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1.0 Introduction 

Over the last several years there has been an increasing call for protecting critical 
aquatic ecosystems around and world and in the Pacific Northwest. Coastal areas 
are under pressure from modifications due to increased population growth, 
recreational use, and commercial use.  
 
Many sites around the world are being protected through various measures, 
including conservation areas. Marine conservation areas serve several functions—
including the protection of rare and endangered native marine species and 
habitats—to serve as a standard for comparing how people affect the marine 
environment, and as ecological studies. At this time aquatic habitats in Puget Sound 
that have the most significant ecological function and services are being identified 
and prioritized for conservation.  The Washington State Department of Natural 
Resources (DNR) believes it is important to raise the awareness of the importance 
of these sites to decision makers and resource users, and to conserve the utility of 
these aquatic resources before the opportunity is lost.  
 
This report identifies and prioritizes marine habitats with high conservation value 
for nine sub-regions of Washington’s inland marine waters. DNR will use this 
report to identify marine sites to be considered for State Aquatic Reserve status and 
develop site priorities for the Aquatic Reserves Program to establish over the next 
decade. The sites that are recommended in this report will not be considered for 
reserve status unless they are reviewed and evaluated through the implementation 
process, and meet the criteria established for the Aquatic Reserves Program. 
 
DNR will provide this information to government agencies, work groups, Tribes, 
marine resource committees, and non-governmental organizations that have 
management responsibilities, or that focus their interest on marine resources. 
 

DNR proprietary responsibilities 
The Washington State Department of Natural Resources manages more than 2.4 
million acres of aquatic lands throughout the state. This includes saltwater bedlands 
and tidelands and freshwater shorelands. In 2002, DNR established the Aquatic 
Reserves Program to identify state-owned aquatic lands that warrant special 
management. 
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DNR Aquatic Reserves Program 
The Aquatic Reserves Program is part of DNR’ efforts to promote preservation, 
restoration, and enhancement of state-owned aquatic lands that provide benefits to 
the health of native aquatic habitat and species in the state of Washington. 
 
DNR is to establish aquatic reserves to protect important native aquatic ecosystems 
on selected state-owned aquatic lands throughout the state. These are to be aquatic 
lands of special educational or scientific interest, or lands of special environmental 
importance (WAC 332-30-151). 
 
By examining past successes in site-based conservation throughout the country, the 
Program can help ensure that aquatic reserve status is applied when it is the most 
appropriate management tool. 
 
DNR will manage existing and future reserves in a manner consistent with the goals 
of the type of reserve established (ecological, scientific, or educational) and the site-
specific management plans for each site. 
 

National Marine Protected Areas Center 
This project to prioritize marine conservation sites in Puget Sound was funded by 
the National Marine Protected Areas Center (NMPAC), which was established by 
NOAA in 2001 in response to Executive Order 13158 on Marine Protected Areas. 
The center provides the information, tools, and strategies needed for the design and 
management of the national system of Marine Protection Areas. In relation to this 
project, the NMPAC supports local and regional efforts to identify important 
marine habitats that warrant conservation. 
 

The MPA Center:  Where Are We Today?

Boston, MA
• New England 
Regional 
Coordinator

Charleston, SC

• MPA Center Staff 
housed at NOAA 
CSC

Monterey and 
Santa Cruz, CA
•MPA Center 
Science Institute -
National and 
Regional Ecologists/ 
Social Scientists

• Pacific Regional 
Coordinator (Coast 
and Islands)

Silver Spring, MD
• MPA Center 
Headquarters
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2.0 Selecting Priority Areas 

Study Area 
The study area includes all of Washington’s inland marine waters extending from 
Neah Bay eastward and into Puget Sound. The inland waters are divided into nine 
sub-basins, which are defined primarily by oceanographic zones and sills (dramatic 
topographic changes in the sea floor that cause tidal entrainment and large and small 
scale mixing and upwelling of surface waters) (Ebbesmeyer et al.1984). These nine 
sub-regions are: West Strait of Juan de Fuca, East Strait of Juan de Fuca, San Juan 
Archipelago, Strait of Georgia, Whidbey Basin, Admiralty Inlet, Hood Canal, 
Central Puget Sound, and South Puget Sound (Figure 1). The San Juan Archipelago 
was divided into west, north, and inside regions by the committee to better manage 
site selection in this sub-basin.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure1: Marine biogeographic regions of Washington State (Ebbesmeyer 1984) 
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Committee meeting   
DNR invited participation by committee members made up of a demonstrated field 
of expertise. The committee members were highly qualified marine biologists and 
ecologists from academia, state and federal government, and non-government 
organizations (see Acknowledgements) with expertise, extensive research and 
professional experience, and familiarity with the project area. The committee did 
not provide DNR with specific scientific literature to support the recommendations 
in this report, but simply provided their best professional opinion based on their 
knowledge and years of scientific research conducted in Washington’s inland 
marine waters.  
 
The committee met for a day and a half to develop the recommendations and the 
specific site information for this report. They identified and prioritized ecologically 
significant habitat of common conservation concern, identified specific areas where 
this habitat and species use occurs, and identified threats to these sites for each of 
the nine sub-regions (Figure 1) of Washington’s inland waters. 
 

Evaluation process 

Aquatic Reserves Ecological Framework  
The following criteria are being used by DNR to evaluate candidate aquatic reserve 
sites. These criteria then were the ecologic framework used to guide the 
committee’s discussion and final recommendations for this report: 

1. Ecoregional habitat and the identification of specific areas and species to be 
considered for conservation should be characterized on the following scale: 

a. Individual 
b. Population 
c. Community 
d. Ecosystem 
e. Landscape 

2. Sites should exhibit high ecological quality. Lower quality sites could be 
considered if they warrant restoration or contribute to the restoration of 
significant habitat. 

3. Conservation measures should be distributed across a diversity of habitats 
found in the area.  

4. Habitat diversity should be a factor in prioritizing habitat and selecting sites. 
5. Proposed sites should be large enough to capture habitats of interest, include 

sufficient habitat to support viable populations, and when possible, include 
necessary buffers to support the site.  

6. Proposed sites should contain viable populations that are large enough to 
maintain target populations.  

7. Site selection should promote ecological connectivity to support biodiversity 
within and beyond the proposed site. 
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Based on their professional expertise, the committee identified the follow priority 
habitats, functions, and features to be targeted during their effort to define priority 
areas for conservation:  

Key critical habitats 
• Submerged aquatic vegetation 
• Rocky habitats (submerged and headlands) 
• Geologically active areas (river deltas) 
• Freshwater inputs 
• Deep water habitat 
• Mudflats and sandflats 

 
Important Functions and Features 
• “Unusual” spawning, nursery, or feeding areas 
• Areas that include entire life history of  a species (ex. rockfish, wolf eel, 

octopus) 
• High habitat value or unique features 
• Adjacent to upland conservation areas 
• Lagoon systems (pocket estuaries) 
• Scale of sites appropriately large to meet habitat and conservation goals 

 
Review of Existing Reports 
The committee reviewed the following four reports that were previously developed 
to identify specific marine habitat sites that warrant conservation measures. The 
committee discussed the goals, summary of findings, and shortcomings of each of 
the following reports in order to gain a perspective on how to accomplish their task: 
 
The Puget Trough/Georgia Basin ecoregional plan. The Nature 
Conservancy, 2002  
This process identifies conservation areas within ecoregions to capture the 
distribution and diversity of native species, natural communities, and ecological 
systems. Conservation areas identify the lands and waters needed to sustain the 
biological diversity of the region and a proposed strategy to conserve them. 
 
Considerations for the Selection of Marine Preserves,                        
Megan Dethier, 1989 
Sites were identified based on their ranking for the following factors: 

a. Diversity within a site. 
b. Plant and animal biomass. 
c. Presence of rare species, or areas critical to rare species. 
d. Pristineness (low degree of alteration fro the natural state). 
e. Low degree of local water pollution, or likelihood of pollution in the future. 
f. Usefulness as a research or education site. 
g. Adequately buffered from adjacent land and water uses and direct human impact. 
h. Access to propagules or be readily open to sources of propagules. 
i. Degree of threat to specific habitat type. 
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j. Direct and indirect functional values. 
 
Research Natural Area Needs in the Pacific Northwest (“Yellow 
Book”), Dyrness et al., 1975 
Research Natural Areas are primarily recognized for scientific and educational 
values and are defined as “a naturally occurring physical or biological unit where 
natural conditions are maintained insofar as possible.” Most of the sites selected are 
in as natural condition as can be found and are sufficiently large to protect the 
feature of interest for outside disturbances. 
 
Puget Trough Coastal Wetland Sanctuaries, A Summary Report of 
Recommended Sites, Linda Kunze, January 1984 
The study was conducted employing a botanical and ecological perspective for 
establishing conservation areas. Sites were evaluated in terms of the quality, 
representation, and the diversity of physical and biotic features. The criteria for site 
selection includes: 

a. Degree of human-related physical disruption. 
b. Presence and quality of an upland buffer. 
c. Dominance of three species of Spartina resulted in the elimination of the site 

from further consideration. 
d. An arbitrary minimum site limit of 10 acres. 
e. Severe water quality problems resulted in elimination of the site from 

consideration.  
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3.0 Recommendations 

The following is an overview of the committee’s recommendations. Detailed 
information about each site is provided in Appendix A and all of the sites are shown 
in Appendix B. 
 

South Puget Sound 
The McNeil Island site is the top priority site for the 
south Puget Sound sub-region. The area supports the 
major south sound harbor seal aggregation. There 
already exists a buffer due to the restrictions of entry 
around the prison that includes the intertidal areas of 
McNeil Island. This site includes Gertrude Island, a 
Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW) 
Reserve and Eagle Island, which is a marine state park.  
 
Nisqually Reach was the second choice because of its 
diverse habitat. Nisqually Delta is one of the largest 
mostly undeveloped estuarine areas in Puget Sound.  
 
The Tacoma Narrows was the third choice as it 
connects all of south Puget Sound to all of the northern 
inland marine waters. The Narrows is also one of the 
major sills in the Puget Sound.  
 
Henderson Inlet and Steamboat Island are recognized 
as important areas in the region as well, though not 
included as specific recommendations or priorities. 

 

Tacoma Narrows

McNeil Island 

Nisqually Reach 

Henderson Inlet 

Steamboat Isl. 
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Central Basin 
The South Whidbey Island site is the committee’s 
“runaway” priority site for the Central Basin. The area 
includes the most diverse intertidal habitat in the region, a 
number of deeper troughs, and has several freshwater 
systems that drain into the area. Point No Point, located on 
the northwest corner, is a valuable foraging and wintering 
area for marine birds. 
 
Blakely Rock was the second choice due to its significant 
bird use and good regional representation of rocky reef 
habitat. 
 
Point Bolin Basin was recognized for its historic cod 
aggregation and spawning area, smelt spawning, and high 
use by sea ducks. 
 
 

 
 
 

Whidbey Basin 
Deception Pass was the top rated site for this region due to 
the protection of surrounding uplands by state parks and 
the areas dynamic current and tidal influence. 
 
The South Skagit Delta and Stillaguamish River Delta 
Basin were identified as equal priorities after Deception 
Pass. The Skagit Delta is the largest estuary north of 
Mexico and a major waterfowl wintering area on the 
Pacific Flyway. The Stillaguamish Basin is more intact 
than the Skagit Delta and one of four areas in the Puget 
Sound that supports more than 20,000 shorebirds 
seasonally. 
 
South Saratoga Passage is an area of little development and 
presently a gray whale feeding area. Baby Island and its 
adjacent deepwater zone is a major harbor seal and 
California sea lion area. 
 

S. Whidbey Island

Pt. Bolin Basin 

Blakely Rock 

S. Skagit Delta 

Stillaguamish River 
Delta (Port Susan Bay) 

S. Saratoga Pass 
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Admiralty Inlet 
North Admiralty Inlet is the top rated site in this region. 
The area is a major marine mammal transit zone and 
corridor for other migratory species. The area includes 
diverse intact habitat. 
 
Kilisut Harbor is a historic cod spawning area and is a 
forage fish spawning area. The area is also identified as an 
important bird area by Audubon Washington. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hood Canal 
The Toandos Complex is recognized as the top spot in the 
Hood Canal region. This area is on the southern edge of the 
range of very deep rocky habitat and includes a high 
abundance of fish and invertebrates. Many large-scale 
oceanographic processes occur in this area. 
 
Triton Head and Jackson Cove are two other important 
sites in the region. Triton Head includes unique rocky reef 
habitat. Jackson Cove is recognized for its excellent deep 
rocky habitat and is thought to have the oldest resident 
water (least exchange) in Puget Sound. 
 

N. Admiralty Inlet 

Kilisut Harbor 

Jackson Cove 

Toandos Complex 

Triton Head 
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Eastern Strait of Juan de Fuca 
The Smith Island/Partridge Bank site is the top 
site for this region. This area is an important marine 
bird breeding area and is regularly used by a variety 
of marine mammals. Significant oceanographic 
conditions occur at this site due to tidal divergence 
of three major water bodies, Rosario Strait, Strait of 
Juan de Fuca, and Admiralty Inlet.  
 
Hein to Middle Bank is also an important bird and 
mammal use area and is a common minke whale 
sighting area. This site is the only spot in the inlands 
waters for yelloweye rockfish, a long-lived fish that 
has declined over 80 percent from its initial level.  
 
Protection Island includes extensive kelp and 
eelgrass areas. Seventy percent of the nesting seabird 
population of Puget Sound nest on Protection 
Island, which is a National Wildlife Refuge. 
 
Discovery and Sequim Bays are also significant 
sites in this region. 
 
 
Western Strait of Juan de Fuca 
The Ediz Hook/Tongue Point site is the priority 
area in the Western Strait region. The Elwha River 
and Freshwater Bay, included in this site, are 
important marine mammal utilization areas, 
particularly for harbor and dahls porpoise. The area 
is very rich biologically. 
 
Slip Point to Pillar Point has had little to no 
anthropogenic impacts. The area includes significant 
populations of purple urchin. 
 
The Sekiu/Hoko Rivers site is a major fall 
aggregation area for harbor porpoise. The area is 
highly dynamic with significant rocky reef habitat. 

Hein to Middle Bank 

Smith Island/Partridge Bank 

Protection Island 

Sequim Bay 

Discovery Bay 

Ediz Hook/Tongue Point 

Slip Pt. to Pillar Pt. 

Sekiu/Hoko Rivers 
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San Juan Islands  
South and West 
The Southwest Lopez site has the riches intertidal 
of the San Juan Islands. The area is a very 
important breeding and foraging area for birds and 
marine mammals. 
 
The Haro Strait site is the most important cetacean 
area in the inside waters of Washington. This area 
is a major transit and foraging area for dahls 
porpoise and Orcas. 

North 
The north islands site is the top area in this region 
of the San Juans due to its high quality, undisturbed 
shore habitat, shallow rocky area, and extensive 
kelp beds. 
 
Waldron Island is an important invertebrate area 
which includes several interesting assemblages. 
Harbor porpoise also use the area. 

Inside 
South Lopez Sound is a very rich biological mud 
bay. 
 
South Griffin Bay is a muddy subtidal area with 
eelgrass in shallow waters and unusual 
invertebrates in deeper water. 
 

 
 
 
 

Waldron Island 
North Islands 

Haro Strait 

South Griffin Bay 
South Lopez Sound

Southwest Lopez 
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Strait of Georgia 
Point Roberts Reef is the top site in this region. 
This area is affected by the Frazier River plume, 
which provides rich plankton production to the area. 
The area is rich in ground fish and salmon migrate 
through the area. The site is part of a larger spatial 
use area (that includes Cherry Point) that is used by 
herring stocks that provide forage for a variety of 
birds, fish, and marine mammals. 
 
Alden Bank is a unique shallow glacier grounding 
spot that is adjacent to an unusually deep basin. 
 
 
 
 
 

Point Roberts Reef 

Alden Bank 
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Appendix A:  Puget Sound Conservation Priorities 
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Appendix B:  Site Maps  
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