new construction or redevelopment by offering incentives and regulatory flexibility to improve bulkhead and dock design and revegetate shorelines.  

Additional investigations are needed to determine habitat characteristics that could provide Chinook with refuge from predators in Ship Canal, including impacts of docks.  Riparian vegetation should be restored to provide cover for juvenile migrants

· Basinwide:  Coordinate with local businesses to sponsor a shoreline revegetation campaign, incorporating environmental stewardship as part of redevelopment occurring within Ship Canal area.  Extend message through signage along shore, in-store promotions, and media recognition.  

Overall summary of Start-List Costs

Total cost estimates included 92 site-specific projects that range in overall cost of 143 million to $170 million, with an average project cost of $1.5 million to $1.8 million. Additionally, 103 public outreach and land use actions identified have and average annual cost range of $785,000 to $2.1 million; this annual estimate, over the course of the ten-year planning horizon, amounts to $9.9 million to $23.7 million, including North Lake Washington and Cedar River studies that cost approximately $1.6 million.  

Proposed Motion 2005-0283 describes the context of the plan’s development, addressing King County’s historic efforts regarding habitat restoration, the ESA listing, and the regional response.  It notes that insufficient local action could lead to federal listing of Chinook Salmon as an endangered species, limiting local flexibility.  

The motion indicates county ratification of the Proposed Lake Washington/Cedar/ Sammamish  Watershed Chinook Salmon Conservation Plan, conveying support for: 

· The mission statement, to conserve and recover Chinook salmon…protect habitat…to recover listed species;

· Benefits of plan implementation, including water quality, flood hazard reduction, open space protection, maintaining legacy; 

· Continuing collaboration with other jurisdictions to implement the plan; 

· Basing local actions on the scientific foundation and conservation strategy;

· Using adaptive management in implementation;

· Use of the comprehensive action list as a source of potential projects;

· Using the start list to guide regional funding priorities in the first 10 years;

· Funding the plan through local sources and cooperating to seek federal stte, grant and other opportunities;

· Forwarding the plan through appropriate agencies for inclusion 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.
The motion indicates that approval does not obligate the County Council to future appropriations beyond its current authority.
INVITED: 

1. Jane Lamensdorf-Bucher, WRIA 8 Watershed Coordinator
2. Joanna Richey, Department of Natural Resources and Parks

3. Richard Tucker, Department of Natural Resources and Parks
ATTACHMENTS:
1. Proposed Motion 2005-0283 with attachments
a. Exhibit A:  Efforts completed in response to ESA listing—Projects and Studies; Regulatory Actions; Ongoing Programmatic Actions

b. WRIA 8 Steering Committee-Proposed Lake Washington/ Cedar/Sammamish Watershed Chinook Salmon Conservation Plan—Volumes I, II and III Dated February 25, 2005
2. Proposed Striking Amendment
3. Transmittal Letter
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