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4 July 2018 

 

Terra Rentz  

Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife 

P.O. Box 43200 

Olympia, WA  

98501 

 

 

Dear Ms. Rentz: 

 

Per request, we are providing written comments for the most recent draft of the Priority 

Habitat and Species (PHS) document on riparian ecosystems in Washington 

(https://wdfw.wa.gov/news/may1718b/. Our comments largely echo those provided by 

Mr. James Brennan. Like him, we are writing you directly instead of the online form as 

our comments are specific to the incomplete scientific foundation for the development of 

management recommendations, and the complete exclusion of marine riparian areas in 

particular. While we understand that you are only seeking comments on Volume 2, our 

comments also apply to Volume 1 (Science Synthesis and Management Implications) 

because appropriate management recommendations can only result from a complete and 

accurate scientific foundation. 

 

The WDFW has invested significant public tax resources over the last twenty plus years 

(the majority of my career) to studying and articulating the importance of nearshore 

systems. Rightly so. From this work we know that the nearshore, including the riparian 

nearshore, is a cornerstone for conserving, protecting, and restoring our marine and 

watershed ecosystems. Marine riparian areas provide critical habitat to numerous species 

in the nearshore and influence the overall health and integrity of marine nearshore 

ecosystems in Washington.  The stated mission of the Washington Department of Fish 

and Wildlife (WDFW) is " preserve, protect and perpetuate fish, wildlife and 

ecosystems’. Nearshore riparian systems are critical for this management goal, and so 

critical for WDFW to include in the PHS.  

 

Providing complete and accurate technical information, including the decades of work the 

WDFW (and others) have invested in understanding the nearshore is crucial to meeting 

WDFW's responsibilities, as well as informing policy and actions designed to protect, 

https://wdfw.wa.gov/news/may1718b/
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perpetuate, and/or restore habitats and species, especially for those which have been 

severely depleted. Local jurisdictions and other management agencies turn to WDFW for 

technical guidance, and it is imperative that information provided by WDFW is based 

upon best available science and ecological principles. 

 

In its current form the PHS document suffers from a number of significant errors and 

omissions. The documents use an outdated definition of “riparian”. This must be 

corrected.  As defined by the National Research Council (NRC 2002), riparian areas are 

transitional between terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems and are distinguished by gradients 

in biophysical conditions, ecological processes and biota. They are areas through which 

surface and subsurface hydrology connect water bodies with their adjacent uplands. They 

include those portions of terrestrial ecosystems that influence exchanges of energy and 

matter with aquatic ecosystems (i.e., zone of influence). Riparian areas are adjacent to 

perennial, intermittent, and ephemeral streams, lakes, and estuarine–marine shorelines. 

This is also the definition adopted by Brennan et al (2004), Brennan (2007) and WDFW 

(2009). The WDFW (2009) reference is particularly relevant, since it was designed to 

provide guidance for managing Puget Sound marine shorelines (as indicated in the title: 

Protection of Marine Riparian Functions in Puget Sound). 

 

Over the last two decades a large amount of research has been done that highlights the 

importance of marine riparian areas as part of nearshore marine ecosystems (e.g., 

Williams et al 2001; Brennan and Culverwell 2004; Brennan 2007), their connections to 

salmon and salmon recovery (e.g., Brennan et al. 2004; Fresh 2006; Duffey et al 2010; 

Beamer and Fresh 2012), their importance for forage fishes (Penttila 2001; Rice 2006), 

wood recruitment and associated functions (Tonnes 2008), and their importance in 

watershed planning and salmon recovery efforts. The Puget Sound Ecosystem 

Restoration Partnership (PSNERP) selected marine riparian areas as one of its primary 

Valued Ecosystem Components (VECs) (Brennan 2007) to help illustrate the declining 

integrity of the Puget Sound nearshore, explain how ecosystem processes are linked to 

ecosystem outputs, and to describe the potential benefits of proposed actions for 

protection and recovery. 

 

Omitting this body of scientific information available on marine riparian areas in Volume 

1, leaves volume 2 incomplete in its coverage of all riparian ecosystems. This will in turn   

result in significant impairment to vast and ecologically significant areas that are critical 

components of  the Salish Sea thru grossly uninformed/misinformed management 

decisions at all levels of management, given that, as stated in Volume 2, local 

jurisdictions, and other agencies, policy makers, and NGOs will refer to this guidance 

document in making land use decisions.  

 

This is particularly relevant to the development and implementation of rules under the 

Growth Management Act (GMA) Critical Areas Ordinance (CAO) and the Shoreline 

Management Act (SMA) Shoreline Master Program (SMP). Although the volume of 

science on marine riparian areas is substantially less than that available from studies of 

freshwater systems, the current science on marine riparian areas is consistent with BAS 

criteria set out in WAC 365-195-900 through 365-195-925. In order for local 
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jurisdictions to meet their statutory obligations for protecting critical areas and marine 

shorelines, they must have current, complete, and accurate information. Nearshore 

riparian zones must be accurately included in management guidance, including PHS. 

 

Puget Sound nearshore habitats and species are in severe decline based on all indicators, 

due directly to degraded marine riparian zones. It is therefore imperative that nearshore 

riparian areas be included in any discussion, review, and development of management 

recommendations and rule making for marine aquatic and riparian ecosystems. To 

accurately reflect the current and best available science and more broadly protect and 

perpetuate fish and wildlife, nearshore riparian areas must be included in the WDFW 

PHS documents-both Volume 1 and 2.  

 

Please feel free to contact myself or Trevor Burmester, CWI intern, 

t_burmester@nevada.unr.edu, for additional information. 

 

 
Respectfully, 

 
 

 
Anne Shaffer, PhD 
Executive Director and Lead Scientist 

anne.shaffeer@coastalwatershedinstitute.org 

 

 

Literature cited 
 

Beamer, E. and K. Fresh. 2012. Juvenile Salmon and Forage Fish Presence and  

Abundance in Shoreline Habitats of the San Juan Islands, 2008-2009. Map Applications 

for Selected Fish Species. Skagit River Systems Cooperative, La Conner, WA.  
 

Brennan, J.S.  2007.  Marine riparian vegetation communities of Puget Sound.  Puget 

Sound Nearshore Partnership Report No. 2007-02.  Published by Seattle District, U.S. 

Army Corps of Engineers, Seattle, Washington. 

 

Brennan, J.S., and H. Culverwell. 2004.  Marine Riparian: An Assessment of Riparian 

Functions in Marine Ecosystems. Published by Washington Sea Grant Program.  

Copyright 2005, UW Board of Regents, Seattle, WA. 34 p. 

 

Brennan, J.S., H. Culverwell, R. Gregg, P. Granger. 2009.  Protection of marine riparian 

functions in Puget Sound, Washington.  Prepared for Washington Department of Fish and 

Wildlife (WDFW Agreement 08-1185), Olympia, WA.  

 

Brennan, J.S., K.F. Higgins, J, J.R. Cordell, V. Stamatiou.  2004.  Juvenile salmonid 

composition, timing, distribution, and diet in marine nearshore waters of central Puget 

Sound in 2001-2002.  King County Department of Natural Resources and Parks, Seattle, 

Washington.  

mailto:t_burmester@nevada.unr.edu
mailto:anne.shaffeer@coastalwatershedinstitute.org


 

CWI PHS Comments  3 July 2018 Page 4 of 4 

 

Duffy, E., D.A. Bauchamp, R.M. Sweeting, R.J. Beamish, and J.S. Brennan.  2010.  

Ontogenetic Diet shifts of juvenile Chinook salmon in nearshore and offshore habitats of 

Puget Sound.  Transactions of the American Fisheries Society 139: 803-823. 

 

NRC 2002.  Riparian Areas: Functions and Strategies for Management.  National 

Academy Press.  Washington,D.C. 

 

Penttila, D. 2001. Grain-size analyses of spawning substrates of the surf smelt 

(Hypomesus) and Pacific sand lance (Ammodytes) on Puget Sound spawning beaches. La 

Conner: Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife, Marine Resources Division. 

 

Penttila, D. 2002. Effects of shading upland vegetation on egg survival for summer-

spawning surf smelt, Hypomesus, on upper intertidal beaches in Northern Puget Sound. 

Puget Sound Research 2001 Conference Proceedings. 

 

Rice, C.A. 2006. Effects of shoreline modification on a northern Puget Sound beach: 

microclimate and embryo mortality in surf smelt (Hypomesus pretiosus). Estuaries and 

Coasts 29: 63–71. 

 

Tonnes, Daniel M. 2008. Ecological Functions of Marine Riparian Areas and Driftwood 

along North Puget Sound Shorelines. Master’s Thesis, University of Washington.  

 

Williams, G.D., R,M. Thom, J.E. Starkes, J.S. Brennan, J.P. Houghton, D. Woodruff, 

P.L. Striplin, M. Miller, M. Pedersen, A. Skillman, R. Kropp, A. Borde, C. Freeland, K. 

McArthur, V. Fagerness, S. Blanton, and L. Blackmore.  2001.  Reconnaissance 

Assessment of the State of the Nearshore Ecosystem: Eastern Shore of Central Puget 

Sound, Including Vashon and Maury Islands (WRIAs 8 and 9).  J.S. Brennan, Editor.  

Report prepared for King County Department of Natural Resources, Seattle, Washington 

 


