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Dear Chairs Robinson, Ormsby, Chapman, and Reeves, 
 
During the 2023 Legislative session—through a proviso contained within Engrossed Substitute 
Senate Bill 5187—the Washington State Legislature directed the Washington Department of 
Fish and Wildlife (WDFW) to continue the development of a Net Ecological Gain (NEG) 
framework, which was initiated under a similar proviso in 2022. The establishment of NEG 
policies, programs, and funding in Washington could increase the pace and scale of habitat and 
species improvements, as well as provide benefits to people through improved environmental 
conditions. WDFW appreciates that the Legislature has shown an interest in ecological 
improvement approaches that could further our shared interest to preserve, protect, and 
perpetuate Washington’s fish, wildlife, and ecosystems. 
 
Collectively, the recommendations included in this report represent needs, guiding principles, 
and potential options for how an ecological improvement implementation framework could 
function in Washington. They were developed by WDFW in consideration of input and dialogue 
with the Core Team, Tribes, partners, and workshop participants throughout this process. While 
these recommendations stem from good-faith discussions, they are ultimately WDFW’s 
recommendations, informed by advice and input from others. Removing the requirement of 
consensus allowed us to take a more complete stock of areas of agreement and disagreement and 
exercise our judgement to make recommendations that have proportionally more support.   
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WDFW’s recommendations have evolved from previous discussions of ecological improvement 
in several important ways. 
 

• We use the terms “ecological improvements” and “effective protection” instead of “net 
ecological gain” and “no net loss.”  The new terminology is less tied to particular 
programs, laws, or bills, and seemed to help most proviso participants stay focused on 
what we want to accomplish through the recommendations.  

• We include recommendations aimed at improving protection of current environmental 
conditions.  While these recommendations do not result in ecological improvements on 
their own, protecting the natural resources we have today is a fundamental prerequisite to 
improved conditions in the future.  The complementary nature of protection, restoration, 
and ecological improvement represents substantial progress towards a state where we are 
confident that our restoration efforts outpace the degradation associated with human 
population growth and development. 

• Finally, we include recommendations that explore requiring contributions to ecological 
improvement on private property and under what conditions this might be legal and 
appropriate.  This is a controversial idea and more legal and policy work is needed to 
identify how this could be accomplished.  However, it is work worth doing to better 
ensure the benefits of and risks to natural resources are equitably distributed.  

We’ve also attempted to ground our recommendations in context of current state and federal 
funding challenges by identifying next steps that can be advanced in the context of existing law 
and programs.  Where possible, we’ve highlighted existing efforts that are already exploring 
similar ideas, such as the Riparian Taskforce, Kitsap Natural Resources Asset Management 
Program, and Department of Ecology Shoreline Management Act Rulemaking.  Effective 
protection of natural resources and ecological improvement are fundamental to WDFW’s 
mission to preserve, protect, perpetuate, and manage fish and wildlife resources.  
 
We hope to continue working with others, including executive and legislative leadership, on both 
the easy and controversial ideas, in order to strengthen a shared vision for both effective 
environmental protection and ecological improvement.  With a rapidly growing human 
population and a changing climate, bold policies to improve environment conditions beyond the 
current state offer some of our best chances to recover critical habitats and species in 
Washington. While the work under this proviso represents progress towards developing NEG 
policy, programs, and funding, successful implementation will require the support of elected 
leaders, tribes, stakeholders, and local communities. We welcome your interest, questions, and 
observations about how to assist legislators to champion ecological protection and improvement 
in the future.  
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If you have any questions about this report or the Department’s efforts in this area, please contact 
Margen Carlson, WDFW’s Director of Conservation, at (360) 480-1821. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Kelly Susewind 
Director 
 
cc:  Margen Carlson, WDFW Director of Conservation Policy 
 Owen Rowe, Senior Policy Advisory to Governor Bob Ferguson 
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Razor clamming at sunset. Photo credit: Chris Curtis. 

Acknowledging the Indigenous People, Land, and 
Culture of the Pacific Northwest  
Since time immemorial, Indigenous People have graced the Pacific Northwest with rich traditions of 
many diverse cultures, languages, and traditional knowledge expressed artistically and practically with 
intricate principles passed down throughout generations. As the first stewards of this land, Indigenous 
People from this part of the world are ancestrally engrained in the very fabric of this region that is 
known today as Washington State.  

Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW) acknowledges the American Indian Tribes as the 
original occupants of this land enjoyed today by all Washingtonians. Their historic reliance to hunt, fish, 
and gather traditional foods defines their inherent responsibilities to protect and steward the precious 
resources on the waters and landscape shared today by all Washington residents.  

The very survival of the Pacific Northwest Tribes is a testament of resiliency to what they have endured 
and continue to endure throughout generations on this very landscape. Through scarred valor, many 
historical encounters of massacre, renunciation of religious freedom, systemic racism, cultural 
assimilation of native children through institutional residential schools, and the fight for their inherent 
rights and liberties, they have prevailed. Throughout this tormented history brought by colonization, 
abrogated treaties, infringement of civil rights, and the salmon protests of the 1960s, the Northwest 
Tribes and WDFW have founded a commitment of respect, unity, and alliance taught by the realities of 
the past.  

Today Tribal governments and WDFW work collaboratively to conserve and manage aquatic and 
terrestrial resources across the state and practice sound science to ensure successful resource 
management decisions. The Tribes and WDFW work together to ensure the sustainability of fish, 
wildlife, ecosystems, and culture for the next seven generations and beyond. 
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View of a chum salmon mostly out of water and spawning on a shoreline. Photo credit: U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service - Pacific Region. 

Executive Summary  
In 2023, a legislative proviso directed the Washington State Department of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW) 
to convene a work group focused on developing a Net Ecological Gain implementation framework. 
Net Ecological Gain is intended to exceed current efforts to protect and restore ecosystems across the 
state, inclusive of No Net Loss regulatory policies, by requiring and/or incentivizing projects to achieve 
ecological improvements in affected ecosystems. This report describes WDFW’s and consultants’ 
(Project Team) work to carry out the proviso’s direction and includes recommendations representing 
needs, guiding principles, and potential options for how an ecological improvement implementation 
framework could function in Washington.  

A critical component of this work was collaborating with state agencies, federally recognized Tribes, 
local governments, and partners. As directed by the legislature, a Core Team convened 10 times 
between March 2024 and May 2025. WDFW also directly consulted with Tribal partners and held two 
sets of policy and technical workshops, one with Tribes and one with a broad range of partners. 
Throughout the project period, ad hoc engagement with state agency staff, Core Team members, and 
others brought forth key insights and perspectives. Overall, this project prioritized fostering a broad 
base of support for an ecological improvement implementation framework.  

Throughout this document, “protecting existing conditions” is used in place of “no net loss,” and 
“ecological improvements” is used in place of “net ecological gain.” These changes are meant to 
respond to participant feedback discovered in initial engagement efforts, build trust in the collaborative 
process, and emphasize the ultimate desired outcome, which is to protect and improve the 
environment.  
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Ecological Improvement Framework  
The 2023 proviso focused on developing an ecological improvement framework, which served as a 
foundation for the technical and policy-specific workshops and discussions.    

At a high level, the ecological improvement framework conceptual diagram is intended to illustrate that 
existing environmental regulations and mitigation requirements for development alone are not 
currently sufficient to prevent the continued degradation of ecosystem function at a landscape scale. 
Although there are other sources of environmental degradation other than ongoing development, 
strengthening the implementation of existing land use regulations is essential to maintain baseline 
environmental conditions. Once effective protections are in place and development impacts are fully 
offset, development could contribute to measurable ecological improvements. Importantly, ongoing 
restoration and recovery programs remain a critical backbone of the state’s ecological resilience, helping 
to address legacy impacts and support broader habitat and salmon recovery goals beyond the scope of 
development-driven mitigation or ecological improvement. 

 
Diagram illustrates the broad structure and guiding logic of the ecological improvement framework and 
how the recommendations collectively seek to address cumulative environmental degradation and 
support measurable ecological improvements at a landscape scale. 

See the Ecological Improvement Framework section for details. 
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Summary of Recommendations 
Collectively, the recommendations included in this report represent needs, guiding principles, and 
potential options for how an ecological improvement implementation framework could function in 
Washington. They were developed by the Project Team and informed by input and dialogue with the 
Core Team, Tribes, partners, and workshop participants throughout this process. While these 
recommendations stem from good-faith discussions, they are ultimately WDFW’s, with advice and 
input from others rather than reached through a formal consensus process. Removing the requirement 
of consensus allowed the Project Team to take more complete stock of areas of agreement and 
disagreement and exercise our judgement to make recommendations that have proportionally more 
support. There are three primary recommendations that address protecting existing ecosystem 
conditions and defining an ecological improvement framework and one supporting recommendation 
that addresses recovery and restoration programs that are separate to the proposed ecological 
improvement framework. 

Each recommendation includes sub-recommendations, which outline principles that seek to advance 
the primary recommendations. Each sub-recommendation includes options representing a range of 
possible approaches to further develop and explore the recommendation–but these have not been as 
thoroughly vetted. Importantly, some options reflect diverging viewpoints and are intentionally included 
to demonstrate the breadth of perspectives and support continued discussion and refinement beyond 
this project.  

Recommendation 1: Protect Existing Ecosystem Function 
Strengthen the implementation of existing environmental protections, ensuring the 
protection of current conditions and better outcomes for ecological function. 

The following sub-recommendations outline pathways to improve the protection of existing ecosystem 
functions by strengthening implementation and addressing systemic gaps in current land use and 
permitting systems. 

• 1.1: Strengthen enforcement mechanisms to ensure effective implementation of protections.  
• 1.2: Improve environmental protection in land-use planning and zoning.  
• 1.3: Minimize permitting variances and exceptions. 
• 1.4: Address cumulative impacts, such as those caused by subdivisions, incremental 

development, or unregulated development. 

Recommendation 2: Define and Implement Ecological Improvements 
Establish an ecological improvement framework that increases the pace and scale of 
contributions from the development sector to achieve ecological gains.  

The following sub-recommendations outline pathways for establishing a goal-driven ecological 
improvement framework that ensures accountability, incentivizes participation, and supports long-term 
success. 
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• 2.1: Define a suite of specific statewide ecological improvement goals and indicators that serve 
the public interest and avoid public risks, creating a basis for the use of public resources and 
stronger obligations, accountability for results, and contributions towards ecological gains from 
human uses and development activities.  

• 2.2: Create a program framework that requires progress towards the adopted targets, 
maximizes results from assisting and incentivizing voluntary participation from the development 
and human use sector, and that includes a mechanism for requiring ecological improvement 
contributions if gains targets are not met within a chosen amount of time. 

• 2.3: Ensure that the ecological improvement framework is supported by a transparent, feasible, 
and effective accounting mechanism that links site-scale change and action to the watershed 
and statewide targets. 

• 2.4: Establish an assessment model to track ecological progress, using adaptive management to 
refine strategies based on observed results and ensure flexibility in responding to new data, 
challenges, and opportunities. 

• 2.5: Broaden funding channels to include support for ecological improvement framework 
implementation. 

Recommendation 3: Administer the Ecological Improvement Framework 
Establish a structure and authorities to oversee and implement the ecological 
improvement framework.  

The following sub-recommendations outline the administrative duties that will be required to support 
an ecological improvement framework, as described in Recommendation 2.   

• 3.1: Define a state leadership role in the ecological improvement framework development and 
administration. 

• 3.2: Ensure Tribal coordination and consultation in state program administration, in accordance 
with the Washington Centennial Accord and Millennium Agreement. 

• 3.3: Define and empower local government roles and authority in implementing the ecological 
improvement framework.  

• 3.4: Encourage collaboration with watershed groups and other regional collaboratives to 
support indicator selection, monitoring, and management at a watershed scale. 

Supporting Recommendation: Continue Habitat Recovery and Restoration Programs  
Maintain and increase funding to restoration projects that address legacy impacts and 
incorporate broader ecosystem connectivity goals. 

The following sub-recommendations outline how the state can consider bolstering restoration and 
recovery programs: 

• 4.1: Expand and standardize existing restoration and recovery programs to continue addressing 
historical ecological degradation.  
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• 4.2: Track restoration projects’ and programs’ contributions to ecological improvements by 
using the same accounting mechanisms selected pursuant to sub-Recommendations 2.2 and 
2.3.  

See the Ecological Improvement Recommendations section for detailed Recommendations, sub-
Recommendations, and Identified Options. 

 
View from a mature sagebrush field on Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) land. Photo credit: WDFW. 

Introduction 
Purpose 
Washington is home to diverse landscapes and ecosystems supporting unique species, which are 
integral to the state's cultural identity and sense of place, as well as key to the state’s economy, 
recreation, and to Tribal Treaty rights. The state has a responsibility to co-manage fisheries with Tribal 
governments and to manage natural resources to uphold these rights. However, Washington's 
ecosystems are in decline, affecting wildlife and community well-being. Development pressures and 
aspects of the current land use regulatory framework contribute to this decline, indicating that 
implementation of current environmental protections are not keeping pace with such pressures. 
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Furthermore, additional pressures are expected to intensify in the face of continued climate change and 
population increases, further degrading the ecosystem services associated with healthy environments 
such as clean water and air, food security, and climate resilience.  

In response to the current and anticipated declines in ecological functions within the state, the 
legislature directed WDFW to develop a Net Ecological Gain framework (hereafter referred to as 
ecological improvement framework) that enhances ecosystem functions and increases biodiversity and 
resilience within the state.  

An ecological improvement framework within state policy will build on prior steps taken by the 
Washington State Legislature to manage development impacts, including current environmental 
protection regulations and requirements in legislation such as the Growth Management Act, Shoreline 
Management Act, State Environmental Policy Act, the Hydraulic Permit Application, the Water Pollution 
Control Act, and others. These legal protections are critical but, at a cumulative scale, may fall short of 
fully protecting existing ecosystem functions due to statutory, implementation, and enforcement issues. 
In addition, some ecosystem degradation is driven by factors beyond new development, including 
climate change, natural hazards, and legacy impacts from past land use decisions. The success of an 
ecological improvement framework will depend on more effective protection of existing resources, 
which has a strong foundation in existing law. Additionally, implementation of an ecological 
improvement framework may also increase the effectiveness of protection through improved tracking, 
accountability, and transparency. 

Providing recommendations and detailing foundational principles regarding an ecological improvement 
framework represents a proactive step to ensure vibrant and functioning ecosystems continue to thrive 
in Washington into the future. However, deep and divergent opinions remain about how to design and 
implement these recommendations. As a result, additional and iterative socio-political work is needed 
to increase willingness to consider these changes, and to test and refine the details. Many of these 
details can be tested and refined by watching and/or partnering with various existing efforts that are 
already developing components of both effective protection and ecological improvement. Ultimately, 

Terminology Shifts 
During the initial engagement efforts under the 2023 proviso, WDFW found that participants felt there 
were negative connotations in the terminology of “net ecological gains” and “no net loss.” The Project 
Team determined that changing the terminology for these concepts would be appropriate to respond to 
participant feedback, build trust in the collaborative process, and emphasize the importance of striving 
towards the ultimate desired outcome, which is to achieve ecological improvements.  
The terminology shifts encompassed the following changes:  
• No net loss  protecting existing conditions 
• Net ecological gain  ecological improvements 
From this point forward in this report, the new terminology (“protecting existing conditions” and 
“ecological improvements”) will be used. 



Proviso Report Implementing the Proviso 
 

Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife  13 
 

state leaders and policy makers will likely need to collaborate with agencies, Tribes, and implementation 
partners to build a shared vision of which components can be adopted statewide. 

Background 
Following the 2019 Governor’s Orca Task Force Recommendations, in 2021 the Washington Legislature 
directed WDFW—via Engrossed Substitute Senate Bill 5092—to analyze relevant existing laws and to 
investigate a pathway for incorporating an ecological improvement standard into state law. WDFW 
fulfilled this directive with consultant support through a mix of secondary research and engagement 
with various partners and Tribes and review of scientific input from the Washington State Academy of 
Sciences (WSAS). WDFW’s recommendations to the legislature were delivered in the December 2022 
Net Ecological Gain Standard Proviso Summary Report. 1 

The 2022 report–together with concerns and barriers identified regarding successful policy 
implementation, metric development, and policy specifics such as technical understanding, 
enforcement, and funding–made it clear that there is still much work to be done to develop a successful 
ecological improvement implementation framework. In 2023, the State Legislature provided funding and 
direction to WDFW to continue exploring how, if an ecological improvement framework were adopted, 
the state policy could be structured for implementation. Notably, the 2022 report recommended that 
any ecological improvement requirement be limited to publicly owned lands and projects, and remain 
voluntary on private lands, citing concerns about regulatory feasibility on private property. While 
disagreement remains amongst partners, as the Project Team explored implementation details with the 
Core Team and workshop participants during this proviso, it became clear to WDFW that policy priorities 
have shifted, and broader application, including regulatory pathways for private lands, should be 
considered.   

As a result, WDFW intentionally stepped back from the 2022 recommendation and focused on 
developing an ecological improvement framework that could apply across all land ownerships and 
project types and could include the possibility of government intervention if ecological improvement 
goals are not achieved. This exploration aimed to better understand the range of potential approaches; 
however, additional work is needed to refine the legal and policy design and feasibility of any ecological 
improvement program.  

Implementing the Proviso 
The legislature directed WDFW, via a proviso within Engrossed Substitute Senate Bill 5187 (see Appendix 
A. 2023 Legislative Proviso), to lead a facilitated process with a workgroup to build on previous 
discussions and focus on developing an ecological improvement framework. The recommendations in 

 

1 Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife. (2022). Net Ecological Gain Standard Proviso Summary Report. 
Retrieved from https://wdfw.wa.gov/publications/02375  

https://wdfw.wa.gov/publications/02375
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this report were informed by input and dialogue with the Core Team, Tribes, partners, and workshop 
participants throughout this process. While these recommendations stem from good-faith discussions, 
they are ultimately WDFW’s, with advice and input from others rather than reached through a formal 
consensus process. Removing the requirement of consensus allowed the Project Team to take more 
complete stock of areas of agreement and disagreement and exercise our judgement to make 
recommendations that have proportionally more support. 

Based on past related policy efforts, WDFW determined that collaboration, building trust, and broader 
agreement were essential foundations of this work. WDFW sought to develop not only a more defined 
path forward on achieving effective protections and ecological improvements–but also to foster a broad 
base of support for the vast ecosystem benefits that may be realized through the adoption of a strong 
ecological improvement implementation framework. The Project Team developed an engagement 
approach that incorporated collaborative work with state agencies, federally recognized Tribes, local 
governments, and partners (Figure 1). 

 
Wildflowers on Steptoe Butte State Park in Eastern Washington. Photo credit Roman Khomlyak. 
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Figure 1. Ecological improvement framework organizational chart  

 

WDFW began engagement efforts with Tribal coordination and consultation with Pacific Northwest 
Tribes, introducing the proviso directives and inviting feedback and involvement. To meet the proviso’s 
directive to convene a work group focused on developing an ecological improvements implementation 
framework the Project Team, led by WDFW, established a Core Team and carried out policy and 
technical workshops, Tribal engagement and direct consultation, coordination with WDFW staff, and ad 
hoc engagement to gather additional insights on proviso elements. The Project Team brought these 
insights into the development of the ecological improvement framework.  

The Core Team met 10 times between March 2024 and May 2025 to discuss and provide input to the 
Project Team. It included representatives from WDFW, the Department of Commerce (Commerce), the 
Department of Ecology (ECY), and the Department of Transportation (WSDOT) as required collaborators 
through the proviso, as well as representatives from the Governor’s Salmon Recovery Office (GSRO), 
Washington State Association of Counties (WSAC), Association of Washington Cities (AWC), Washington 
Conservation Action (WCA), the Puget Sound Partnership (PSP), the Northwest Indian Fisheries 
Commission (NWIFC), and three Tribes: Makah Tribe, Swinomish Indian Tribal Community, and Skagit 
River Systems Cooperative. WDFW also invited participation from the Columbia River Inter-Tribal 
Fisheries Commission and the Upper Columbia United Tribes; they were unable to participate. 

WDFW conducted two policy and technical workshops to support the development of the ecological 
improvement framework and the policy recommendations. For both workshops, the Project Team 
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engaged with two distinct groups: first, they met with Tribal leaders and staff to ensure direct 
coordination and consultation with Tribal governments, then met with a broader group of partners, 
including state agency staff, non-profit and nongovernmental organizations, and others with technical or 
policy expertise. Finally, the Project Team conducted additional engagement with state agency staff, 
Core Team partners, and others to build out key aspects of the ecological improvement framework 
recommendations and identified options. Additional information on the engagement that supported this 
proviso is provided in Appendix B. Engagement. 

In addition to the robust engagement efforts, the Project Team conducted secondary research to 
“identify existing state-administered or state-funded programs and projects” that currently or could 
support the implementation of the ecological improvement framework. This effort built on the work 
completed in the interim report’s Grant Program Review for Net Ecological Gain Application 2 task and 
offers a summary of state programs that could support the future implementation of ecological 
improvement once a framework has been adopted. 

Finally, similar concepts of effective protection and restoration of Washington’s natural resources were 
concurrently discussed in the Riparian Taskforce funded pursuant to a budget proviso, Engrossed 
Substitute Senate Bill 5187, Sec. 117(3) (2023) (the 2023 Riparian Taskforce budget proviso), which 
funded an independent facilitation process engaging Tribes, local governments, agricultural producers, 
commercial and recreational fisher organizations, business organizations, salmon recovery 
organizations, forestry and agricultural organizations, and environmental organizations. The two proviso 
efforts were implemented separately, and with some differences in participation, but each wrestled 
with similar underlying problems and concepts. Many protection and restoration solutions that can be 
applied to a portion of the landscape, such as riparian ecosystems, are challenging to apply more 
broadly (as in this proviso). However, to help readers recognize potential synergies, this report identifies 
where recommendations from this proviso align with those of the Riparian Taskforce Final Report and 
Recommendations. 3  

 

2 Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife. (2024). Net Ecological Gain Interim Proviso Report. Retrieved from 
https://wdfw.wa.gov/sites/default/files/publications/02512/wdfw02512.pdf. 
3 Plauché & Carr, LLP. (2024). Riparian Taskforce Final Report and Recommendations. Retrieved from 
https://ofm.wa.gov/sites/default/files/public/publications/Riparian%20Taskforce%20Final%20Report%20and%20R
ecommendations.pdf  

https://ofm.wa.gov/sites/default/files/public/publications/Riparian%20Taskforce%20Final%20Report%20and%20Recommendations.pdf
https://ofm.wa.gov/sites/default/files/public/publications/Riparian%20Taskforce%20Final%20Report%20and%20Recommendations.pdf
https://wdfw.wa.gov/sites/default/files/publications/02512/wdfw02512.pdf
https://ofm.wa.gov/sites/default/files/public/publications/Riparian%20Taskforce%20Final%20Report%20and%20Recommendations.pdf
https://ofm.wa.gov/sites/default/files/public/publications/Riparian%20Taskforce%20Final%20Report%20and%20Recommendations.pdf
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Sol Duc Valley forest. Photo credit: WDFW. 

Ecological Improvement Framework 
The ecological improvement framework was a cornerstone of the 2023 proviso and served as a 
foundation for the technical and policy-specific workshops and discussions. Figure 2 presents a 
conceptual model of the ecological improvement framework that was adapted from the 2022 Proviso 
Report 4. This model is not intended to be precise nor refer to a site scale. Rather, it is intended to 
illustrate the broad structure and guiding logic of the ecological improvement framework and how the 
recommendations collectively seek to address cumulative environmental degradation and support 
measurable ecological improvements at a landscape or macro scale.  

The Project Team introduced a version of the conceptual model in the engagement process to support a 
shared understanding of the relationship between the current system of mitigation for new impacts, 
other sources of cumulative degradation, and the intended function of the ecological improvement 
framework.  

At a high level, the ecological improvement framework conceptual diagram is intended to illustrate that 
existing environmental regulations and mitigation requirements for development alone are not 
currently sufficient to prevent the continued degradation of ecosystem function at a landscape scale. 
Strengthening the implementation of these protections is essential to maintain baseline environmental 
conditions. Once effective protections are in place and development impacts are fully offset, 
development could contribute to measurable ecological improvements.  

 

4 Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife. (2022). Net Ecological Gain Interim Proviso Report. Retrieved from 
https://wdfw.wa.gov/sites/default/files/publications/02375/wdfw02375.pdf  

https://wdfw.wa.gov/sites/default/files/publications/02375/wdfw02375.pdf
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The conceptual model in Figure 2 seeks to highlight that the implementation of the current system of 
environmental protections has not been sufficient to fully prevent environmental degradation at the 
landscape scale. 

 

To address these cumulative degradations, stronger and more effective protections are needed. This 
concept is captured in Recommendation 1: Protect Current Ecosystem Function. 

Gains

Effective 
Protections

Ec
ol

og
ic

al
 

Im
pr

ov
em

en
ts

Le
ve

l O
f I

m
pa

ct Legend

Potential Impact

Proviso Recommendations 1 -3

Existing Restoration 
(Supporting Rec)

Cumulative Degradation

Mitigation
Hierarchy

Potential 
Impact

Supporting
Rec

Recs 
2 & 3

Rec 
1

Mitigation Hierarchy   
Currently Applied

Landscape Scale

Cumulative 
Degradation 

Existing 
Environmental  

Conditions

The model assumes the 
current condition of 
Washington’s ecosystems 
as a baseline—referred to 
as the “existing 
environmental 
conditions.” Against this 
baseline, a set of 
hypothetical, landscape-
scale impacts from 
development are 
considered and 
juxtaposed to the existing 
system of the mitigation 
hierarchy, avoidance, 
minimization, and 
compensation. 

GainsEc
ol

og
ic

al
 

Im
pr

ov
em

en
ts

Le
ve

l O
f I

m
pa

ct

Existing 
Environmental  

Conditions

Legend

Potential Impact

Proviso Recommendations 1 -3

Existing Restoration 
(Supporting Rec)

Cumulative Degradation

Mitigation
Hierarchy

Potential 
Impact

Supporting
Rec

Recs 
2 & 3

Rec 
1

Mitigation Hierarchy   
Currently Applied

Landscape Scale

Effective 
Protections

Cumulative 
Degradation 

A gap remains between 
the implementation of the 
mitigation hierarchy and 
returning to the baseline 
of existing environmental 
conditions. This gap can 
be attributed to several 
compounding factors, 
such as inadequately 
mitigated development, 
climate change, natural 
hazards, and legacy 
impacts, which can 
cumulatively degrade 
ecosystem functions 
despite existing efforts.



Proviso Report Ecological Improvement Framework 
 

Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife  19 
 

 
Once impacts are fully offset, it could be possible to implement a system that directs growth and 
development to contribute to ecological improvement. The ecological improvement concept is captured 
in Recommendation 2: Define and Implement Ecological Improvements and Recommendation 3: 
Administer the Ecological Improvement Framework.  

 
The nature of ecological improvements would be adopted via a small set of environmental indicators 
and associated metrics, and future implementation must include identifying the precise targets 
associated with these metrics at statewide and watershed scales.
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Finally, the framework recognizes the importance of existing recovery and restoration programs, which 
are critical to achieving broader habitat and salmon recovery goals across the state. However, these 
programs are not intended to compensate for ongoing development. State-funded recovery and 
restoration programs should continue in addition to the proposed framework for increasing the 
contributions of the development sector to ecological improvement. This concept is captured in the 
Supporting Recommendation: Continue Habitat Recovery and Restoration.    

Figure 2. Ecological improvement framework landscape scale conceptual diagram 
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Ecological Improvement Recommendations 
The following recommendations represent needs, guiding principles, and potential options for how an 
ecological improvement implementation framework could function in Washington. They were informed 
by input and dialogue with the Core Team, Tribes, partners, and workshop participants throughout this 
process. While these recommendations stem from good-faith discussions, they are ultimately issued by 
WDFW with advice and input from others, rather than through a formal consensus process. 

As a result, these recommendations do not represent consensus, rather, they represent a range of 
perspectives and are intended to support further refinement, collaboration, and planning related to 
achieving better environmental outcomes in the development sector. Although this report does not 
establish a defined policy for protecting current ecosystem function and achieving ecological 
improvements, it outlines key principles and options for designing and implementing such a policy. It 
presents three core recommendations and a supporting recommendation that collectively offer a 
potential pathway toward achieving ecological improvements. At a high level, these include: 

 

Within Recommendations 2 and 3, technical tasks outlined in the proviso are explored, including: 

(A) Define net ecological gain criteria Sub-Recommendations: 2.1, 2.3 

(B) Create monitoring and assessment criteria 
related to NEG Sub-Recommendations: 2.1, 2.3, 2.4 

(C) Develop an assessment model to evaluate and 
quantify contributions to overall NEG Sub-Recommendations: 2.2, 2.3, 2.4 

Supporting Recommendation: Continue Habitat Recovery and Restoration

Recommendation seeks to reinforce the importance of continuing existing habitat 
recovery and restoration grant programs.

Recommendation 3: Administer the Ecological Improvement Framework

Recommendation captures roles and responsibilities related to administration.

Recommendation 2: Define and Implement Ecological Improvements

Recommendation captures how an ecological improvement framework could increase the 
pace and scale of contributions from ongoing development to achieve ecological gains.

Recommendation 1: Protect Current Ecosystem Function

Recommendation captures the need to improve the implementation of existing 
environmental rules and laws and fix gaps that lead to unregulated habitat degradation.
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(D) Consider the geographic scale at which NEG
criteria may be effectively applied Sub-Recommendations: 2.1, 2.2, 2.3 

(E) Provide budget and policy recommendations for
NEG to the legislature and to the office of
financial management

Throughout Recommendations 2 and 3 

Recommendations Structure 
Each recommendation is organized in a tiered structure. The primary recommendation and its 
associated sub-recommendations represent the areas with the greatest potential for agreement and 
where the most robust dialogue has occurred to date. For each sub-recommendation, there are options 
that have undergone less vetting and represent a range of possible approaches to further develop and 
explore. Importantly, some options reflect diverging viewpoints and are intentionally included to 
support continued discussion and refinement beyond this project. The visual below illustrates the 
structure used to organize each recommendation.  
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Recommendation 2 

 

Recommendation 1 

Recommendation 1: Protect Existing Ecosystem Function 

Recommendation 1 

A successful ecological improvement framework relies on strong laws and regulations that protect 
current ecosystem functions. Preventing loss of ecological function has been shown to be simpler and 
less expensive than restoring or re-creating equivalent ecological function and provides an important 
foundation for ecological improvement. The cumulative content of Recommendation 1 aims to bolster 
transparency, consistency, and accountability in the implementation of existing environmental laws and 
regulations. It entails increasing resources at the local level, addressing enforcement consistency, 
limiting exceptions and variances, improving transparency, and consistently integrating environmental 
protection into early land use planning stages. 

In Washington State, the primary state laws that direct planning for ongoing and future land uses are 
the Growth Management Act (GMA) and the Shoreline Management Act (SMA). These laws guide and 
reinforce patterns of growth and development and require specific natural resource protections, notably 
through local government Critical Areas Ordinances (CAOs) and use the No Net Loss (NNL) of ecological 
functions requirement. While Recommendation 1 focuses on GMA and SMA regulations, the proposed 
improvements to transparency, consistency, and accountability could also benefit other environmental 
laws and regulations. GMA and SMA are highlighted, and were the primary focus of discussion among 
the Core Team and partners, specifically because they guide and reinforce patterns of development, 
even though many other regulations help protect natural resources when projects and human activities 
are being implemented.  

Despite the laws and regulations in place, we continue to see ecosystem decline in Washington. As 
reported in the June 2022 report by the Washington Academy of Sciences (WSAS) “the committee’s 
consensus view is that No Net Loss has not been an effective approach for ecosystem or habitat 
management and protection nor for the maintenance of ecosystem services.” Further, WSAS notes that 
“Many of the same challenges will persist... without intentional action to improve the current approach 
to implementing ecological protection standards and overcome challenges related to funding and 
infrastructure limitations, incorporation of climate change science, monitoring, assessment, and 
community buy-in.” 5 

5 Washington State Academy of Science (2022) Assessment of No Net Loss and Recommendations for Net 
Ecological Gain Metrics, Indicators, and Monitoring. Retrieved from: https://washacad.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/04/WSAS-Net-Ecological-Gain-Report-Combined-final-July-2022.pdf  

Strengthen the implementation of existing environmental protections, ensuring the 
protection of current conditions and better outcomes for ecological function. 

https://washacad.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/WSAS-Net-Ecological-Gain-Report-Combined-final-July-2022.pdf
https://washacad.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/WSAS-Net-Ecological-Gain-Report-Combined-final-July-2022.pdf
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Recommendation 1 

This project did not seek to re-investigate specific challenges and shortcomings of existing 
environmental protections; therefore, Recommendation 1 is informed by the previous NEG proviso and 
feedback from the current proviso Core Team, workshops, and Tribal coordination. 

Additionally, Recommendation 1 aligns with the first recommendation of the Riparian Taskforce Final 
Report and Recommendations, which aims to “ensure that existing legal requirements under the 
Washington Growth Management Act… and the Washington Shoreline Management Act are fully 
implemented at the local level” to protect existing and functioning habitats. 6 

 

1.1 Strengthen enforcement mechanisms to ensure effective implementation of protections. 

Compliance and enforcement gaps are often cited as reasons why current environmental protections 
have failed to prevent ecological degradation. Despite existing regulations that provide a legal 
framework for environmental protection, implementation can be undercut by inconsistent 
interpretation and application, as well as insufficient resources and the political willingness to ensure 
compliance with existing rules. Strengthening enforcement mechanisms will require consistent 
interpretations and application of regulations across agencies and local governments, technical 
assistance, and adequate funding to support those efforts in addition to the increased identification and 
enforcement of illegal activities. 

Options Identified 

The following options outline tangible steps that could be explored to achieve sub-recommendation 1.1 
and reflect ideas from Core Team members, participants of the technical and policy workshops, and/or 
expert input. As a course of action is determined, it will be important to examine potential trade-offs, 
unintended consequences, and concerns. Please note that options are not listed in order of priority and 
do not represent consensus. 

1.1.1 Support studies and research that identify drivers of noncompliance for specific areas 
or topics (e.g., unpermitted work or violations of existing permits), and incorporate 

 

6 Plauché & Carr, LLP. (2024). Riparian Taskforce Final Report and Recommendations. Retrieved from 
https://ofm.wa.gov/sites/default/files/public/publications/Riparian%20Taskforce%20Final%20Report%20and%20R
ecommendations.pdf  

Overall, there is a shared understanding that Washington will have to make investments to 
strengthen existing environmental protections to achieve the ecological improvements envisioned in 
Recommendations 2 and 3. 

https://ofm.wa.gov/sites/default/files/public/publications/Riparian%20Taskforce%20Final%20Report%20and%20Recommendations.pdf
https://ofm.wa.gov/sites/default/files/public/publications/Riparian%20Taskforce%20Final%20Report%20and%20Recommendations.pdf
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Recommendation 1 

findings into policy and program reform with a focus on addressing the most 
widespread and/or severe noncompliance. 

1.1.2 Improve coordination amongst state and local government regulatory staff to ensure 
consistent interpretation and application of regulations, which results in better 
transparency of requirements for regulated entities and more consistent application of 
environmental protections. 

1.1.3 Increase funding for technical assistance to support implementation of and compliance 
with regulations that protect natural resources. This includes capacity for state 
agencies to provide technical assistance to local governments to support 
implementation of environmental protections, as well as capacity for local governments 
to provide technical assistance to individuals. Support at both levels could be informed 
by understanding primary drivers of noncompliance, and may include guidance on best 
practices for protecting existing ecosystem functions, assistance in navigating regulatory 
processes, and identifying funding opportunities such as grants to facilitate conservation 
efforts. Ensuring local governments have the resources and expertise needed to uphold 
environmental protections will help maintain ecosystem integrity while supporting 
sustainable development. 7 

1.1.4 Increase funding for the enforcement of environmental crimes and land use rules 
within local governments and state agencies, while also strengthening statutory 
requirements to limit judicial discretion and ensure consistent, effective enforcement 
across jurisdictions. 8, 9 

1.1.5 Ensure the consistent application of mitigation sequencing (avoid and minimize 
impacts, compensate for impacts that remain, and limit/prohibit excessive impact or 
impact to resources that are difficult to enhance, restore, or recreate) across projects, 
and increase emphasis on avoidance and minimization. This could include strengthening 

 

7 This Recommendation is closely aligned with Riparian Roundtable Recommendation 1.3: State agencies, including 
WDFW, Commerce, WSDA, SCC, and Ecology, shall work together to provide technical assistance to local 
governments with regard to the WDFW Riparian Guidance, including assistance with identifying and applying for 
grant opportunities to facilitate protecting existing riparian ecosystem function. 
8 This Recommendation is closely aligned with Riparian Roundtable Recommendation 1.1: Provide sufficient 
funding to local governments, WDFW, the Washington Department of Commerce, the Washington Department of 
Agriculture, the Washington Department of Ecology, the Washington State Conservation Commission, and the 
Puget Sound Partnership to carry out all of the actions required in Recommendation 1.  
9 This Recommendation is closely aligned with Riparian Roundtable Recommendation 1.6: Provide local 
governments adequate, dedicated funding for compliance monitoring and enforcement of protections of existing 
riparian habitat. 
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policies, practices, and training within local permitting programs and staff. Clear 
guidance and accountability at the state level are also critical to support local 
implementation. An accounting mechanism, as envisioned in sub-Recommendation 2.3, 
could help implement this approach by consistently documenting project impacts, 
instances of non-compliance, and applied mitigation. Such an accounting mechanism 
could improve alignment between regulatory protections and ecological improvement 
programs at the local and watershed or regional scale. Ensure any data collected is 
made publicly available to improve transparency. 

1.1.6 Expand incentives to further encourage avoidance and minimization of habitat impacts 
in both public and private development projects. Potential incentives could include 
streamlined permitting processes or a reduction in permitting fees for projects that 
prioritize habitat conservation or exceed minimum protection requirements, density 
bonuses for developments that demonstrate avoidance and minimization of 
environmental impacts, and tax incentives for landowners who implement habitat 
protection measures. Additionally, financial assistance such as low or no interest 
revolving loans could further support efforts to reduce environmental impacts, 
particularly in overburdened communities and/or for disadvantaged property owners.   

1.2 Improve environmental protection in land-use planning and zoning. 

Communities develop land use plans and zoning regulations 
to guide how land is used and developed over time. These 
planning rules determine allowable uses of private property, 
such as the type and density of development, and shape 
long-term environmental outcomes. The community-
designated zoning and allowable uses influence a 
landowner’s “reasonable use” of their private property, 
which is a fundamental consideration of permitting 
exceptions, discussed in sub-Recommendation 1.3, below. 

In land use planning, what you say yes to is just as important 
as what you say no to. An important strategy for protecting 
sensitive areas is to encourage reuse and redevelopment of 
existing urban areas. Redevelopment of urban areas with 
modern stormwater management can accommodate 
needed growth without resulting in further conversion of 
undeveloped land. 

For example, if the zoning code in a 
residential shoreline area allows for 
dense development between an 
existing road and steep bluffs, 
landowners are likely to receive a 
reasonable use exception to build 
within the buffer of the steep 
slope. In contrast, this would not be 
allowed in other zones where the 
lot could accommodate the 
building site without encroaching 
on critical areas. Thus, permitting 
decisions are often preconditioned 
by earlier land use planning and 
zoning decisions. 
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While permitting processes provide an opportunity to review individual projects, strengthening 
environmental considerations in updates to comprehensive plans and zoning codes can help ensure that 
growth aligns with ecological resilience. In the current system, land use planning often falls short of fully 
supporting ecological improvements. GMA goals can conflict with one another, and communities lack 
clear guidance on how to balance development interests with the preservation of natural areas. This has 
led to inconsistent integration of ecological considerations into land use decisions. 

Options Identified 

The following options outline tangible steps that could be explored to achieve sub-recommendation 1.2 
and reflect ideas from Core Team members, participants of the technical and policy workshops, and/or 
expert input. As a course of action is determined, it will be important to examine potential trade-offs, 
unintended consequences, and concerns. Please note that options are not listed in order of priority and 
do not represent consensus. 

1.2.1 Strengthen zoning and land-use planning frameworks to better identify areas best 
suited for development while restricting allowable uses in high-value ecological areas. 
This could include increased advisory committee, peer, or other agency review of 
landscape characterization, zoning changes, and allowable uses. This will require flexible 
adjustments to land use designations, including boundaries such as Urban Growth Areas 
(UGAs) and Limited Areas of More Intensive Rural Development (LAMIRDs) and may 
require analysis of currently allowed or pre-existing uses, and what mechanisms exist to 
restrict or change those current uses. 

1.2.2 Consider increased use of buffers to critical areas or other protected lands to further 
protect the function of those areas from adjoining land uses. Better describe the buffer 
conditions that are required to provide the desired function for protected areas. If 
buffers do not provide the desired conditions and functions, regulators can legally 
require buffer improvements or mitigation for degraded conditions (e.g., mandatory 
fencing along waterways). 

Terminology as Used in This Report 
• Exemptions: Provisions in state law that automatically relieve certain projects from specific 

permitting requirements. These are typically defined by statute and apply categorically. 
• Exceptions: Case-by-case determinations that allow a project to deviate from standard 

requirements, often in the context of a reasonable use decision or similar discretionary review. 
• Variances: A formally defined legal process that allows deviation from land use or 

development standards, granted only when a project demonstrates hardship and can show it 
will not harm the public interest or adversely impact neighboring properties. 
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1.3 Minimize permitting variances and exceptions. 

In addition to gaps in enforcement discussed above, permitting variances and exceptions granted under 
the GMA and SMA can contribute to the loss of critical habitat and undermine environmental 
protections. It is observed that exceptions may lead to environmental degradation; however, there is 
limited data on the frequency of exceptions and what the cumulative impacts may be. Addressing this 
issue will require increasing reporting requirements, greater transparency in permitting decisions, 
reevaluating statutory exceptions, and ensuring permitting decisions align with effective protection 
goals. 

Options Identified 

The following options outline tangible steps that could be explored to achieve sub-recommendation 1.3 
and reflect ideas from Core Team members, participants of the technical and policy workshops, and/or 
expert input. As a course of action is determined, it will be important to examine potential trade-offs, 
unintended consequences, and concerns. Please note that options are not listed in order of priority and 
do not represent consensus. 

1.3.1 Require state oversight for exceptions (e.g., single-family residence exceptions in CAOs)  
to ensure exceptions are the minimum required to address reasonable use of a 
property. 

1.3.2 Require local governments to track and report the number and type of exceptions and 
variances granted (including justifications for exceptions granted), creating a statewide 
dataset. Ensure state oversight entity and local jurisdiction contributors have the 
resources, funding, and guidance needed to carry out these responsibilities effectively. 
Make this data publicly available to improve transparency and seek to coordinate across 
existing accounting mechanisms to streamline data management and reporting. The 
tracking of variances and exceptions should be included in the accounting system 
described in 2.3 below. 

1.4 Address cumulative impacts, such as those caused by subdivisions, incremental development, or  
unregulated development. 

Land use decisions are approved at the parcel scale, but ecosystem function occurs across larger, 
interconnected landscapes. A change in any single location can affect surrounding areas, and may 
contribute to an impact that is not visible at the parcel scale or over short-term observation. Similarly, 
we may learn over time about the effects of actions that were previously considered to cause no harm. 
These cumulative impacts can occur when individual small-scale actions, considered minor, insignificant, 
or unknown at the time they are exempted, excepted, permitted or otherwise unaddressed by 
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regulations, have combined effects that can result in significant environmental degradation at local and 
regional scales. Current regulatory frameworks do not track the cumulative impact of development, 
creating challenges with investigating trends or assessing broader impact or to avoid, minimize, or 
compensate for their effects. This recommendation encourages increased investment in data mapping, 
analysis, and modeling of natural resource and land use decision connections to facilitate accounting for 
cumulative impacts across decision scales. 

Options Identified 

The following options outline tangible steps that could be explored to achieve sub-recommendation 1.4 
and reflect ideas from Core Team members, participants of the technical and policy workshops, and/or 
expert input. As a course of action is determined, it will be important to examine potential trade-offs, 
unintended consequences, and concerns. Please note that options are not listed in order of priority and 
do not represent consensus. 

1.4.1 Support studies and research that identify the cumulative effects of development 
activities at the regional scale on the environment and ecosystem function, focusing 
on specific habitats or topic areas such as exceptions and variance impacts. Explore the 
development of technical support resources that can make cumulative effects analyses 
easier for permitters and land use planners. 

1.4.2 Where cumulative effects result from the impacts of individual projects that have not 
been factored into permitting, revise state and local permitting to account for these 
effects over the lifetime of the project and address them with the mitigation 
sequence.  When specific effects can be attributed to a project, even if over the longer 
timeframe of that project’s estimated useful life, these can likely be considered under 
existing law in the process of avoidance, minimization, and compensation. Regulatory 
rulemaking may be required to make such a change in permitting clear. 

1.4.3 Where cumulative effects result from development that cannot be attributed to an 
individual project, consider changes to zoning and allowable uses to avoid or minimize 
the effect, and/or use of public funds (such as tax revenue) to compensate for the 
cumulative effects of that community’s development. Changes to zoning and allowable 
uses may affect the vested rights of individual landowners, and more work is needed to 
identify what mechanisms exist to restrict or change those current uses (as per 1.2.1). 

1.4.4 Where cumulative effects result from the impacts of individual projects or uses that are 
exempted by law from regulatory scrutiny, consider revising state law to remove the 
exemption. 
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1.4.5 Improve coordination among jurisdictions to address environmental impacts across 
jurisdictional boundaries via funding for staff capacity, data collection and analysis, 
and collaborative efforts such as consistent zoning, allowable uses, and other 
regulations, as well as watershed planning that occurs throughout the state to recover 
salmon habitat. 

 
Snow-capped Mount Rainier. Photo credit: Lorie Brownell. 
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Current Protections Under the Shoreline Management Act and The Growth Management Act 

Core Team members representing the Department of Commerce (COM) and the Department of Ecology 
(ECY) met to discuss the effectiveness of protecting ecological conditions and transparency under the 
Shoreline Management Act (SMA) and the Growth Management Act (GMA). As the state seeks to 
increase the effectiveness of existing environmental protections through an implementation framework, 
aspects of the SMA rules and administration could serve as a potential model. 

SMA includes state oversight: The SMA requires ECY approval for shoreline master programs and for 
the final approval of conditional use and variance permits, ensuring more consistent application of the 
SMA and permit approval criteria. ECY is responsible for defending its decisions on SMP amendments as 
well as permit decisions on conditional use and variance permits. All shoreline permit decisions must be 
filed with ECY to make them effective and initiate the 21-day state Shorelines Hearings Board appeal 
period, which allows statewide tracking of shoreline permits. 

GMA allows broader local discretion and flexibility: Critical Areas Ordinances (CAOs) grant exemptions, 
reasonable use exceptions, conditional use permits, and variances with less state oversight, which can 
lead to inconsistencies in what is approved across the state. State agencies have an advisory role in CAO 
updates and implementation, and can appeal decisions like any other individual or entity, but do not 
have any formal approval, permitting, or enforcement authority. Conversely, the Shoreline Management 
Act defines roles for the Department of Ecology to approve Shoreline Master Programs and some 
individual permitting decisions, thereby creating a stronger role of state oversight in shoreline 
permitting. 

It is difficult to track exceptions/variances and legal exemptions: Under both the GMA and SMA, 
exemptions, exceptions, and variances may contribute to cumulative impacts on ecological conditions 
over time; however, they are currently difficult to track. The Department of Ecology’s role in approving 
some types of permits means there is some statewide data regarding the frequency and content of 
these decisions. Nevertheless, there is no consistent source of information about the occurrence and 
effects of exemptions, exceptions, and variances that would enable analysis about the scope, scale, and 
impact of these decisions on effective protection of current condition.  

SMPs limit certain exemptions: Wetlands cannot be filled under SMP rules, but some small-scale 
wetlands may not be covered under the SMP and subject to the local CAO which may allow small-scale 
wetland fills (1,000–4,000 sq. ft.) with mitigation. A regulatory system that prioritizes avoiding 
development in high-value ecosystems, rather than relying solely on mitigation, can lead to better long-
term ecological outcomes. 

Key role of land use planning and zoning: A key takeaway from the discussion with Core Team members 
was that land use planning and zoning play a critical role in protecting existing ecosystem functions 
related to both CAOs and SMPs, as reasonable use determinations and variances are ultimately shaped 
by what is permitted under land use designations. 
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Recommendation 2: Define and Implement Ecological Improvements 

Recommendation 2 
Establish an ecological improvement framework that increases the pace and scale of 
contributions from the development sector to achieve ecological gains. 

Recommendation 2 defines the criteria and scale for ecological improvements and identifies options for 
monitoring and assessing progress. The success of an ecological improvement program, and the overall 
framework, relies on the effective protection of current ecosystem functions established in 
Recommendation 1, which seeks to strengthen the accountability, consistency, and transparency related 
to the implementation of those rules and regulations. As such, Recommendation 2 can be implemented 
in conjunction with Recommendation 1 or phased in as additional resources become available for 
implementation and management. As implementation progresses, it will be important to identify 
monitoring tools, accounting mechanisms, and other resources that can both strengthen existing 
protections and support a long-term ecological improvement program. 

As noted previously, WDFW sought to foster a broad base of support for the extensive ecosystem 
benefits that may be realized through the adoption of an ecological improvement implementation 
framework. The following components offer a foundation for future refinement and development. 

The ecological improvement program should seek to: 
• Clearly articulate the specific public benefits and the reduction of potential risks resulting 

from ecological improvements such as salmon recovery, biodiversity, human wellbeing, and 
climate resilience, as well as the associated indicators and metrics. Doing so will improve public 
understanding, justify the use of public funds, and help provide a legal basis for accountability 
and government intervention if targets are not met.  

• Develop required statewide suite of indicators and metrics, combined with geographically-
specific components. Improvements across jurisdictions will be guided by indicators, metrics, 
and associated targets that are related to existing goals (e.g., salmon recovery, biodiversity, and 
climate resilience) thereby helping to ensure consistency and enabling statewide monitoring. At 
smaller scales, such as a watershed, the ecological improvement framework could include 
indicators or metrics that reflect ecologically unique aspects of achieving the statewide goals. At 
these smaller scales, communities could also choose to include additional goals and indicators 
that have active support or existing investment. Together, these geographically informed 
components will provide a more place-based approach, and contributors will be able to 
implement actions that align with regional ecological priorities while also contributing to 
broader statewide objectives. 
Increase the pace and scale of contributions from the development sector to ecological 
improvements statewide. Creating a framework that requires progress toward adopted 
indicators at larger scales, such as a watershed, maximizes approaches for assisting and 
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incentivizing voluntary contributions to ecological improvements and includes a mechanism for 
government intervention to require ecological improvement contributions if targets are not 
met. 

There are diverging opinions among proviso participants about whether the ecological 
improvement framework should require improvement contributions from private properties 
and projects, and whether there should be an opportunity for voluntary participation before 
requirements are initiated. The Project Team concluded that conducting careful legal and 
policy assessments to inform mechanisms to require improvements on private properties and 
projects, while avoiding private property takings, will be essential. It became clear this change 
from the 2022 proviso report was needed after feedback and reflection that Washington is 
unlikely to see ecological improvements at a scale needed to protect and recover salmon, or 
adapt to changing conditions, if an ecological improvement framework did not involve 
significant private action, whether through voluntary adoption or government intervention. 

• Consider initiating ecological improvement requirements for individual properties or projects in
response to specific triggers such as property assessments, development activity, variances,
property sales, or changes in property use and zoning–particularly during Comprehensive Plan
and Critical Area Ordinance updates, with corresponding assistance, incentives, or other
interventions timed to align with these actions.

• Maintain and expand funding sources to complement private contributions to ecological
improvements, particularly in the early stages of the framework implementation that emphasize
assisting and incentivizing voluntary contributions.

Figure 3 outlines how the program will use a dual approach of statewide and geographically 
informed indicators, metrics, and targets to define the desired ecological improvements. 

Willapa Bay at the Ellsworth Nature Preserve. Photo credit: CL Shebley. 
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Figure 3. Potential ecological improvement approach at state and local scale 

 
Throughout the development of the following sub-recommendations, the Project Team considered 
existing local, national, and international ecological improvement management frameworks that are 
already using, testing, or successfully implementing aspects of an ecological improvement framework. 
These included Washington’s Municipal Stormwater Permit, the Kitsap Natural Resources Asset 
Management Program (KNRAMP), the Lake Tahoe Threshold Standards and Regional Plan, and the 
United Kingdom’s Biodiversity Net Gain policy. While none of these programs fit completely within the 
bounds of the discussion about ecological improvements that have occurred in Washington since 2021, 
various components of these programs are working well and represent options for further developing 
the ecological improvement framework recommendations presented here. Where appropriate, this 
report acknowledges promising components of these existing programs. 

2.1 Define a suite of specific statewide ecological improvement goals and indicators that serve the 
public interest and avoid public risks, creating a basis for the use of public resources and stronger 
obligations, accountability for results, and contributions towards ecological gains from human uses 
and development activities. 
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To achieve meaningful improvements, the framework will incorporate both statewide and 
geographically informed indicators. Statewide indicators will measure improvements that align with the 
broad public interest and previously articulated state policy goals, such as salmon recovery, biodiversity, 
human wellbeing, and climate resilience. Given their importance and broad applicability, some of these 
indicators will be required across all jurisdictions. At the same time, locally determined indicators could 
allow for geographic specificity, recognizing that ecological conditions and priorities vary by region.  

This framework of meaningful state-level goals and indicators will provide a focus, ensure consistency in 
implementation, and serves the public interest. These statewide goals and indicators must be supported 
by clear metrics and targets that are feasible to track across jurisdictions and should define the target 
degree of improvement within a given watershed. It will also be important to have some confidence in 
the relationship between these goals, indicators, metrics, and actions that can be implemented at 
smaller scales to create measurable improvement. Ensuring that local and statewide metrics are aligned 
and can be integrated into a broader tracking and reporting system will be essential to the success of 
the framework. 

Options Identified 

The following options outline tangible steps that could be explored to achieve sub-recommendation 2.1 
and reflect ideas from Core Team members, participants of the technical and policy workshops, and/or 
expert input. As a course of action is determined, it will be important to examine potential trade-offs, 
unintended consequences, and concerns. Please note that options are not listed in order of priority and 
do not represent consensus. 

Figure 4. Outline of key steps and decision points needed to define a suite of specific statewide 
ecological improvement goals and indicators, as detailed in sub-Recommendation 2.1 

Define statewide ecological 
improvement goals and 

indicators that demonstrate 
the framework’s public 

benefits and the reduction of 
potential risks. 

Develop statewide technical guidance.
+

Develop geographically informed 
indicators and best management 

practices for how local governments can 
align with statewide goals while allowing 
flexibility to address regional ecological 

conditions.

Recommendation 2: Define and Implement Ecological Improvements
Determining the programmatic structure of the ecological improvement framework Sub-rec 2.1

DECISION POINT

Determination on how geographically 
informed indicators are directed to align 

with statewide goals while allowing 
flexibility to address regional ecological 

conditions. See Option 2.1.2 for potential 
guidance.

Sub-recommendation 2.1 seeks to achieve meaningful improvements by establishing both statewide and geographically informed 
indicators. The figures below outline key steps and decision points to be considered.

It will be important to define the relationship among statewide goals, 
indicators, metrics, and locally implemented actions to ensure they 
collectively drive measurable ecological improvement. Aligning and 
integrating local and statewide metrics into a cohesive tracking and 
reporting system will be essential to the framework’s success.

Ongoing engagement is 
needed to select and finalize 
goals, indicators, metrics, 
targets, and to develop BMPs 
at state and local scales.
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2.1.1 Statewide ecological improvements should be driven by ecologically relevant goals that 
are legally grounded, supported, and capable of being tracked through specific 
indicators and metrics. The most effective goals will be those that clearly represent 
ecological health, provide benefits to people that are easy to understand, and already 
receive significant support and investment in Washington State. Ecological goals that 
emerged as priorities in this proviso process include sustainable salmon populations, 
climate-resilient ecosystems, and increased biodiversity. Scientific models and data are 
readily available in Washington related to these ecological improvement goals, which 
can increase our confidence in the relationships among these goals and a short and 
compelling list of the associated indicators, metrics, and targets, as well as the 
improvement actions that can be implemented at smaller scales to cause measurable 
improvement. Additionally, these goals can be tied directly or indirectly to Treaty-
reserved protecting resources for Pacific Northwest Tribes, thereby advancing the 
state’s commitment to uphold Tribal treaty rights. 

2.1.2 Use ecosystem services models and develop approaches to demonstrate the 
framework’s public benefits and the reduction of potential risks to justify both the use 
of public resources and obligations for the public to 
contribute to ecological improvements. Ecosystem 
services models can help define the specific public 
benefits associated with ecological improvements and 
determine the potential public risk if ecological 
conditions were to continue to decline, thus 
establishing a public interest rationale for the selected 
goals and indicators. A number of conceptual models 
exist to describe the benefits to people of various 
ecosystem functions (such as those identified as 
possible ecological improvement indicators). These 
relationships are likely sufficient to provide a strong 
basis for public investment and government 
intervention on behalf of the public. Error! Reference 
source not found.Guide the choice of geographically 
informed indicators by developing guidance for choosing indicators that align with 
statewide goals while allowing flexibility to address regional ecological conditions. The 
guidance should consider the following: 

a. Washington’s diverse range of ecoregions requires flexibility in how ecological 
improvements are implemented across the state. 

b. Local entities should leverage existing salmon recovery plans or other watershed 
plans to determine geographically informed indicators. Salmon recovery plans are 
guided by statewide goals and commitments to recover salmon, adopted through 

Ecosystem services are 
the benefits people 
receive from functioning 
ecosystems, such as 
clean drinking water, 
flood protection, healthy 
fish and wildlife 
populations, safe 
outdoor recreation 
opportunities, cultural 
and spiritual resources, 
and the provision of 
food, fiber, and fuel. 
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a public process, and include geographically specific ecological improvements in 
each watershed.  

c. Accountability should ensure that selected local improvement methods are not 
solely based on cost or ease, as there is the risk that they will not collectively 
achieve the desired ecological outcomes. A cumulative or scale-based 
requirement plus a point-based system could be introduced to ensure equitable 
and effective ecological improvements. Tools like NOAA Fisheries’ Puget Sound 
Nearshore Habitat Conservation Calculator are already in use in Puget Sound, and 
demonstrate the possibility of objectively quantifying ecological improvements.   

d. Although we recommend statewide indicators and metrics be required as part of 
an ecological improvement program, options exist for the addition of 
geographically informed improvements. Identification of geographically informed 
improvements could occur through voluntary participation, be incentivized 
through funding mechanisms, or be required to reflect geographic priorities. For 
example, a point-based system could assign values to both statewide indicators 
and locally tailored options, ensuring that ecological improvements meet certain 
established standards. 10  

e. Account for early adopters of similar ecological improvement frameworks to 
ensure community-driven vision and action are rewarded. The framework should 
avoid requiring early adopters to fully replace or duplicate existing systems and 
instead offer pathways to align or integrate with new standards. These 
jurisdictions can also provide valuable insight to help shape and refine the 
broader ecological improvement program. 11  

 

10 The UK’s Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) metric assigns ranking scores to habitats across various aspects, including 
habitat type, distinctiveness, and condition. This type of ranking informs the BNG metric that calculates the gains 
required from a given development impact. United Kingdom Department for Environment Food and Rural Affairs. 
(2024). The Statutory Biodiversity Metric: User Guide. Retrieved from: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/669e45fba3c2a28abb50d426/The_Statutory_Biodiversity_Metric_-
_User_Guide__23.07.24_.pdf  
11 Kitsap Natural Resource Asset Management Project (KNRAMP) is an example of a jurisdiction that is striving for 
ecological lift beyond protecting current ecosystem function. The introduction of an ecological improvement 
program should consider programs such as these on a case-by-case basis to ensure alignment with its 
programmatic structure. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/669e45fba3c2a28abb50d426/The_Statutory_Biodiversity_Metric_-_User_Guide__23.07.24_.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/669e45fba3c2a28abb50d426/The_Statutory_Biodiversity_Metric_-_User_Guide__23.07.24_.pdf
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2.1.3 Assist local entities and individuals to take actions that contribute to ecological 
improvements by developing technical guidance describing best management 
practices (BMPs) that contribute to identified targets and indicators. 

2.2 Create a program framework that requires progress towards the adopted targets, maximizes results 
from assisting and incentivizing voluntary participation from the development and human use 
sector, and that includes a mechanism for requiring ecological improvement contributions if gains 
targets are not met within a chosen amount of time. 

The ecological improvement framework should require, from the outset, progress toward the regionally-
adopted goals and indicators at a watershed scale. In other words, the program should include a state 
commitment to achieving these results at meaningful geographic scales. Regional priorities and 
guidance can ensure that cumulative impacts are accounted for and that ecosystem processes are 
preserved or restored beyond the individual project or even watershed scale. The framework should 
also utilize assistance and other incentives to maximize voluntary participation from both governments 
and other organizations for individual landowners and land managers. 

Giving communities and individuals information and choice can lead to greater responsibility for the 
outcomes and allow for local nuance in restoration and protection priorities, thereby increasing the 
durability and effectiveness of improvement efforts. People may contribute more than a minimum that 
might have otherwise been defined, which can lead to greater synergies among public and private 
investments in ecological improvement. Microclimates, local geographies and resources, and historic 
impacts can be more proactively incorporated than with prescriptive, state-wide guidance.  These 
benefits are worth an investment of time and resources, including diverse incentives whether financial, 
information, technical support or other assistance, or protection from future requirements. 

The gains envisioned in an ecological improvement framework are also important enough for public 
benefit over time that it is equally important to identify an approach to compel or require ecological 
improvements for private properties and projects. However, diverging opinions exist among Tribes, Core 
Team members and participants regarding whether the framework should require ecological 

The administering state agency or agencies will be responsible for developing technical guidance to 
assist local entities and individuals in meeting the goals of the ecological improvement framework. 
Similar to resources such as the Shoreline Master Program Handbook, Ecology’s Stormwater 
Management Manuals, and Wetland Guidance for Critical Areas Ordinance (CAO) Updates for 
Western and Eastern Washington, the ecological improvement framework will require a 
comprehensive guidance document. This document should provide clear recommendations for 
achieving both statewide and locally tailored ecological improvements, incorporating science and 
other learning from both restoration and protection. Additionally, it should offer strong direction 
regarding the development and implementation of the framework to ensure consistency, 
effectiveness, and measurable ecological improvements across watersheds. 
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improvements from private properties and projects, and if so, whether these should be required from 
the outset or be triggered if voluntary measures don’t hit targets after an agreed-to amount of time. As 
noted above, the Project Team believes it is important to continue the careful legal and policy work to 
design mechanisms that will require improvements from private properties and projects and avoid 
private property takings if, after some amount of time, voluntary mechanisms don’t result in measurable 
progress toward the desired improvements. This approach is similar to recommendations from the 
Riparian Taskforce, “If the voluntary programs established under Recommendation 2 do not achieve the 
concrete restoration targets adopted in the watershed-based implementation strategies, 
Recommendation 3 proposes a continued discussion of several options that could come into effect in 
those watersheds to help meet those targets.” 12  

While additional legal and policy work is needed to develop specific mechanisms for such government 
intervention, it is essential to describe the desired pathway(s) early in development of the framework 
for transparency and because it may assist in galvanizing voluntary ecological improvements. The basis 

 

12 Plauché & Carr, LLP. (2024). Riparian Taskforce Final Report and Recommendations. Retrieved from 
https://ofm.wa.gov/sites/default/files/public/publications/Riparian%20Taskforce%20Final%20Report%20and%20R
ecommendations.pdf (pg. 19) 

Figure 5. Outline of key steps and decision points needed to create an ecological improvement 
framework that establishes a commitment to delivering results at various scales, as detailed in sub-
Recommendation 2.2 

Sub-recommendation 2.2 aims to ensure measurable progress toward regionally adopted goals and indicators at the watershed 
scale. To achieve this, the program should include a clear state commitment to delivering results at meaningful geographic sc ales. 
This sub-recommendation emphasizes the importance of providing assistance and incentives to encourage voluntary participation 
from local governments and organizations, as well as individual landowners and land managers. The figures below outline key steps 
and decision points to be considered.

Further define the 
ecological 

improvement 
framework 
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public and private 
property and projects.

Establish how an 
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improvement 
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projects. 
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projects to 
implement 
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DECISION POINT

Determination of 
roles and timing 
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mechanisms and 

government 
intervention to 
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scales. See Option 
2.2.1 for various 

perspectives 
provided on this 
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Recommendation 2: Define and Implement Ecological Improvements
Determining the programmatic structure of the ecological improvement framework Sub-rec 2.2

DECISION POINT

Determination of 
a program 

structure that 
outlines the 

pathways for 
triggering 

improvements on 
private and public 
lands. See Option 
2.2.3 for potential 

program 
structures. 

Ongoing engagement 
is needed for 
determining indicators, 
metrics, and targets at 
state and local scales.

Legal and policy work 
is needed to develop 
specific mechanisms 
for government 
intervention.

https://ofm.wa.gov/sites/default/files/public/publications/Riparian%20Taskforce%20Final%20Report%20and%20Recommendations.pdf
https://ofm.wa.gov/sites/default/files/public/publications/Riparian%20Taskforce%20Final%20Report%20and%20Recommendations.pdf
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of government intervention in any scenario depends on the specific and compelling articulation of the 
public benefit and/or the reduction of potential public risk relative to ecological improvements, as 
described above. Finally, in any scenario, it is clear more work is needed to build a shared vision among 
Tribes, stakeholders, and the executive and legislative branches for the roles of voluntary mechanisms 
and government intervention to require ecological improvement. 

Options Identified 

The following options outline tangible steps that could be explored to achieve sub-recommendation 2.2 
and reflect ideas from Core Team members, participants of the technical and policy workshops, and/or 
expert input. As a course of action is determined, it will be important to examine potential trade-offs, 
unintended consequences, and concerns. Please note that options are not listed in order of priority and 
do not represent consensus. 

2.2.1 Develop a shared vision among Tribes, stakeholders, and the executive and legislative 
branches for the roles and timing of voluntary mechanisms and government 
intervention to require ecological improvement at site and project scales. As noted 
above, the Project Team recommends that progress toward statewide indicators and 
metrics be required at the watershed scale from the outset of the ecological 
improvement framework. Further, that improvements at the site or project scale be 
initially incentivized, with increasing government intervention to require improvements 
in areas where voluntary measures don’t achieve results after an agreed-to amount of 
time. However, the roles of voluntary mechanisms and government intervention 
continue to be the most controversial topic discussed in the proviso process, and a 
broader coalition of support is needed to make the big changes being suggested here.  
Various perspectives provided on this topic include that the state ecological 
improvement framework should: 

a. Require improvements for individual properties and projects from the outset. 
b. Require improvements initially for public property and projects, and add on 

requirements for individual properties and projects only when/where voluntary 
measures don’t achieve the desired results after an agreed-to amount of time. 

c. Require improvements initially for public property and projects and never require 
for individual properties and projects, only incentivized. 

d. Consider incorporating RCW 43.05, which codifies the state’s value for technical 
assistance and requires certain state agencies to assist people in complying with 
environmental laws before pursuing strict compliance and enforcement 
measures. This model could help justify a framework that starts with voluntary 
measures, only enacting requirements if goals are not met within a defined 
timeframe. Even once requirements are initiated, this model could continue to 
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guide site-scale action with willing participants to further support ecological 
improvements. 

2.2.2 The following principles should be considered when determining how an ecological 
improvement framework could drive gains on public and private properties, whether 
voluntary or required. 

a. Effective protection of existing ecological function at a site must be achieved 
where applicable. Rules and regulations apply to both public and private lands 
and recommendations to strengthen effective protections are detailed in 
Recommendation 1. 

b. Statewide goals and geographically informed indicators should work together to 
drive ecological improvements across jurisdictions. Technical guidance will 
establish clear statewide targets while offering locally adaptable options to 
address regional priorities and pathways to achieve those targets. 

c. The framework should prioritize state and local funding, technical assistance, 
and outreach to support participation and compliance with any resources that 
are identified. The relationship between implementation efforts and existing 
authorities and plans (e.g., GMA, SMA, salmon recovery) should be clear to create 
a cohesive administration for ecological improvements and reduce confusion or 
other burden for participants. 

d. Voluntarily participating in development that contributes to ecological 
improvements should be encouraged through incentives such as tax credits, 
expedited permitting, and grant opportunities. Local jurisdictions can also 
increase participation on private lands by collaborating with environmental 
organizations to amplify outreach, behavior change campaigns, and education, 
building on existing efforts and relationships. 

2.2.3 If ecological improvement requirements are initiated for individual properties and 
projects (per the shared vision prompted by 2.2.1 above), the programmatic framework 
will need to identify what circumstances trigger a requirement for those individual 
properties and projects to implement ecological improvements. The spectrum of 
options in Table 1 below are offered to prompt consideration of potential pathways. 
Some of these options may be implementable in conjunction with the early focus on 
voluntary incentives. 
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Table 1. Program structure (PS) options for triggering improvements on private and public lands 

PS1. Implementation triggered by changes in use or development 

Development or land-use changes that create an environmental impact would trigger a requirement 
to implement ecological improvement (in addition to any actions required to protect existing 
condition). The scope and scale of the required improvements could be determined by considering 
interaction with and proportionality to the impacts of the project or change in use. Doing so would 
likely necessitate a review process that results in approval documentation. This approach links new 
development to ecological gains contributions while aligning obligations with existing regulatory 
frameworks. 

PS2. Improvements determined through per-acre assessments 

This approach establishes a requirement for all landowners to contribute to ecological improvements, 
regardless of whether there is a change in use or development. A site-scale obligation would be 
determined by identifying per-acre contributions to ecological improvements or by identifying a 
percent improvement over baseline conditions of a parcel. Property owners could satisfy their 
obligation by implementing ecological improvements on-site or, if the ecological improvement 
program administrator agrees site constraints exist, by paying into a fund that supports off-site 
ecological improvements. If the property is already providing the desired condition, the landowner 
may not have any work to do beyond effectively protecting those conditions. This model is similar to 
other frameworks for dividing responsibility for public benefits across all members of a participating 
jurisdiction, such as open space taxation which provides a tax benefit to the landowner providing the 
open space (i.e., a public benefit, reduction of risks), and could be structured through county authority 
to assess taxes or fees. 

PS3. Hybrid Approach 

Instead of linking ecological improvement requirements solely to development or parcel assessments, 
this approach would assess and identify ecological areas of most value and set ecological targets, with 
requirements to participate increasing over time if voluntary efforts do not achieve measurable gains. 
Incentives such as tax benefits, purchase of development rights through a conservation easement or 
restrictive covenants, or credits (e.g., for transferable development rights) for ecological restoration, 
would encourage early and voluntary participation. However, if progress falls short, regulatory 
measures could be phased in to improve compliance, which could encompass more requirements 
triggered by development or land use changes. This approach balances flexibility with accountability, 
directing investments toward areas with the highest ecological value while maintaining adaptability in 
implementation. 

Options for compliance and enforcement mechanisms are addressed in Recommendation 3. 
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2.3 Ensure that the ecological improvement framework is supported by a transparent, feasible, and 
effective accounting mechanism that links site-scale change and action to the watershed and 
statewide targets. 

A reliable and realistic accounting mechanism that tracks progress related to key indicators and metrics 
ensures that all advances made toward goals are measurable, transparent, and consistent, building trust 
among key partners and ensuring effective progress. Utilizing a simple accounting mechanism will also 
help ensure there is not an unreasonable burden on the state or local governments to demonstrate how 
they’re contributing to ecological improvements. The indicators and metrics incorporated into the 
accounting mechanism should directly correlate with specific ecological improvement goals and will 
likely serve as proxies for more complex ecosystem functions where datasets are not readily available. 
The same accounting mechanism used here can also be used to measure the success of current 
ecosystem protections and regulations and the mitigation hierarchy sequencing (Sub-recommendation  
1.1.5). 

The accounting mechanism should link measurable, site-scale change to the statewide and 
geographically informed targets through site measurements of watershed metrics and/or by quantifying 
restoration or enhancement techniques that we are confident lead to the desired watershed metrics. 
The accounting mechanism should also leverage existing datasets that are both available across the 
state and regularly updated to ensure trends can be tracked over time. The monitoring components 
(i.e., indicators and metrics) that are identified in Table 2 will need additional development; they are 
critical to overall accountability and documenting gains and losses, but most will require technical 
development and additional investment to be relevant for this project. Specifically, the metrics are 
mostly intended to be collected by remote sensing (e.g., riparian and stream channel metrics) or 
automated and widespread/comprehensive monitoring equipment (e.g., streamflow and water quality 
metrics). Additionally, the data sets tracking chosen metrics should be comprehensive across the state. 
However, the spatial and temporal comprehensiveness of monitoring in Washington, and best available 
science related to these approaches, will need to be reconciled with the needs of the ecological 
improvement framework.  
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Figure 6. Outline of key steps and decision points needed to develop an accounting mechanism and 
assessment model for the ecological improvement framework, as detailed in sub-Recommendations 
2.3 and 2.4 

 

Options Identified 

The following options outline tangible steps that could be explored to achieve sub-recommendation 2.3 
and reflect ideas from Core Team members, participants of the technical and policy workshops, and/or 
expert input. As a course of action is determined, it will be important to examine potential trade-offs, 
unintended consequences, and concerns. Please note that options are not listed in order of priority and 
do not represent consensus. 

2.3.1 Indicators, metrics, and targets related to programmatic goals must be determined 
before launching an ecological improvement framework. The Project Team identified 
and cross-walked monitoring and assessment criteria to facilitate conversations about 
key ecological criteria with partners. The Project Team reviewed six documents and 
frameworks: 

Sub-recommendations 2.3 and 2.4 aim to create a reliable and realistic accounting mechanism and assessment model that tracks 
progress related to key indicators and metrics ensures that all advances made toward goals are measurable, transparent, and 
consistent, building trust among key partners and ensuring effective progress. The figures below outline key steps and decision 
points to be considered.

Determine strategies 
for structuring the 

accounting 
mechanism based on 

whether the burden of 
identifying detailed, 
site-scale actions is 
born predominantly 

by state government, 
local government, 
and/or developers.

Establish an 
assessment model to 

track ecological 
progress, using 

adaptive management 
to refine strategies 
based on observed 
results and ensure 

flexibility in 
responding to new 

data, challenges, and 
opportunities.

DECISION POINT

Determination 
regarding who 

creates site-scale 
ecological 

improvement 
practices. See 

Option 2.3.2 for 
tracking 

alternatives. 

Recommendation 2: Define and Implement Ecological Improvements
Determining the programmatic structure of the ecological improvement framework Sub-rec 2.3 & 2.4

DECISION POINT

Determination of 
how the 

assessment 
model should be 

created and 
adaptively 

managed. See 
Options under 

sub-
recommendation 

2.4 for 
assessment 

model options. 

Finalize indicators, 
metrics, and targets 

tied to programmatic 
goals to enable 

tracking of site-scale 
changes in relation to 

statewide and 
geographically 

informed targets. 

Ongoing engagement 
is needed to select and 
finalize goals, 
indicators, metrics, 
targets, and to develop 
BMPs at state and 
local scales.

Any accounting mechanism 
and/or assessment model should 
promote transparency and be a 
publicly accessible reporting 
platform that shares progress 
towards set targets. 
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 State of Salmon in Watersheds 13 
 State of Our Watersheds 14 
 Puget Sound Vital Signs 15, 16 
 Making Endangered Species Act Determinations of Effect for Individual or Grouped 

Actions at the Watershed Scale 17 
 Assessment of No Net Loss and Recommendations for Net Ecological Gain Metrics, 

Indicators, and Monitoring 18 
 Puget Sound Chinook Salmon Recovery: A Framework For The Development Of 

Monitoring And Adaptive Management Plans 19 

Throughout the engagement for this process, several broad ecological criteria were 
identified as important for tracking statewide habitat and ecosystem health:  

a. Streams/floodplains 
b. Terrestrial habitat 
c. Freshwater conditions 
d. Forest cover  
e. Salmon population viability 
f. Impervious surfaces 

There is a recommendation to limit the statewide goals of the ecological improvement 
framework to 3-5 key indicators and associated metrics. An example based on feedback 

 

13 Governor’s Salmon Recovery Office. (2022). State of Salmon in Watersheds. Retrieved from 
https://stateofsalmon.wa.gov/  
14 Northwest Indian Fisheries Commission. (2020). State of Our Watersheds. Retrieved from 
https://nwifc.org/publications/state-of-our-watersheds/   
15 Puget Sound Partnership and Puget Sound Ecosystem Monitoring Program. (Accessed 2024) Puget Sound Vital 
Signs. Retrieved from https://vitalsigns.pugetsoundinfo.wa.gov/  
16 The Puget Sound Partnership is developing “Progress Indicators” that track human activities that influence 
ecosystem conditions. Although these indicators  were not reviewed in 2024 during this project, future 
development of the ecological improvement framework should review when identifying metrics. Retrieved from 
https://progressindicators.pugetsoundinfo.wa.gov/  
17 The National Marine Fisheries Service Environmental and Technical Services Division Habitat Conservation 
Branch. (1996). Making Endangered Species Act Determinations of Effect for Individual or Grouped Actions at the 
Watershed Scale. Retrieve from 
https://www.oregon.gov/ODOT/GeoEnvironmental/Documents/Biology_NMFS_Endangered-Species-
Determination.pdf  
18 Washington State Academy of Sciences. (2022). Assessment of No Net Loss and Recommendations for Net  
Ecological Gain Metrics, Indicators, and Monitoring. https://washacad.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/WSAS-
Net-Ecological-Gain-Report-Combined-final-July-2022.pdf  
19 Puget Sound Recovery Implementation Technical Team. (2015). Puget Sound Chinook Salmon Recovery: A 
Framework For The Development Of Monitoring And Adaptive Management Plans. 
https://repository.library.noaa.gov/view/noaa/5216  

https://stateofsalmon.wa.gov/
https://nwifc.org/publications/state-of-our-watersheds/
https://vitalsigns.pugetsoundinfo.wa.gov/
https://progressindicators.pugetsoundinfo.wa.gov/
https://www.oregon.gov/ODOT/GeoEnvironmental/Documents/Biology_NMFS_Endangered-Species-Determination.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/ODOT/GeoEnvironmental/Documents/Biology_NMFS_Endangered-Species-Determination.pdf
https://washacad.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/WSAS-Net-Ecological-Gain-Report-Combined-final-July-2022.pdf
https://washacad.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/WSAS-Net-Ecological-Gain-Report-Combined-final-July-2022.pdf
https://repository.library.noaa.gov/view/noaa/5216
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gathered during this proviso is provided in Table 2 and there are ongoing and past 
efforts to build from as cited above. The next step will be to assess available statewide 
datasets that are consistently updated on timeframes that are meaningful for that 
metric. Finalizing this small set of statewide indicators is an exercise of the science-
policy interface, where policymakers are informed by science but are ultimately 
responsible for choosing the indicators that represent the improvements and 
protections they most value. We recommend adopting indicators and metrics for which 
it is feasible to identify site and project scale best practices that contribute to 
improvements in these metrics. 

Table 2. Example indicators and metrics for statewide ecological improvement goals 

Example Indicator Example Metrics 

Riparian Vegetated Cover • Spatial extent and continuity 
• Riparian community structure 
• Riparian function 

Habitat Connectivity • Spatial extent and continuity of terrestrial priority habitats 
e.g., forest, shrubsteppe, pollinator habitat 

• Fish Passage 

Water Quality • Temperature, pH, oxygen, 6-ppd (stormwater 
improvements), and fecal coliform bacteria 

Salmon spawning and rearing 
habitat 

• Streamflow 
• Side channel length, sinuosity, node density 
• Percent disconnected floodplain 

 

2.3.2 Regardless of whether ecological improvements are voluntary or required, it must be 
clear the degree to which the state will define best management practices for ecological 
improvements on individual properties and projects.  As noted above, the accounting 
mechanism links site-scale action to the watershed and statewide indicators and 
metrics, and on a basic level defines what “counts” as ecological improvement.  
Therefore, a key element of design of the accounting mechanism is how specific and 
prescriptive it will be. The programmatic structure is a dual approach (i.e., statewide 
targets and geographically informed improvements), therefore the accounting system 
must consider both top-down oversight and site-specific flexibility, yet remain easy to 
use and interpret.  

The following implementation approaches, Table 3, outline different strategies for 
structuring the accounting mechanism based on whether the burden of identifying 
detailed, site-scale actions is born predominantly by state government, local 
government, and/or developers. In any scenario, we assume both government and the 
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project proponent will be involved in filling out the accounting mechanism, and 
government will be involved in tracking and assessing results. 

Table 3. Alternatives regarding who creates site-scale ecological improvement practices 

Top-down Approach Flexibility Approach 
More Developer Responsibility 

at a Local Scale 

Hybrid Approach 

The state sets clear program 
requirements, defining specific 
actions and approved best 
management practices (BMPs) 
that developers must 
implement. 

The state writes guidance and 
developers design specific 
improvement actions for their 
site, allowing for more site-
specific solutions. 20 

Combines elements of both 
approaches. The state defines 
approved BMPs, but allows 
developers to choose whether 
to follow these or design 
specific improvement actions 
for their site. 

• Puts the design work and 
upfront costs on the state 
government 

• State government can 
define the BMPs and 
ensure alignment with 
program goals 

• Detailed design standards 
can lead to faster 
approval for a given 
project that follows 
BMPs, and slower 
approval for any 
deviation  

• Allows for less ecological 
and design nuance at a 
site scale 

• May represent more than 
the minimum 
improvements required 
at a given site  

• Reduces upfront time 
and costs to the state of 
setting up the program 
because fewer design 
details are required  

• Allows for more site-
specific design and 
adaptation 

• Puts design work and 
upfront costs for that site 
on the developer  

• Takes more time for 
government permit 
approval due to detailed 
review of unique designs 

• Less standardization 
across jurisdictions 

• Developers may design 
to minimum 
requirements 

• Supports developer 
choice between 
prescriptive BMPs and 
quicker review and less 
design cost, or design 
control and longer 
review. 

• Puts the design work and 
upfront costs on the 
state government so that 
BMPs are available 

• May still result in less 
standardization across 
jurisdictions 

 

 

20 This approach is comparable to the UK’s Biodiversity Net Gain rule where developers are responsible for 
demonstrating compliance with requirements and Local Planning Authorities review, approve, and enforce rules. 
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2.3.3 To promote transparency, the accounting mechanism must be a publicly accessible 
reporting platform that shares progress towards set targets. 

2.3.4 The accounting mechanism will need to be supported by ongoing data procurement, 
data standardization, and long-term data stewardship, including funding and 
partnerships to maintain databases and analytical tools. 

2.3.5 Consider structuring the ecological improvement accounting mechanism to incorporate 
effective protection measures, as outlined in option 1.1.5, to document project 
impacts, instances of non-compliance, and applied mitigation. Such an accounting 
mechanism could improve alignment between regulatory protections and ecological 
improvement programs. While not required, this would assist projects in understanding 
their responsibilities in a shared accounting or tracking mechanism and facilitate 
dialogue across protection and improvement actions. We recommend adopting a subset 
of indicators and metrics that accurately measure the success of current ecosystem 
protections on habitats and ecosystem services of interest. 

2.4 Establish an assessment model to track ecological progress, using adaptive management to refine 
strategies based on observed results and ensure flexibility in responding to new data, challenges, 
and opportunities. 

To understand if the implementation of the ecological improvement framework is achieving the desired 
ecological improvement outcomes, progress must be tracked and assessed over time. Monitoring 
selected indicators and metrics (see Sub-recommendation 2.3) at larger scales (e.g., watershed scale 
rather than site scale) will be necessary to understand watershed-scale trends. This effort should ideally 
rely on or build on existing monitoring programs and involve partnerships among governmental and 
non-governmental entities, as well as Tribal review. 

An ecological improvement program administrator should be established to oversee adaptive 
management of performance and accountability at the policy, procedural, and local implementation 
levels. This commitment to the basic process of planning, checking, and adjusting the program offers 
flexibility in response to emerging challenges, new scientific understanding, and evolving environmental 
conditions, and ultimately will increase the program’s long-term success. 

Options Identified 

The following options outline tangible steps that could be explored to achieve sub-recommendation 2.4 
and reflect ideas from Core Team members, participants of the technical and policy workshops, and/or 
expert input. As a course of action is determined, it will be important to examine potential trade-offs, 
unintended consequences, and concerns. Please note that options are not listed in order of priority and 
do not represent consensus. 
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2.4.1 Consider using simple logic models to capture assumptions about how site-scale actions 
contribute to watershed-wide and/or statewide metrics, and revisit those assumptions 
based on the results of ongoing monitoring and improved scientific understanding of 
site- and watershed-scale ecosystem interactions. 

2.4.2 Develop an assessment model framework that visualizes and reports on trends for the 
identified indicator and metric datasets in a way that leads to better ecological tracking 
and decision-making. The assessment model should allow for scalable assessments 
across different geographic levels. 

2.4.3 Establish a review process and identify ecological thresholds that will prompt 
management actions if an ecological target is not being met (i.e., government 
intervention via adaptive management). 

2.4.4 Incorporate external risks into the assessment model to account for impacts such as 
climate change and population growth. 

2.4.5 Ground-truthing the assessment model framework will be essential to verify and refine 
ecological assessments that rely on remote sensing and modeling. To support this, the 
state administrator and local governments could develop and implement a habitat audit 
and incentive program modeled after similar programs such as utility energy audits and 
retrofit programs. Through this voluntary program, both public and private landowners 
could request site-specific environmental audits to evaluate ecological conditions and 
identify opportunities for ecological improvements aligned with statewide or 
geographically informed goals. These audits could provide a means of validating 
modeled data, identifying inconsistencies or site-specific nuances not captured 
remotely, and strengthening the accuracy and credibility of broader tracking 
mechanisms. In doing so, this would also engage landowners more directly in the 
ecological improvement process and help tailor recommendations to local context and 
feasibility. 

2.5 Broaden funding channels to include support for ecological improvement framework 
implementation. 

Implementation of the ecological improvement framework will require adequate funding for program 
administration, technical assistance and incentive programs, local government capacity, monitoring and 
adaptive management, and to fund projects required to incorporate ecological improvements. A 
number of state and federal programs exist to support voluntary implementation of various ecological 
improvement actions, and a comparison of these programs with the chosen indicators and metrics will 
show whether additional incentives are needed to support increased scale or diversity of improvement 
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actions. A review of existing state-administered and state-funded programs 21 revealed that there are 
state funding mechanisms that could be expanded to support a wider range of projects to advance 
ecological improvements. New funding channels may also be needed. 

Options Identified 

The following options outline tangible steps that could be explored to achieve sub-recommendation 2.5 
and reflect ideas from Core Team members, participants of the technical and policy workshops, and/or 
expert input. As a course of action is determined, it will be important to examine potential trade-offs, 
unintended consequences, and concerns. Please note that options are not listed in order of priority and 
do not represent consensus. 

2.5.1 Develop guidance for state grant programs to incorporate ecological improvement 
criteria, focusing on programs that do not currently include clear objectives or outcomes 
related to conservation, restoration, or recovery. 22 

2.5.2 Establish funding for capital projects, public infrastructure, and development, ensuring 
state dollars prioritize ecological benefits. 

2.5.3 Consider establishing ecological improvement as a requirement within planning 
grants, embedding ecological resilience into future development. 

  

 

21 See the State-Funded Programs and Ecological Improvement Integration section for more information on this 
review. 
22 Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife. (2024). Net Ecological Gain Interim Proviso Report. Retrieved from 
https://wdfw.wa.gov/sites/default/files/publications/02512/wdfw02512.pdf. The Grant Program Review section of 
the Interim Proviso Report identifies existing state-administered or state-funded programs that align with or could 
be adapted to support ecological improvement principles. 

https://wdfw.wa.gov/sites/default/files/publications/02512/wdfw02512.pdf


Proviso Report Ecological Improvement Recommendations 

Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife  51 
 

 

Supporting 

 

Recommendation 3 

 

Recommendation 2 

 

Recommendation 1 

Defining a Level of Service (LOS) for Ecological Functions: 
A review of the Kitsap Natural Resource Asset Management Project (KNRAMP) 

In December 2024, during an Ecological Improvement Framework Technical Workshop, Core Team 
members and participants identified the Kitsap Natural Resource Asset Management Project (KNRAMP) 
as a model with valuable insights that could inform the development of the ecological improvement 
framework. The Project Team met with Washington Conservation Action Education Fund (WCAEF) to 
learn more and explore how the KNRAMP structure could inform a statewide ecological improvement 
framework. In this review, we aim to provide an overview of the program and highlight specific 
components that could continue to inform an ecological improvement framework for Washington. 
 

 
Photo from the KNRAMP webpage: https://www.kitsap.gov/dcd/Pages/KNRAMP.aspx Photo credit: Kitsap County 

Background and Vision 
Since 2018, Kitsap County, the Suquamish Tribe, the Port Gamble S’Klallam Tribe, Washington 
Conservation Action Education Fund, and Ross Strategic have been developing KNRAMP to proactively 
manage natural assets and the ecosystem functions they provide. KNRAMP emerged from a vision to 
protect and improve natural resources and the services they provide, create resilient water practices, 
and uphold Tribal Treaty rights by supporting ongoing development through collaboration and joint 
planning between County departments and the Tribes. As development has progressed, it remains 
rooted in a desire to better understand and improve the condition of Kitsap County’s key natural 
assets—forests, shorelines, and streams—while grounding future decisions in local data.  

The program was developed through partnerships across county departments, with strong involvement 
from Tribes, and supported by philanthropic and public funding. The core values of the program were to 
be a feasible, sustainable, measurable program that could be scaled and replicated. Of note is that the 
program did not begin as a regulatory initiative; instead, it was created from shared interest and political 
will to assess landscape-level ecological conditions and create a more informed basis for land use, 
conservation, and restoration investments. Kitsap County is not currently proposing to use the KNRAMP 
program as a regulatory compliance or enforcement tool or to guide permitting decisions at the parcel 
scale. However, KNRAMP can be used to evaluate overall progress toward no net loss and net ecological 
gain at the County-wide scale or even at the management unit scale. 

Over the past seven years, the team has developed the program to help Kitsap County manage 
pressures, such as population growth, land cover change, and climate impacts, while increasing the 
resilience and function of natural assets. Central to making the program work is its alignment with the 
County’s existing asset management approaches for built infrastructure, such as roads and stormwater 
systems. By adapting similar assessment frameworks, the County is now able to evaluate and maintain  

https://www.kitsap.gov/dcd/Pages/KNRAMP.aspx
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the “performance” of its natural assets using a science-based Level of Service (LOS) framework, both for 
No Net Loss of habitat functionality and Net Improvement. 

KNRAMP’s development continues to be guided by a Core Team comprised of Kitsap County, Suquamish 
Tribe, Port Gamble S’Klallam Tribe, and Washington Conservation Action Education Fund, supported by 
Ross Strategic. KNRAMP is designed to be a feasible, sustainable, measurable program that can be 
scaled and replicated.  

KNRAMP Goals 
In many ways, the goals of KNRAMP align closely with the proposed ecological improvement framework 
described within this report. Both seek to create a proactive, systems-based approach to monitoring, 
managing, and investing in natural environments as essential community needs. Key areas of alignment 
include: 
1. Both emphasize the importance of a proactive approach to ensure that the protection and 

improvement of functioning ecosystems are incorporated in long-range planning. Rather than 
reacting to degradation, they seek to anticipate pressures and guide decisions toward sustainability 
and resilience. 

2. Both frameworks emphasize the importance of upholding existing environmental laws and 
regulations as a foundation for effective ecosystem protection. KNRAMP specifically calls for 
increased collaboration and cohesion amongst departments within the County. 

3. Both highlight the need to channel further funding and investments to successfully implement the 
program. 

4. KNRAMP also seeks to achieve net ecological gains over time, which is precisely what the ecological 
improvement framework is striving to define and realize statewide. 

These similarities demonstrate where there are potential areas of alignment that could inform further 
development of the ecological improvement framework—particularly because KNRAMP is years ahead 
in its development. It will be strategic to continue to work with the KNRAMP team as the ecological 
improvement framework is further built out and piloted to understand and apply lessons learned.  

Accounting Mechanisms 
KNRAMP has established a robust assessment model and process that could inform an assessment 
model for a statewide ecological improvement framework. This is one example, but the statewide 
ecological improvement framework assessment model has not yet been defined in this report. 

A key step in developing KNRAMP was to focus on key ecosystem services, such as provisioning salmon 
and shellfish, and then to identify a set of specific natural assets (e.g., forest), attributes (e.g., % forest 
cover), and conditional ratings related to a level of service (e.g., <40% forest cover = Very Low LOS). The 
list of attributes was narrowed down and selected in coordination with the KNRAMP Core Team based 
on scientific evidence, data availability, and reflected in Cartegraph, the County’s current asset 
management tool. However, Cartegraph and adjacent GIS tools could be adapted for other contexts and 
needs. Although specific ecological improvement indicators and metrics were not identified in this 
proviso for the ecological improvement framework, there is potential overlap with some of the example 
indicators and metrics identified in Option 2.3.1. As the ecological improvement framework 
development progresses and seeks to define statewide indicators, reflecting on KNRAMP’s attribute and 
conditional ratings, along with other assessment and criteria resources, could be a helpful starting point. 
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Another key aspect of the KNRAMP framework is target setting, referred to as assigning a desired level 
of service (DLOS). The DLOS is determined through an iterative process that informs natural asset 
management decisions and prompts advisory group review and discussion, partner engagement, and 
additional engagement as needed. While the quantitative LOS is based on scientific information, the 
targets are policy decisions that set the long-term vision that forests, streams, and shorelines should 
provide a High LOS. This involves both protection-based goals (maintaining areas with High/Very High 
conditions) and restoration-based goals (improving areas with Very Low, Low, or Medium conditions to 
at least High). Having the ability to compare the current status of assets to the long-term goals for the 
assets is essential and used to inform planning and management decisions for KNRAMP. Target setting is 
also identified as a need throughout Recommendation 2 of the ecological improvement framework’s 
sub-recommendations and options.  

Ultimately, the attribute data and conditional ratings are used to create county-wide LOS maps. 
KNRAMP’s monitoring and visualization tools align with the principles and options in Sub-
recommendation 2.4, which calls for a mechanism that will track ecological trends and support decision-
making. As shown in Figure 7, KNRAMP has developed maps that show natural assets and their current 
LOS. KNRAMP’s methodologies for accounting for ecological function and targeting improvements could 
inform the eventual ecological improvement framework’s assessment model. However, any future 
assessment model developed at the state level must ensure scalability and applicability across diverse 
geographies and governance structures.  

Figure 7. Current levels of service provided by marine shoreline assets in Kitsap County. Shoreline 
attributes include shoreline forest cover, shoreline armoring, and shellfish growing area classification 
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Implementation 
In 2024, KNRAMP began its first year of implementation by piloting the program in two watersheds. It 
will be beneficial to understand how the DLOS is achieved through long-term methodologies—such as 
planting to improve forest cover—compared to methodologies that have more immediate 
improvements to condition ratings, such as removing fish passage barriers and removing shoreline 
armoring. These pilots will offer valuable insights for any future jurisdictions adopting an ecological 
improvement framework. As Kitsap County refines and expands KNRAMP countywide, additional lessons 
are likely to emerge, providing an opportunity for similar programs to build on early successes and avoid 
or minimize potential challenges. 

Adaptive Management 
KNRAMP was strategically developed to include steps for adaptive management throughout its growth. 
The County will assess annually whether the KNRAMP LOS maps reflect major changes on the landscape, 
such as large restoration actions or land use changes/development. If these are not reflected 
adequately, the County will discuss adaptive management actions with the KNRAMP Core Team, which 
could include finding a new data source. Similarly, as new and improved data sources become available, 
Kitsap County and the KNRAMP Core Team will discuss which sources should be integrated into 
KNRAMP and how that should be done. This can be done to replace an outdated source that has 
become obsolete, add new assets or attributes as data becomes available, and/or altering the frequency 
of data updates. Periodically, the KNRAMP Core team will assess whether the current asset 
management program, Cartegraph, continues to be the best option for KNRAMP based on compatibility 
with other programs, consistency with other departments, and operating cost.  

Overall, KNRAMP and the ecological improvement framework have some overlapping elements that are 
aligned with the recommendations and sub-recommendations outlined in this report. While the scope 
of the current proviso as it relates to investigating KNRAMP was limited, further exploration may be 
advantageous to learn if and how a KNRAMP-style accounting mechanism and/or assessment model 
could be scaled to watershed or statewide applications. 

Forest in Kitsap County, Washington. Photo credit: Jaimie Tuchman.
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Recommendation 3: Administer the Ecological Improvement 
Framework 

Recommendation 3:  
Establish a structure and authorities to oversee and implement the ecological 
improvement framework. 

Recommendation 3 identifies potential roles and responsibilities that the state, local authorities, and 
partners could have related to developing and implementing the ecological improvement framework. 
Building from the programmatic structure and implementation options included in Recommendation 2, 
the administrators of the ecological improvement framework must: 

• Lead transparent and inclusive processes to complete essential work identified in 
Recommendation 2, including choosing geographically-informed indicators and metrics, creating 
guidance, and finalizing an ecological improvement accounting mechanism. 

• Create, implement, and enforce clear accountability mechanisms and compliance standards to 
ensure the success of the framework. 

• Prioritize funding, technical assistance, and outreach to support participation and compliance 
with any state and local resources that are identified.  

• Where applicable, ensure alignment efforts with existing authorities and plans (e.g., GMA, 
SMA, salmon recovery) to create a cohesive administration for ecological improvements. 

• Ensure local Tribes are involved in implementation and decision making at the local level early 
and often. 

3.1 Define a state leadership role in the ecological improvement framework development and 
administration. 

To ensure consistency and effectiveness of ecological improvements resulting from a program, and to 
shoulder the burden of developing and defending a significant new policy and program, a state agency 
or agencies will be needed as an administrator. The state role should provide program oversight and a 
centralized authority responsible for defining and implementing statewide goals, tracking progress, and 
holding actors accountable. This will bring greater clarity to expectations, particularly around ecological 
improvements that cross jurisdictional boundaries (e.g., watersheds or statewide). 

Options Identified 

The following options outline tangible steps that could be explored to achieve sub-recommendation 3.1 
and reflect ideas from Core Team members, participants of the technical and policy workshops, and/or 
expert input. As a course of action is determined, it will be important to examine potential trade-offs, 
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unintended consequences, and concerns. Please note that options are not listed in order of priority and 
do not represent consensus. 

3.1.1 The state’s role in program administration could include the following: 
a. Define program goals and guidance on required ecological improvements that 

align with state and regional priorities and are implementable at the local level.  
b. Manage new ecological improvement grants and other resource support for local 

governments (e.g., for plan updates, data gathering, reporting, and enforcement).  
c. Advise on development of and implement any new state laws (RCWs) related to 

the ecological improvement framework.  
d. Develop, guide, and implement the program at a statewide scale, with attention 

to regional and local nuances. Ensure compliance with applicable state laws (e.g., 
the Administrative Procedures Act, State Environmental Policy Act, and Public 
Records Act), and coordinate with local governments on watershed-based 
implementation. Table 4 outlines options for the interplay of state and local roles 
in program implementationTable 4. 

e. Provide technical assistance and consultation to local governments and other 
stakeholders. 

f. Establish accountability mechanisms to ensure compliance at watershed and site 
scales. 

g. Support the data stewardship of the ecological improvement accounting 
mechanism by maintaining a database and associated analytical tools. 

Table 4. State administration options for the ecological improvement program implementation 

Lead state agency role 
with limited oversight 

Lead state agency role, 
state approval role of 

local plans 

Lead state agency and 
program decisions and 
approvals, limited local 

authority 

Statewide authority, 
and local authority to 
ordinances for further 

implementation 

The state sets broad 
expectations or 
guidance but leaves 
substantial discretion 
and implementation 
authority to local 
governments. 

The state provides 
guidance and approves 
local ecological 
improvement plans to 
ensure consistency 
with statewide goals. 

The state retains 
primary decision-
making and 
implementation 
responsibility; local 
governments provide 
input but have minimal 
administrative role. 

The state sets 
standards and 
requirements, while 
local governments are 
responsible for 
codifying and enforcing 
them through 
ordinances or local 
programs. 
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Recommendation 2 

 

Recommendation 1 

3.2 Ensure Tribal coordination and consultation in state program administration, in accordance with the 
Washington Centennial Accord and Millennium Agreement. 

Washington State is committed to responsive government-to-government relationships with federally-
recognized Tribes of the Pacific Northwest, as memorialized in the Centennial Accord and the 
Millennium Agreement. This commitment is further codified in the context of land use in House Bill 
1717https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2021-22/Pdf/Bills/Session Laws/House/1717-S.SL.pdf 
relating to Tribal Participation in Growth Management Act Planning. The state administrator(s) of the 
ecological improvement framework must institutionalize procedures that facilitate government-to-
government coordination and consultation with Tribes. These coordination and consultation 
relationships will help the state ecological improvement program and Tribal governments ensure Tribal 
treaty rights are upheld and better achieve mutual goals in natural resource protection, restoration, and 
management. 

Options Identified 

The following options outline tangible steps that could be explored to achieve sub-recommendation 3.2 
and reflect ideas from Core Team members, participants of the technical and policy workshops, and/or 
expert input. As a course of action is determined, it will be important to examine potential trade-offs, 
unintended consequences, and concerns. Please note that options are not listed in order of priority and 
do not represent consensus. 

3.2.1 Develop and implement government-to-government coordination and consultation 
procedures to ensure mutual respect, effective communication, and effective resolution 
of issues in the administration of the state ecological improvement program. 

3.2.2 Establish a structure in which local governments partner with local Tribes whose Usual 
and Accustomed Areas are within local government jurisdictional boundaries to build 
out the set of community derived indicators and to achieve state-level goals.  

3.3 Define and empower local government roles and authority in implementing the ecological 
improvement framework. 

Local governments play a critical role in achieving ecological improvements across the state. The 
framework must clearly define local responsibilities, particularly in planning and implementation, to 
ensure they align with the state role and program goals, while enabling flexibility for local context and 
geographically informed improvements. As detailed in sub-Recommendation 3.3, the state can support 
this work by providing regulatory backing for local environmental priorities and enforcement and should 
coordinate and consult with local governments. 

 

https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2021-22/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/1717-S.SL.pdf#page=1
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Supporting 

 

Recommendation 3 

 

Recommendation 2 

 

Recommendation 1 

Options Identified 

The following options outline tangible steps that could be explored to achieve sub-recommendation 3.2 
and reflect ideas from Core Team members, participants of the technical and policy workshops, and/or 
expert input. As a course of action is determined, it will be important to examine potential trade-offs, 
unintended consequences, and concerns. Please note that options are not listed in order of priority and 
do not represent consensus. 

3.3.1 Local government roles in program administration could include the following: 
a. Ensure alignment of ecological improvement goals and indicators with long-

range planning efforts under the GMA and SMA. 
b. Coordinate and select watershed-scale strategies to achieve geographically 

informed ecological improvements. Local governments would be supported by 
the state with technical guidance and assistance regarding the types of 
improvements that will fulfill programmatic requirements. Coordinating and 
selecting watershed-scale strategies would require working collaboratively with 
existing watershed groups (e.g., salmon recovery groups) to select geographically 
informed ecological priorities that have already been identified in existing 
watershed plans as key needs in the region. 

c. Work with the state administrators once local ecological improvement 
implementation plans and strategies are approved. 

d. Contribute to the development of accounting mechanisms for the ecological 
improvement framework, such as through contributions of data, ideas, and 
results of public projects. Local governments have a role in co-accessing and co-
managing the quantitative frameworks that support tracking and evaluation. 

The State’s role and administration responsibilities (Option 3.1.1) will influence local governments’ 
purview in ecological improvement program implementation. Alternative state and local administration 
structures are outlined in Table 4, above. 

3.4 Encourage collaboration with watershed groups and other regional collaboratives to support 
indicator selection, monitoring, and management at a watershed scale. 

Watershed-level coordination is essential for monitoring progress and achieving ecologically meaningful 
outcomes. Watershed groups and other regional collaboratives could play an advisory role in identifying 
indicators, tracking improvements, and informing adaptive management in coordination with state, 
Tribes, and local partners. Wherever possible, implementation of the ecological improvement 
framework in a watershed should build on and align with existing ecological plans, data, priorities and 
commitments. 
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Supporting 

 

Recommendation 3 

 

Recommendation 2 

 

Recommendation 1 

Supporting Recommendation: Continue Habitat Recovery and 
Restoration Programs 

Supporting Recommendation: Maintain and increase funding to restoration projects that 
address legacy impacts and incorporate broader ecosystem connectivity goals. 
 

Legacy impacts from historical development such as dams, roads, urban lands developed decades ago, 
toxic waste sites, and shoreline alterations affect Tribal Treaty rights and contribute to reduced habitat 
connectivity and degraded critical ecosystems. In response, Washington lawmakers established a system 
of restoration and recovery grant programs that seek to improve current ecosystem functions. As noted 
in the Ecological Improvement Framework overview section, existing recovery and restoration programs 
are not intended to serve as mitigation for ongoing development impacts. However, they provide 
critical, publicly-funded contributions to improving existing ecological conditions, and thus they are 
included in this supporting recommendation.  

The Supporting Recommendation and sub-recommendations outlined here complement 
Recommendation 1, which recognizes that protecting existing ecosystem functions is essential to 
maximizing the effectiveness of restoration and recovery efforts. In the future, as current ecosystem 
functions are effectively protected and stabilized, projects funded by restoration and recovery programs 
can more clearly be credited as contributors to ecological improvements.  

To strengthen the ecological improvement framework, the state should maintain and increase funding 
for restoration and recovery programs that address legacy impacts and incorporate broader ecosystem 
connectivity goals. 

4.1 Expand and standardize existing restoration and recovery programs to continue addressing historical 
ecological degradation. 

When paired with more effective protection described in Recommendation 1, implementation of 
projects within these critical restoration and recovery grant programs supports the recovery and 
protection of current ecosystem conditions and leads to ecological improvements. Increasing funding to 
restoration projects that also incorporate broader ecosystem connectivity goals will continue to be 
essential to addressing legacy and historical degradation. Recovery and restoration program funding is 
already incorporated into the purview and budget of many state agencies. Establishing a permanent 
funding source to fully fund restoration and recovery programs also supports this recommendation. 

4.2 Track restoration projects’ and programs’ contributions to ecological improvements by using the 
same accounting mechanisms selected pursuant to sub-Recommendations 2.2 and 2.3. 
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Supporting 

 

Recommendation 3 

 

Recommendation 2 

 

Recommendation 1 

Use the accounting mechanism and associated technical details developed for the ecological 
improvement framework (in alignment with sub-Recommendations 2.2 and 2.3) to track key ecosystem 
improvements resulting from restoration programs. See sub-Recommendations 2.2 and 2.3 for the 
identified options. This recommendation will build on the existing accounting mechanisms already 
underway to not be duplicative.  

 
A trail wandering up a hillside towards a distant peak. Photo credit: Riley Bates. 
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Implementing the Ecological Improvement 
Framework  
The following section suggests resources for implementing Recommendations 1-3 and the Supporting 
Recommendation, including a summary of existing state-funded programs that may be leveraged to 
advance ecological improvements and recommendations regarding a proof of concept of the 
framework.  

The 2023 legislative proviso directed this project to: 

(F) Identify existing state-administered or state-funded programs and projects that:
 (I) Already contribute to net ecological gain;
 (II) Can or should give funding priority to funding applicants that commit to
 incorporating net ecological gain principles; and
 (III) Programs and projects that can or should have a net ecological gain
 requirement in the future.
(G) Generate interim recommendations for a project to serve as a NEG proof of concept 
within a county that chooses to adopt a NEG standard.

The Project Team completed these tasks by conducting desktop research and building on the interim 
report’s Grant Program Review for Net Ecological Gain Application. 23 

State-Funded Programs and Ecological Improvement Integration 
Building on the findings in the Grant Program Review section of the Net Ecological Gain Interim Proviso 
Report submitted in 2024, this aspect of the proviso identifies existing state-administered or state-
funded programs that align with or could be adapted to support ecological improvement principles.  

This section considers grant-based funding and explores broader opportunities for ecological 
improvement integration within wider state financial mechanisms, including grants, capital projects, and 
planning funds. This section does not provide direct policy or budgetary recommendations, which can be 
found in the Ecological Improvement Recommendations section; rather, it identifies opportunities to 
incorporate ecological improvement within existing state-funding systems.  

The following sections categorize state-funded programs based on their current or potential 
contributions to ecological improvements, as defined by this project. Each section includes a summary 
table, which provides examples of existing programs and their alignment with the ecological 
improvement framework, organized by Proviso Task F elements. 

23 Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife. (2024). Net Ecological Gain Interim Proviso Report. Retrieved from 
https://wdfw.wa.gov/sites/default/files/publications/02512/wdfw02512.pdf. 

https://wdfw.wa.gov/sites/default/files/publications/02512/wdfw02512.pdf
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I. The Role of Existing Programs in Advancing the Ecological Improvement 
Framework 

Proviso Element Program Identification Example Programs 

(I) Programs that already 
contribute to ecological 
improvements. 

Programs that contribute to 
ecological improvements, such as 
restoration and conservation 
programs as identified in the 
interim report, as well as state-
financed programs.  

Note: While these programs provide 
environmental improvements, they 
are not designed as mitigation for 
current and ongoing development 
impacts.   

• Salmon Recovery Funding Board/PSAR 
SRFB & RCO/PSP) 

• Estuary and Salmon Restoration 
Program (WDFW/RCO) 

• Washington Wildlife and Recreation 
Program (RCO) 

• Floodplains by Design (ECY) 
• Brian Abbott Fish Barrier Removal 

Board (RCO/WDFW) 
• Family Forest and Fish Passage (FFFP)  
• State Agency Fish Passage Programs 

(WSDOT, WDFW, WDNR, Parks)  
• Chehalis Basin Strategy (ECY) 
• Washington Coast Restoration and 

Resilience Initiative (RCO) 
• Stormwater Financial Assistance 

Program (ECY) and Water Quality 
Combined Funding Program (ECY) 

• Streamflow Restoration 
Implementation Grants (ECY) 

Washington State invests in ecological benefits through various programs designed to protect and 
enhance natural ecosystems and often prioritize recovery of habitat for listed species. These initiatives, 
and the numerous others in Washington, provide vital resources and play a critical role in supporting 
habitat restoration, species protection, and ecosystem recovery. While restoration and recovery 
programs are essential to help address legacy impacts and restore lost ecological function, they are not 
intended to mitigate current and ongoing human development pressures. As recommended in the 
Supporting Recommendation, restoration projects should not be considered part of the Ecological 
Improvement Framework until effective protections of existing conditions can be achieved. Sustaining 
and expanding these programs remains essential, but the state must broaden its focus to include 
funding channels beyond conservation and restoration.  

The Interim Proviso Report’s Grant Program Review findings 24 revealed that while many state-funded 
grants such as these already prioritize ecological benefits, many others do not currently incorporate 
ecological improvement principles, particularly those in sectors like infrastructure, housing, and 

 

24 Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife. (2024). Net Ecological Gain Interim Proviso Report. Retrieved from 
https://wdfw.wa.gov/sites/default/files/publications/02512/wdfw02512.pdf. 

https://wdfw.wa.gov/sites/default/files/publications/02512/wdfw02512.pdf
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transportation, nor do they have a common set of parameters that could easily reflect ecological 
conditions. 

Thus, an important factor in assessing these programs is the principle of additionality, which requires 
that ecological improvement efforts go beyond simply maintaining current conditions. The work of this 
proviso seeks to integrate ecological improvements into a broader range of state-funded activities, 
including existing funding streams for development-focused projects and programs, such as 
infrastructure, land use planning, and transportation, as described in Task F (II) and (III).  

II. Expanding Ecological Improvement Integration Through Funding Prioritization 

Proviso Element Program Identification Example Programs 

(II) Programs that can or 
should give funding 
priority to funding 
applicants that commit to 
incorporating ecological 
improvements. 

Programs that do not provide 
ecological improvements currently but 
could have significant environmental 
impacts (e.g., capital grants, large-
scale infrastructure, transportation, 
and/or development grants). This 
includes programs that are structured 
as state-financed loans or funding 
programs (e.g., septic systems, 
shoreline work). 

• Sandy Williams Connecting 
Communities Program (WSDOT) 

• Connecting Housing to 
Infrastructure Program (COM) 

• Public Works Board Traditional 
Financing (COM) 

• Building Communities Fund 
(COM) 

• Community Economic 
Revitalization Board (COM) 

• Formula grants 

Large-scale development and infrastructure projects typically do not integrate ecological benefits 
despite having potential substantial ecological impacts. These include capital grants, public 
infrastructure funds, and development loans that finance projects such as transportation systems, 
stormwater management, shoreline stabilization, and housing expansion. These programs address 
critical needs, but do not have a mechanism for prioritizing ecological improvements as a co-benefit, 
despite potential negative ecological impacts. However, in some cases, state and local governments are 
already funding some ecological improvements outside of recovery/restoration grants (e.g., fish passage 
corrections and publicly supported re-development). 

There remains a significant opportunity to prioritize funding for applicants that incorporate ecological 
improvement practices into their proposals. The primary objective of the program may be to build 
infrastructure, expand housing, or support communities, but for the program to be more competitive, it 
should demonstrate ecological improvement in addition to protecting existing conditions. For example, 
shoreline stabilization proposals that integrate green infrastructure or housing projects that include 
native plantings could receive higher scores in the evaluation processes. Thus, ecological improvements 
will be incentivized to be integrated into state-funded projects through competitive funding criteria. As a 
note, findings from interviews with grant managers highlighted the need to implement an ecological 
improvement prioritization criterion pilot program to evaluate effectiveness of criteria and provide a 
clear pathway for agencies to incorporate prioritization.  
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By leveraging existing funding structures, the state can drive broader adoption of ecological 
improvement principles without requiring entirely new funding streams. This approach aligns financial 
investments with long-term ecological goals while maintaining flexibility for different sectors and project 
types. 

III. Embedding Ecological Improvements as a Requirement in State-Funded 
Programs 

Proviso Element Program Identification Example Programs 

(III) Programs and projects 
that can or should have an 
ecological improvements 
requirement in the future. 

Programs that have an opportunity to 
integrate ecological improvements as 
a requirement, such as feasibility 
studies, planning grants (e.g., land-use 
planning) and climate-related formula 
grants. 

• Climate Planning Grants (COM)* 

*Adding new requirements would require legislation. 

To achieve systemic ecological benefits simultaneously with ongoing human development, the state 
could go beyond incentivizing ecological improvements and require its inclusion in certain funding 
streams, such as climate adaptation and resilience funding. This shift is particularly important in state-
funded planning grants and climate-related programs, which support municipal and regional initiatives, 
which could be structured to require ecological improvements as a condition of funding, and could 
shape long-term land-use decisions. 

This approach has several long-term benefits: 
• Institutionalizing ecological improvements within state-funded planning processes ensures that 

all new development aligns with ecological improvement principles. 
• Preventing environmental degradation at the outset reduces long-term environmental 

restoration costs, creating financial savings for the state. 
• Aligning state funding with the ecological improvement framework helps achieve Washington’s 

greenhouse gas (GHG) reduction and climate resilience goals.  

Proof of Concept 
To advance the ecological improvement framework principles and options to implementation, the state 
should identify and partner with one (or more) cities, counties, or watersheds to serve as a proof of 
concept. Piloting the ecological improvement framework, or significant elements of the ecological 
improvement framework, will demonstrate how jurisdictions could align the recommendations with the 
work they are already doing and refine and vet the programmatic and administrative structure options.  

The following interim recommendations outline how a project could serve as a proof of concept. 
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Interim Recommendation Description 

Identify a partner jurisdiction (or 
jurisdictions) to pilot the ecological 
improvement framework, or 
significant elements of the 
ecological improvement framework. 

The state will seek the participation of one to two jurisdictions 
to pilot the ecological improvement framework, or significant 
portions thereof. The pilot should focus on small to mid-size 
jurisdictions to ensure that implementation is feasible for 
jurisdictions with more limited resources and capacity. 
Pilot jurisdictions representing two distinct ecoregions (e.g., 
the coast and the Columbia Plateau) could be beneficial for 
the proof of concept and will help test the framework’s 
flexibility needed for broader application. 

Establish a collaborative team to 
support the pilot jurisdiction proof 
of concept. 

A collaborative team that includes state and Tribal 
governments and stakeholders will work with the pilot 
jurisdiction to contribute, solve problems, and build support 
for lessons learned. State agency participants should provide 
technical expertise, planning support, and tools for 
implementing the ecological improvement framework. Per 
Recommendations 2 and 3, the collaborative team will 
support the pilot jurisdiction through identification of possible 
statewide targets, share a workable interim accounting 
mechanism for the pilot, and ensure lessons learned from the 
pilot are documented and used to refine the framework. 

Use the proof of concept to vet and 
refine the ecological improvement 
framework recommendations. 

The ecological improvement framework will be refined over 
the course of the pilot and provide critical insight into the 
metrics, targets, scalability, and accounting of ecological 
improvements.  

Qualities of a pilot jurisdiction that will be beneficial for the proof-of-concept project to include: 
• A willingness to participate at either the county or city levels.  

o Pilot success will benefit from strong local collaboration and having either county or city 
involvement. It will be advantageous to pilot implementation of the ecological 
improvement framework across varying scales. 

• Existing policy and/or programs regarding habitat improvement. 
o Jurisdictions that have goals and policies that go above and beyond the minimum 

protection requirements will have greater alignment and implementation opportunities. 
• A watershed planning group engaged in planning or implementation activities under RCW 90.82. 

o An ability to leverage planning efforts that address water quantity within the watershed 
will be beneficial to the pilot program. Watershed plans that address optional elements, 
such as in‐stream flow, water quality, and habitat, will be especially valuable. 

• A lead entity or salmon recovery region with a watershed chapter that includes a prioritized list 
of habitat projects as directed under RCW 77.85. 
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o Lead entities are closely connected to regional salmon recovery efforts and mobilize 
significant scientific, planning, and implementation expertise in support of habitat and 
ecosystem recovery efforts. There is significant overlap among salmon recovery efforts 
and the goals of climate resilient ecosystems and biodiversity protection and 
restoration. 

Next Steps 
Washington State has incredibly diverse communities, landscapes, species, and habitats. The work of 
our Core Team was focused on establishing a shared vision for what an ecological improvement 
framework would entail, including fundamental prerequisites, technical considerations, and 
implementation frameworks. The preceding sections detail the outcomes of our deliberations with ideas 
for future work embedded throughout the document. However, there are some key next steps that 
warrant further investigation in order to advance the technical, legal, and policy frameworks. 
Importantly, it may be possible for the state to partner with existing efforts that explore aspects of 
effective protection and ecological improvement by sharing costs or receiving reports on the outcomes. 
Priority elements for ongoing development of an ecological improvement framework include the 
following. 

• Finalize a short list of indicators and associated metrics, and test a specific accounting 
mechanism for linking these indicators and metrics to site-scale action. Watch the Kitsap Natural 
Resource Asset Management Project. 

• Continue legal and policy work to identify mechanisms to require improvements on private 
property that pass the tests for private property takings. Watch the ongoing work of the 
Riparian Taskforce. 

Develop more specific descriptions of roles and responsibilities among state and local governments. 
Further articulate the relationship of ecological improvement roles/responsibilities to existing 
responsibilities of local governments and other regulators for effective protection of existing conditions. 
In addition to further developing these aspects of an ecological improvement framework, there are 
opportunities to improve protection of existing resources without new legislation or substantial new 
funding. Effective protection of existing ecosystems is a foundational requirement for the success of any 
improvements program and is already supported by robust policies across Washington. . We identified 
several practical next steps in the current operating environment. 

• Require or reward (e.g., through extra evaluation points) ecological improvements in state grant 
programs that fund planning, design, and/or implementation of development projects. 

• Improve standards and oversight of effective protection under current law. Watch the 
Department of Ecology Shoreline Management Act Rulemaking. 

• Invest in the capacity and other resources of local government and state compliance, 
enforcement and prosecution programs. 
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Appendix A. 2023 Legislative Proviso 
NEG Budget Proviso language from FY2023-25 operating budget: 5187-S.PL.pdf (wa.gov), see page 431, 
line 22 through p. 432 line 32. The proviso language is included here for reference:  

(34) $310,000 of the general fund—state appropriation for fiscal year 2024 and $160,000 of the general 
fund—state appropriation for fiscal year 2025 are provided solely for the department to perform the 
following tasks related to net ecological gain:   

(a) Of the amount provided in this subsection, $160,000 in fiscal year 2024 and $160,000 in fiscal 
year 2025 are provided solely for the department to facilitate a work group focused on 
developing a net ecological gain implementation framework.   

(i) Participation in the work group is as follows:   
(A) The work group must include representatives from the department, the 

department of commerce, the department of ecology, and the department of 
transportation; and   

(B) The work group may include representatives from, and consultation with, as 
appropriate, other state agencies, federally recognized Indian Tribes, local 
governments, and other relevant stakeholders.   

(ii) The work group is responsible for accomplishing the following tasks:   
(A) Define net ecological gain criteria;   
(B) Create monitoring and assessment criteria related to net ecological gain;   
(C) Develop an assessment model to evaluate and quantify contributions to overall 

net ecological gain;   
(D) Consider the geographic scale at which net ecological gain criteria may be 

effectively applied;   
(E) Provide budget and policy recommendations for net ecological gain to the 

legislature and to the office of financial management;   
(F) Identify existing state-administered or state-funded programs and projects 

that:   
(I) Already contribute to net ecological gain;   
(II) Can or should give funding priority to funding applicants that commit to 

incorporating net ecological gain principles; and   
(III) Programs and projects that can or should have a net ecological gain 

requirement in the future; and   
(G) Generate interim recommendations for a project to serve as a net ecological 

gain proof of concept within a county that chooses to adopt a net ecological 
gain standard.   

(iii) The department may contract with an independent entity to facilitate the work group, 
including the tasks identified in (b) of this subsection.  

(iv) The work group must submit an interim and final report of its work, including any 
budget and policy recommendations, to the office of financial management and the 

https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2023-24/Pdf/Bills/Senate%20Passed%20Legislature/5187-S.PL.pdf?q=20230516172937
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appropriate committees of the legislature no later than June 30, 2024, and June 30, 
2025.    

(b) Of the amount provided in this subsection, $150,000 in fiscal year 2024 is provided solely for the 
department to contract with an independent entity to perform the following tasks:   

(i) Review existing grant programs; and   
(ii) Make recommendations on the potential addition of net ecological gain into grant 

prioritization criteria.   

Appendix B. Engagement 
Overview of Engagement Approach 
At the outset of the project, WDFW determined that successful implementation of an ecological 
improvement implementation framework would rely on broad collaboration across Tribes, state 
agencies, and other partners. To support the collaborative development of the framework, WDFW 
convened Core Team made up of representatives from WDFW, Commerce, ECY, WSDOT, as required 
collaborators through the proviso, as well as representatives from GSRO, WSAC, AWC, WCA, PSP, 
NWIFC, and three Tribal representatives – Makah Tribe, Swinomish Indian Tribal Community, and Skagit 
River Systems Cooperative. WDFW also invited participation from the Columbia River Inter-Tribal 
Fisheries Commission and the Upper Columbia United Tribes, and they were unable to participate.  

In addition to the Core Team, WDFW coordinated and consulted with Tribes directly in a parallel 
government-to-government process. The Project Team also conducted broad engagement through two 
policy and two technical workshops, as well as other ad hoc engagement with state agency staff, Core 
Team partners, and others. This integrated approach both satisfied the requirements outlined in the 
proviso and sought to engage with interested parties to identify roadblocks, coalesce around areas of 
common ground, and build broad support early in the ecological improvement framework development 
process.  

The organizational chart below provides an outline of key groups involved in the project. The Project 
Charter developed by the Project Team at the beginning of the project is included in the Interim 
Report 25. The sections below provide further detail about each engagement tactic: the Core Team, 
Tribal government-to-government consultation, technical and policy workshops, and additional 
engagement.  

 

 

25 Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife. (2024). Net Ecological Gain Interim Proviso Report. Retrieved from 
https://wdfw.wa.gov/sites/default/files/publications/02512/wdfw02512.pdf. 

https://wdfw.wa.gov/sites/default/files/publications/02512/wdfw02512.pdf
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NEG Organizational Chart 

 

The Core Team 

The Core Team goals were to codevelop an ecological improvement framework, conduct open 
conversations about what regulatory change could look like, and ultimately to support the Project 
Team in accomplishing the tasks outlined in the proviso. The Core Team provided feedback throughout 
the project and supported the collaborative development of the policy recommendations. The Project 
Team brought forward feedback gathered from other state agencies, federally recognized Tribes, local 
governments, and other partners through the workshops and ad hoc engagement to the Core Team. 

The Project Team, led by WDFW, hoped to build a coalition of support for the ecological improvement 
framework by leaning on transparent and inclusive communication. The Project Team hosted bimonthly 
meetings with the Core Team, along with briefing calls in advance of each meeting to ensure each 
member could effectively participate and codevelop an ecological improvement framework. The Project 
Team also welcomed briefing calls as needed throughout the project so that Core Team participants had 
a line of communication for any questions or feedback.  

Through the duration of the project, the Project Team convened ten Core Team meetings. The dates and 
topics of each are outlined below:  
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• Core Team meetings #1 and #2 occurred in March and May 2024, respectively. They aimed to 
define the project goals and timeline, Core Team role, introduce the preliminary findings for the 
Interim Report due June 30, 2024, and discuss two parallel programs in the United Kingdom and 
Lake Tahoe to explore possible elements of an ecological improvement framework for 
Washington state.  

• Core Team meetings #3 and #4 occurred in August 2024. Both meetings focused on gathering 
input to build out options for ecological improvements criteria, answering the prompting 
questions:  

o What are the improvements we are trying to achieve?  
o What is the baseline that improvements should be assessed from?  
o What are the temporal and spatial scale that improvements should be implemented?  
o The outcomes and key takeaways from the August Core Team meetings directly 

informed the considerations within Recommendations 2 and 3 on ecological 
improvements. 

• Core Team meeting #5 and #6 occurred in October 2024. Core Team members provided 
guidance possible scenarios for the ecological improvement framework, key next steps and 
considerations, and remaining considerations that Core Team members had previously raised. 
The October Core Team meetings informed Recommendation 1 by elevating the need to protect 
existing ecological functions to achieve improvements. 

• Core Team meeting #7 occurred in December 2024. It served as a brief touchpoint to share 
outcomes from the two technical workshops. The Project Team noted key terminology shifts in 
response to feedback. 

• Core Team meeting #8 occurred in February 2025 as an optional Core Team work session to 
build out the preliminary policy recommendations. The Project Team and Core Team members 
collaborated on additional ideas, considerations, and options within the preliminary policy 
recommendations. Several Core Team members were unable to participate due to conflicting 
scheduling during legislative session. 

• Core Team meeting #9 occurred in March 2025 to discuss the near-final policy 
recommendations. Several Core Team members were unable to participate due to conflicting 
scheduling during legislative session. 

• Core Team meeting #10 occurred May 2025 to discuss the to finalizing the legislative report in 
June 2025, and looking ahead to next steps beyond June 2025.  

Tribal Government-to-Government Consultation 
WDFW worked directly with Tribal partners throughout the lifespan of this project via briefing calls 
with Tribal representatives and Tribal-specific policy and technical workshops, which occurred prior to 
each partner policy and technical workshop. Goals of this engagement were to ensure open lines of 
communication and provide opportunities for collaboration to develop and refine the ecological 
improvement framework. 
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Direct Tribal collaboration through the lifespan of this project serves an important role implementing 
the Washington Governor’s Centennial Accord and Millennium Agreement that establishes the 
foundation for state/Tribal relations, and Chapter 43.376 RCW. This agreement set forth state agency 
duties for implementing government-to-government relationships with Tribes that have interests within 
Washington State. Tribal engagement maximizes the conservation value and likelihood of success for 
the ecological improvement framework. 

Technical and Policy Workshops 
The technical and policy workshops served as important 
opportunities to engage key partners and address specific topics that 
required more thorough conversations. As noted above, WDFW 
hosted a workshop with Tribal representatives prior to hosting each 
broader workshop with other partners. 

Technical Workshops 

The technical workshops occurred on October 23 and November 5, 
2024, with Tribal representatives and broad partners, respectively. 
The Project Team facilitated discussions with technical workshop 
participants to identify the subset of monitoring and assessment 
criteria and metrics that are the most indicative, meaningful, and 
achievable to capture gains occurring across Washington.  

The Tribal technical workshop focused on Tribal leaders’ hopes and 
values for the ecological improvement framework broadly. 
Participants shared their perspectives on protecting existing ecological 
functions and what it means to achieve gains and noted a sense of 
urgency to see improvements in treaty resources. The discussion underscored the ongoing imperative of 
protecting Tribal treaty rights. The Project Team heard the concerns offered by technical workshop 
participants and the Tribal workshop resulted in deep contemplation about the NEG proviso, and along 
with input from the Core Team informed the creation of Recommendation 1. Most immediately, the 
discussion provided the Project Team with insights to refine the activity and support materials for the 
following partner workshop.  

The partner technical workshop’s participants represented a wide variety of organizations and state 
agencies, as well as other partners with subject matter expertise who were previously involved in the 
2022 project. The Project Team guided workshop participants through a discussion of possible 
monitoring and assessment criteria to include within the ecological improvement framework.  

These technical workshops informed the scope of a potential ecological improvement framework 
applicable statewide tracking and metrics, ultimately supporting development of Recommendation 2. 

COLLABORATIVE 
ENGAGEMENT  
The Project Team sought 
to reach interested 
parties and potential 
partners throughout the 
process to gather input, 
identified barriers and 
opportunities, and 
ultimately relied on 
collaboration and 
transparency to build a 
strong understanding of 
and base of support to 
increase the likelihood of 
success for a potential 
future gains policy.  
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Policy Workshops 

The policy workshops occurred with Tribal representatives on January 23, 2025 and with broad partners 
on January 29, 2025. The Project Team facilitated discussions to engage the policy workshop 
participants in review and discussion of the preliminary policy recommendations to support the 
development of the implementation framework, as directed by the proviso.  

The Tribal policy workshop focused on Tribal staff and leaders’ input on the preliminary policy 
recommendations and reflections on the ecological improvement framework. The discussion elevated 
continued concerns over land ownership in the context of ecological loss as well as concerns over recent 
and historic enforcement of policy violations. The Tribal policy workshop also reaffirmed the collective 
support for the prioritization of salmon recovery as a program priority.  

The partner policy workshop supported development of, and additions to, the ecological improvement 
framework by providing an overview of the four proposed recommendations and collecting input on key 
aspects of a possible ecological improvement framework.  

Each of the workshops offered a robust exchange of ideas and insights from diverse perspectives, 
fostering policy-centered conversations to inform and support the development of the ecological 
improvement framework.  

Additional Engagement 
The Project Team conducted additional engagement with partners and state agency representatives as 
key questions and topics for discussion arose through the project. Specifically, the Project Team met 
with: 

• ECY and COM several times to discuss effectiveness and transparency in protecting ecological 
conditions, the role for state agencies within the administration of an ecological improvement 
framework, and the connections between GMA, SMA, and other regulatory considerations in 
relation to both protecting existing ecological functions and seeking ecological improvements.  

• WCA to discuss and better understand the Kitsap Natural Resource Asset Management Program 
(KNRAMP) and consider potential lessons learned that could inform the ecological improvement 
framework and recommendations.  

• WSAC to discuss the preliminary recommendations and the synergies and connections between 
the Riparian Roundtable recommendations and the ecological improvement framework. 

• ECY to discuss municipal stormwater permits as a possible example for lessons learned. 

https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/f8ec31c434034d758e75f087412b5bd5
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