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Introduction 
 
San Juan County in northwestern Washington State comprises over 200 islands, 
with over 400 miles of shoreline, in a biologically diverse and productive zone 
at the confluence of the Georgia and Juan de Fuca Straits (Fig. 1).   
 

 
Figure 1.  Location of San Juan County in northwestern Washington State. 
 
Increasing pressures stemming from upland and shoreline development, vessel 
traffic, and fishing have been accompanied by declines in key marine resources 
and degradation of habitats.  Human-caused environmental impacts come from 
permanent residents, visitors and seasonal residents.  The four-fold increase in 
permanent residents (to 16,000 in 2007) since the mid-1970s exemplifies 
increasing population pressures on the islands’ marine ecosystem. 
 
In 1996 the county government formed a Marine Resources Committee (MRC) 
to advise them on all matters pertaining to protection and restoration of the 
marine ecosystem.  The MRC has been successful in bringing together citizens 
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with a variety of perspectives to work towards common goals (Winger 2001).  In 
2004 the county council designated the entire county a Marine Stewardship Area 
(MSA), and directed the MRC to develop a plan to promote the protection and 
restoration of the ecosystem.  In the following three years, the MRC and partner 
organizations completed a structured assessment of threats to marine ecosystem 
health, identified the sources of those threats, and proposed six primary 
strategies for addressing those threats.  This process culminated in the council’s 
adoption of a marine stewardship area plan (Evans and Kennedy 2007) on July 
17, 2007.   
 

Development of the Plan 
 

The MRC and partner organizations adapted a site-based conservation action 
planning approach developed by The Nature Conservancy (2007) to this diverse 
and unique marine ecosystem.  Through an iterative process involving formal 
and informal consultation with scientific and technical experts and review by a 
broader group of stakeholders, the MRC selected seven targets, i.e. species 
assemblages or habitats, to represent the marine ecosystem in the county (Table 
1).  These targets collectively encompass the range of biodiversity in the MSA, 
represent scales of biological organization from species to ecological 
communities to ecological systems and other important natural resources, and 
include a range of spatial scales.  In addition, the MRC elected to augment The 
Nature Conservancy’s approach to include social and cultural characteristics of 
the marine ecosystem in order to develop a more comprehensive analysis of the 
relationship between human related drivers and interests, and the biological and 
physical constraints inherent in the ecosystem.  To accomplish this, the MRC 
consulted with stakeholders to choose three socio-economic targets to represent 
the range of human uses and values for the marine ecosystem (Table 1). 
 
Table 1.  The seven biodiversity targets and three socio-economic targets 
chosen by the MRC. 
  

Focal Target 
Current  
Status 

 

 Biodiversity Targets   
1. Rocky intertidal communities Unknown  
2. Rocky subtidal communities Unknown  
3. Nearshore sand, mud and gravel communities Fair  
4. Rockfish, lingcod and greenling Fair  
5. Seabirds Fair  
6. Marine mammals Fair  
7. Pacific salmon Fair  
 Socioeconomic Targets   
1. Enjoyment of the marine environment Fair  
2. Thriving marine-based livelihoods Fair  
3. Cultural traditions Fair  
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The viability assessment methodology used in this conservation action planning 
approach relies upon the identification of a set of “key ecological attributes” for 
each target and then identification of indicators to assess the status of these.  
Status is rated Poor, Fair, Good, or Very Good (see Low 2003).  Most of our 
targets were rated fair, although the status of rocky intertidal and subtidal 
communities was unknown due to a lack of long-term monitoring information 
(Table 1). 
 
The threats to the viability of the targets were identified and evaluated through a 
2-day workshop attended by a large group of stakeholders from throughout the 
county as well as mainland entities with interests in San Juan Islands marine 
resources.  This large workshop was followed by several smaller focused 
workshops that included both stakeholders and scientists with expertise in 
particular targets.  Threats were identified and rated for each target and then 
cumulatively assessed across all targets to obtain overall ratings and rankings 
(Table 2). 
 
Table 2. Highest-ranked threats affecting all marine biodiversity targets in 
the San Juan County Marine Stewardship Area. 
Rank Threat Overall Threat 

Rank 
1 Large oil spills High 
2 Climate change High 
3 Shoreline modification High 
4 Non-local sources of salmon decline High 
5 Invasive species Medium 
6 Persistent organic pollutants Medium 
7 Polluted stormwater runoff Medium 
8 Septic systems and wastewater discharge Medium 
9 Predation by marine mammals Medium 

10 Historical harvest of rockfish, lingcod & 
greenling until 1999. 

Medium 

 
Next, the MRC members developed a list of management strategies to address 
the threats in a facilitated workshop setting.  This long list of strategies, 
accompanied by a documentation of the underlying analysis outlined above was 
assembled into a draft plan, which was made available for review by the public 
and managers. 
 
The final step was to communicate the draft plan to the local community and 
marine site managers and receive input as to which of the strategies they would 
be most willing to support.  We accomplished this through a series of day-long 
Community Workshops held on each of the four major islands in the archipelago 
and a Marine Managers Workshop attended by representatives of government 
and non-governmental organizations with management authority or interests in 
local marine resources.  Each workshop was hosted by a prominent community 
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member who, although supportive of the goals of the Marine Stewardship Area, 
was not involved in developing the draft plan.  The workshops included time for 
attendees to visit “listening posts” covering each of the biodiversity and 
socioeconomic targets where they could receive information and discuss 
concerns and opportunities with experts.  This was followed by group discussion 
and an opportunity to provide general comments as well as to indicate support 
for or opposition to particular strategies. 
 
Approximately 220 county residents participated in the Community Workshops, 
and approximately 40 agency representatives were at the Marine Managers 
Workshop.  The materials prepared for these workshops and the detailed input 
received are documented in Appendix B of the final plan (Evans and Kennedy 
2007).   Based on both the needs of the marine resources, and the community 
and agency priorities, six principal strategies emerged (Table 3).  These were 
highlighted in the final plan and are the focus of initial plan implementation. 

 
Implementation 

 
Working with many partner organizations and community members, and with 
financial and in-kind assistance from The Nature Conservancy, the Surfrider 
Foundation, the Northwest Straits Commission, San Juan County, and others, 
the MRC has been putting this plan into action since its adoption (Table 3).  The 
high level of community involvement, combined with participation by scientists 
and stakeholders during plan development, means that many key people and 
organizations feel ownership in the plan.  The challenge now is to move beyond 
people and organizations that are already involved with marine resource 
consumption and conservation to reach the broader community.  Thus, a 
significant amount of our current effort is directed towards outreach and 
education, with the goal of fostering a marine stewardship ethic among all 
community members.  However, we are directing resources towards all six 
principal strategies.  These efforts involve a broad range of community 
members, community organizations, and managers, as well as a range of 
organizations providing direct financial support. Through implementation of the 
plan we are broadening participation and ownership at the same time that we are 
directly implementing strategies. 
 
The other major focus of implementation is monitoring of targets to fill 
identified data gaps as well as to establish a current environmental baseline from 
which to measure progress towards improvement in their status.  The MRC has 
been coordinating the work of a number of local volunteer groups so that their 
citizen-based environmental monitoring will contribute to this effort and all of 
our MSA strategies.  The monitoring plan is also the focus of the MRC’s May 
2008 Marine Managers Workshop.  
 
 

299



Table 3. Six strategies that are the focus of plan implementation, also 
showing implementation actions that are currently underway. 
  

1. Foster a marine stewardship ethic in residents and visitors 
• Developing materials and programs to educate and involve the local 

business community and the public in cooperation with community 
partners. 

• Convening a Stewardship Summit and developing a stewardship directory 
• Created logo and slogan for the MSA 

2. Manage upland and nearshore activities to reduce harm to marine habitat 
and water quality. 
• Formed technical committee with state to review standards. 
• Participating as a resource in local land use planning. 
• Two MRC members participate in the San Juan Initiative that is assessing 

gaps in programs that protect shoreline 
• Educating builders on best management practices and  low impact 

development approaches 
• Developing a monitoring plan to assess conditions and improve 

management decisions about impact of upland activities on marine 
ecosystem   

3. Reduce directed harvest and bycatch of selected species, such as rockfish 
and greenling. 
• Workgroup of  MRC and community members developing a proposal for 

state managers 
• Publicizing and monitoring voluntary closed areas 

4. Reduce bioaccumulative toxins in the marine environment. 
• Obtained county participation in local source control program 
• Adapting Enviro-Stars business certification program for local businesses 
• Hope to certify 25 businesses and create consumer demand for local 

green products 
5. Reduce the risk of large oil spills to San Juan County waters. 

• Coordinating with federal, state authorities and helping to support an 
active local response group. 

• Developing baseline characterization for post-spill assessment 
6. Preserve and manage public access to natural shorelines and marine views, 

coupled with a strong stewardship message and compatible behavior 
expectations. 
• Working directly with marine site managers  
• Working with the Washington Department of Natural Resources 

(WDNR) on aquatic reserve proposal that will address access to 
shorelines and submerged lands coupled with education 

 
In the six months since its adoption, several outcomes have already occurred 
that can be directly attributed to the plan.  The MRC received a significant 
award to engage community members and local businesses in minimizing 
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impacts to the marine environment.   The WDNR committed to working with 
the MRC and partner management agencies in evaluating the county for an 
Aquatic Reserve designation, which will add new protections for bedlands and 
tidelands.  A marine reserve was established in San Juan County adjacent to The 
Nature Conservancy’s Yellow Island Preserve where all harvest activities are 
prohibited to protect rockfish.  A group of MRC members and interested citizens 
is developing proposals for further rockfish protection.  In addition, San Juan 
County partnered with the regional salmon recovery program to create the San 
Juan Initiative.  This project builds on the MSA plan by conducting an objective 
scientific and policy review of protection programs in the San Juans.  Working 
with local community members as well as local, state, and regional managers, 
the Initiative will develop solutions to fill program gaps to achieve successful 
management and stewardship of the San Juan Islands marine ecosystem. 
 
Our approach to marine conservation, combining a structured analysis of 
ecosystem targets and threats that leads to strategies and actions, with the 
participation of scientists, managers, and citizens, is likely to be successful 
elsewhere.   Currently two Indian tribes and two Marine Resources Committees 
are initiating a similar approach to developing a marine stewardship area at Port 
Susan Bay in eastern Puget Sound.  We encourage others to emulate this model. 
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