
Thank you for providing another opportunity to comment on the Port of Orcas Master Plan (Master Plan).  I 
wish to have the following comments entered into the Master Plan record.  I realize that the Master Plan 
includes multiple planning timelines and that some of the proposed improvements will not begin for several 
years.  Wetland categories and applicable buffers as well as areas in shoreline jurisdiction should be included 
on project drawings to help inform the alternative selections.  Also, the wetland categories need to be updated 
to be consistent with regulatory standards.  My primary concerns with the Master Plan environmental 
characterization are the following:  
 

1. The wetland mitigation plan for the Orcas Airport (Wetland and Buffer Mitigation Plan for Orcas 
Island Airport; Wetland Resources, Inc.; February 8, 2018; hereafter, Mitigation Plan) classifies the 
large wetland to the west of the north end of the runway as two separate, adjoining wetlands 
(Wetland A and Wetland B).  The Mitigation Plan classifies Wetland A as a Category I riverine 
wetland and Wetland B as a Category III slope wetland.   Because the primary source of hydrology 
to Wetland A is tidal influence and the salinity within in Wetland A is too high for shrubs and trees, 
as stated in the Mitigation Plan (pp. 2 and 7, respectively), Wetland A should be rated as an 
estuarine wetland.   

There are two aspects to tidal influence: the hydraulic aspect of landward flow at high tide 
(inundation) and the chemical aspect of increasing salinity.  The Department of Ecology (Ecology) 
wetland rating system (Washington State Wetland Rating System for Western Washington, 2014 
Update; Ecology Publication No. 14-06-029) uses both of these criteria to distinguish between 
freshwater tidal fringe (salinities less than 0.5 parts per thousand [ppt]) and estuarine wetlands 
(salinities greater than 0.5 pp]).  Freshwater is classified as salinities less than 0.5 ppt; higher 
salinities are considered estuarine or marine.  The state wetland rating system was developed to 
assess freshwater wetlands and the typical rating forms should not be used to classify estuarine 
wetlands (see Attachment A, below).  Estuarine wetlands are classified as “Special Characteristic” 
wetlands and are classified using questions SC 1.0 – SC 1.2 at the end of the rating form.  During 
my July 2012 site visit I measured salinities ranging from 1 to 23 ppt within Wetland A/B and 
adjoining ditches, clearly indicating that this is an estuarine wetland.  

2. I do not understand the rationale for identifying Wetland A as a separate wetland from Wetland B; 
that would only be appropriate if there were upland separating these wetlands and there was only 
one-way flow (downhill) between the wetlands.  There are only limited circumstances where 
wetlands receive dual ratings under the state wetland rating system.  Attachment B, an excerpt from 
the rating system manual, discusses when it is appropriate to give wetlands multiple ratings. 

3. The ditch system and Wetland A/B are within shoreline jurisdiction since tidal inundation (ordinary 
high water mark; OHWM) extends landward into the ditch system and wetlands. Wetland A/B and 
likely the wetland immediately south of Wetland A/B (not labelled in the Mitigation Plan) meet the 
definition of an associated wetland (see WAC 173-22-040).  Shoreline jurisdiction (shorelands) 
extends 200 feet landward of the OHWM and also includes all associated wetlands.  I would 
recommend that the Port request that Ecology staff verify the OHWM and wetland ratings for all 
waters on the Airport.  Ecology is the state agency that oversees state wetland and shoreline 
regulation.  Verifying the wetland rating and the extent and type of shoreline jurisdiction (OHWM vs. 
associated wetland) is within Ecology’s regulatory purview.  Having these regulatory boundaries 
verified will give the Port clear guidance on which Master Plan areas are within shoreline jurisdiction 
and the applicable wetland ratings and buffers.  This will help guide Master Plan design elements 
and alternative selection.   

 

Paul S. Anderson, PWS 
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