11/19/02 -- Seattle Daily Journal of Commerce
Corps looking for creative ideas on restoring nearshore habitat

By Marc Stiles - Journal Environment Editor

Construction work on the massive Puget Sound Nearshore Project won't start until about 2008, but project managers say they are seeking innovative solutions from the private sector.

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers' Bernie Hargrave sighs when there's a mention of the up to $8 billion price tag for the Puget Sound Nearshore Project. 

Hargrave, one of the project's two managers, says the work will be significant, but it's too early to start assigning a cost. Throwing around numbers now will get his agency into hot water, he said, and it's important to keep expectations in check. 

It's hard not to talk dollars, however, when the sponsoring agencies compare the project to other big-ticket works. A newsletter published by the project's partners states the nearshore work eventually could be as significant as the nearly $8 billion restoration of the Everglades and the $5 billion restoration of Chesapeake Bay. 

It's easy to envision the Puget Sound project reaching a similar scale, says the project's other manager, Tim Smith of the state Department of Fish and Wildlife. "The bottom line is, it's a big project," he added. 

Entrepreneurs, from fishers to freight haulers, have been drawn to Puget Sound's shore for centuries. This commercial activity, combined with residential development and recreation, has caused what the corps calls "major human modifications" that have significantly affected critical fish and wildlife resources to the point that chum and chinook salmon and bull trout are considered threatened under the Endangered Species Act. 

Now it is environmental consultants and colleagues in related industries who will be making a living as they work with the feds, state and others to try to protect habitat along approximately 2,500 miles of shoreline on Puget Sound, into which more than 10,000 streams and rivers drain. 

That, according to Hargrave, will take creativity. Consultants and contractors who are selected to work on the nearshore will be rewarded for innovation. 

For consultants, work is still several years away. The project began in 1999 with what the corps calls a reconnaissance study of the nearshore. The corps defines the nearshore as the area from the bluffs and shoreline to the depths of the "photic zone," which is the upper layer of any body of water into which sunlight penetrates sufficiently to influence the abundant growth of plants and animals. 

That team recommended further investigation, which led to a feasibility study that began last year. The corps, the Department of Fish and Wildlife, and their eclectic band of partners, ranging from People for Puget Sound to Taylor United Shellfish Co., are evaluating degradation of the ecosystem and potential solutions. 

The cost of the feasibility study is $12 million. The corps and Fish and Wildlife have a 50/50 cost sharing agreement. Most of the local costs are being shared by a coalition of counties, cities and state agencies, as well as nonprofit and industry groups. 

The study phase is to last until 2005, when the partners anticipate entering the engineering and design phase. Engineering and other consulting work is expected to last until 2008, when the construction phase will begin. 

Hargrave said construction could last five years and possibly longer, depending on the scope of work. 

"It's not unusual for us to contract out between 40 and 60 percent of the dollar amount to engineering and environmental consultants," Hargrave said. During construction, he added, that number jumps to as much as 90 percent. 

"We'll be seeking innovative solutions from the private sector," he continued. Hargrave anticipates the work -- if approved -- will be spread throughout the sound's watershed, given the widespread effects of the degradation. 

Based on similar work in the Puget Sound region, the nearshore project will lend itself to private sector partnerships. 

To make his point, Hargrave cited the restoration of Goldsborough Creek in Mason County. The corps and some state agencies worked with Simpson Timber to remove a dilapidated dam. Almost immediately, salmon started using the stream, according to Hargrave. 

"We released a lot of private sector innovations on the project," he said. "We found a contractor who came up with a creative way to plant thousands of saplings" by rigging a special device to an excavator. 

Hargrave and Smith anticipate the project will employ an array of consultants, from contractors whose repertoire includes creative ways to install big culverts to fisheries experts who can recommend the best way to stock areas with shellfish that will help flush and filter water. 

Puget Sound Nearshore Project partners 

Nonprofits, businesses, local governments and state agencies are teaming up with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers on the Puget Sound Nearshore Project. 

"The reason it's a viable project at this point is that it's the result of the collaboration by the broad coalition that has come together to move the project forward," said one project manager, Tim Smith of the state Department of Fish and Wildlife. "Everybody's in the tent."

Those contributing cash and in-kind contributions are: 

Organization Approximate value 

City of Seattle $140,000 
Friends of the San Juans  $100,000  
Interagency Committee on Outdoor Recreation  $20,000  
Island County  $15,000  
King County Conservation District  $50,000  
King County  $50,000  
Kitsap County  $25,000  
Northwest Indian Fisheries Commission  $20,000  
Northwest Straits Commission $30,000  
People for Puget Sound  $20,000  
Pierce County  $50,000  
Point No Point Treaty Council  $150,000  
Puget Sound Action Team  $50,000  
Salmon Recovery Funding Board $375,000  
Skagit County  $20,000  
Taylor United Shellfish Co.  $15,000 
University of Washington  $45,000 
Washington Department of Ecology  $15,000 
Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife  $80,000 
Washington Department of Natural Resources $400,000 
Washington Public Ports Association  $15,000 
Washington Sea Grant  $15,000 
Washington State Conservation Commission  $150,000 
