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Local Action Teams 
Example: The Northwest Straits Initiative’s County-Based Marine 

Resources Committees 
 
 
Background 
 
The Northwest Straits Marine Conservation Initiative, established through legislation passed by the U.S. 
Congress in 1998, was created to address environmental stress effecting marine areas of the Northwest 
Straits region in Washington State. The Initiative is a non-regulatory effort to educate the public and 
provide opportunities for collaboration among citizens, county governments, tribes, and other groups on 
marine conservation and restoration projects. 
 
The Initiative includes a network of seven county-based Marine Resources Committees (MRCs) and a 
coordinating entity known as the Northwest Straits Commission. The Commission and MRCs are focused 
on coordinating science and building “bottom-up” consensus to help existing authorities make necessary 
reforms to achieve conservation of the marine ecosystem in the Northwest Straits region and involve local 
governments, tribes, and citizens in regional ecosystem conservation. 
 
 
Make-up and Role of the Marine Resources Committees 
 
The Northwest Straits region encompasses seven counties in Washington State. Each county 
government has appointed members to its MRC to represent important segments of the community, 
including business and industry, recreation, science, environment, ports, tribes, and liaisons to local 
government. 
 
MRCs are expected to use sound science and the needs of the Northwest Straits marine ecosystem as a 
guide to addressing local marine issues, recommending remedial actions to local authorities, and 
building local awareness of issues and support for remedies. MRCs are the primary vehicle through 
which research, scientific surveys, and restoration projects are proposed and implemented. 
 
The MRCs have also made themselves valuable to county governments on nearshore and marine 
issues and are increasingly seen as a forum for handling these issues without controversy and in ways 
that benefit the community. Many county representatives have noted that even if the Northwest Straits 
Initiative is not reauthorized in the future, their local MRC will continue because it is a valued part of the 
community and provides an important service that is unavailable elsewhere. In-kind county staff 
support shows local commitment and increased sustainability of the MRCs. 
 
 
Success of the MRC Model 
 
A formal evaluation of the Northwest Straits Initiative, in 2004, commended achievements in the following 
areas: 
 
• Mobilizing broad citizen support for marine conservation and increasing public understanding of the 

marine ecosystem. 

• Bringing together citizens, tribal governments, county government, and state and federal agencies 
to work cooperatively and effectively on issues facing the Northwest Straits. The MRCs serve as a 
bridge between citizens and government and can influence policy related to marine issues in 
ways that are supported by all interested parties. 

• Increasing voluntary compliance with conservation goals and gathering resources for enforcement 
of existing statutes. 

• Tapping local energy to generate a series of practical, on-the-ground projects that are benefiting the 
ecosystem and the economy of the Northwest Straits area. Using a citizen driven, bottom-up 



approach, the Initiative has created a community problem-solving capacity that was previously 
absent in the counties. 

• Contributing to scientific understanding of the marine ecosystem by gathering data in accordance 
with standard protocols. The MRCs have started to mature into local bodies of expertise that 
serve as a resource for regulatory agencies and local county governments. 

• Spreading innovative ideas from one county to another and thereby multiplying benefits and 
coordination, while also recognizing and respecting county-by-county differences. 

• Creating a model of marine governance that can be adapted to other locations that face 
similar issues. 

 
 
Examples of MRC Projects 
 

• Forage Fish Spawning Site Inventory and Mapping 

All seven counties are cooperating in spawning site surveys of surf smelt and sand lance, which are 
prey species for salmon, marine fish, birds, and marine mammals. Protocols were developed in 
conjunction with WDFW, and funds from the Northwest Straits Initiative helped support three full-
time WDFW fisheries biologists to lead surveys and mapping of spawning beaches. With the help 
of more than 275 volunteers, 4,600 survey stations were added to previously surveyed areas. 
Surveys from the first two years include 22 miles in Island County and 10.5 miles in Jefferson 
County of newly discovered potential spawning habitat. This data is being used by WDFW and 
county governments during reviews of shoreline permits and to implement critical area ordinances, 
which were previously less effective because data were not available to support them. 

• Bottomfish Recovery Zones 

At the recommendation of the MRC, San Juan County established eight small, voluntary 
Bottomfish Recovery Zones in 1998 to enhance the survival and reproduction of bottomfish. These 
zones were the first of their kind in the state, relying on education and peer pressure rather than 
regulations and enforcement to discourage harvest of bottomfish. Public meetings were held to 
select sites and explain the goals of the program. Baseline data for bottomfish populations was 
collected for all zones and corresponding reference sites. The MRC is monitoring effectiveness of 
the zones through acoustic tagging and SCUBA surveys to measure change in fish populations and 
through a fishing pressure assessment to measure changes in fishing activities in these areas. 

• Shoreline Improvements 

At Cama Beach in Island County, a 30-year-old, 100-by-25-foot concrete boat ramp was removed 
from a forage fish spawning area, and a low-impact boat ramp and native vegetation will be 
installed. At Kayak Point in Snohomish County, volunteers replaced non-native plants with native 
plants and added interpretive signage. In San Juan County, volunteers planted native shade trees 
to enhance habitat at a summer surf smelt spawning beach and plan similar work at other sites. 

• Shore Stewards Program 

Initiated by the Island County MRC, this program encourages shoreline 
landowners to be good stewards of their property and the marine 
environment. It is modeled after the National Wildlife Federation’s successful 
Backyard Wildlife Habitat program and offers recognition and information to 
help landowners enhance the health of their property and shoreline as well 
as the value of their investment. The program provides a sign (produced by 
the Washington State Department of Corrections) to property owners to 
identify property certified as fish- friendly wildlife habitat. 
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