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At the request of Pierce County, Environmental Science Associates (ESA) reviewed guidelines and definitions in 

the Pierce County Shoreline Master Program (SMP) to determine ways to better distinguish between commercial 

aquaculture and restoration aquaculture activities. Currently, the Pierce County SMP regulates all forms of 

aquaculture under the same set of policies and regulations and the County desires to incentivize aquaculture 

operations when used exclusively for the purpose of restoration. Based on recommendations in an earlier draft of 

this memorandum, County staff has proposed updates that are summarized in the final section. 

Introduction and Background 

The current Pierce County Shoreline Master Program (SMP) (approved by Ecology in October 2018, then revised 

in June 2019) outlines numerous policies and regulations related to shoreline management in Pierce County 

including aquaculture. Aquaculture, as defined in the SMP, means the culture or farming of fish, shellfish, or 

other aquatic plants and animals (exclusive of wild geoduck harvest) (Pierce County, 2019).  Aquaculture, 

particularly of shellfish, is a common practice in the Puget Sound and an important component of the economy 

and culture of coastal communities. In 2013, the value of farmed shellfish products from the South Puget Sound 

was estimated to be over $53 million (Washington Sea Grant, 2015). While commercial operations are the 

primary form of aquaculture practiced in the Puget Sound, increasingly, aquaculture is being utilized as a 

restoration tool to recover native species like the Olympia oyster and endangered salmon populations (Puget 

Sound Restoration Fund, 2019 and Suquamish Tribe, 2015) 

This practice of restoration aquaculture varies greatly from commercial forms of aquaculture: unlike commercial 

aquaculture, restoration aquaculture activities are performed using only native species, and there is no harvest 

component. Additionally, restoration aquaculture activities, particularly those for shellfish species, use minimal 

permanent structures in the environment, and require little to no supplemental feeding. Despite these and other 

differences, all forms of aquaculture are managed under the same set of policies and regulations in the Pierce 

County SMP. In general, these policies are intended to guide the development of aquaculture operations to 

minimize negative environmental impacts and ensure consistency with the shoreline management objectives of 

the county. Many of these provisions are directed toward commercial operators and require external review 

processes that could be financially prohibitive for non-profit groups and other organizations interested in 
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restoration aquaculture activities.  Pierce County, through its Shoreline Master Program, desires to incentivize 

restoration aquaculture activities throughout the county’s shorelines.  

Policies and Regulations 

This memorandum summarizes the existing regulations in the Shoreline Management Act, those found in the 

Pierce County SMP, highlights examples from other counties to incentivize restoration aquaculture, and provides 

recommendations for Pierce County to modify its SMP to encourage and support restoration aquaculture 

activities. 

The management and regulation of shorelines in Washington State is guided by the Shoreline Management Act 

(SMA) which classifies aquaculture activities as a preferred shoreline use in Washington state (Washington 

Administrative Code A).  The SMA directs local governments to consider ecological conditions, the effects of 

introduced species, and the management of upland uses when considering the development and placement of 

aquaculture operations in shoreline areas. Although restoration aquaculture activities are not explicitly addressed 

in the SMA, the law does provide flexibility and recognizes that much of the technology associated with 

aquaculture practices is “in its formative stages and experimental” and as such, the law directs local plans to 

recognize the “necessity for some latitude in the development of [aquaculture] as well as its potential impact on 

existing uses and natural systems” (Washington Administrative Code A). This provision of the law supports the 

implementation of novel and dynamic forms of aquaculture, including restoration aquaculture activities which 

serve to enhance the natural systems of shoreline environments throughout the state. 

  

The Washington State Department of Ecology (Ecology), responsible for the review and approval of local 

Shoreline Master Programs throughout the State, has a role in the regulation of both shellfish and finfish 

aquaculture in state waters. While shellfish aquaculture activities are classified as a single type of aquaculture, 

Ecology divides finfish aquaculture into two categories: 1) commercial net-pen operations, and 2) fisheries 

enhancement aquaculture of native Pacific salmon, a form of restoration aquaculture (Washington State 

Department of Ecology).  These two classifications highlight and recognize the differences between commercial 

aquaculture operations, and those that support the restoration of native species without a harvest component. 

Examples from Other Counties 

Several jurisdictions in Washington State have included provisions in their Shoreline Master Programs to support 

and incentivize various forms of restoration aquaculture. In San Juan County, the Shoreline Master Program 

includes a specific section dedicated to small scale shellfish aquaculture and supplemental wildstock seeding. For 

these types of aquaculture activities, the county allows an exemption from the Shoreline Substantial Development 

Permit as long as operators met certain requirements and prove that their actions will not adversely impact 

shoreline ecological functions or aesthetic qualities (San Juan County, 2019).  

 

For finfish and net pen aquaculture, the Whatcom County SMP prohibits all commercial salmon net pens, except 

for “limited nonprofit penned cultivation of wild salmon stocks during a limited portion of their lifecycle to 

enhance restoration of native stocks” (Whatcom County, 2019). In this way, Whatcom County encourages finfish 

aquaculture of native salmon as a restoration opportunity. 
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Recommendations for County Consideration 

There are several options available to Pierce County as the County seeks to incentivize restoration aquaculture 

activities. The first option would be to follow an approach similar to that used in San Juan County. Currently, 

under the Pierce County SMP, individuals applying for permits to perform aquaculture activities are required to 

contract the services of a third party environmental professional to conduct a baseline information analysis to 

describe the physical and biological characteristics of a proposed aquaculture site to ensure any aquaculture 

activities would not negatively impact the local environment (Pierce County, 2019). Restoration aquaculture is 

primarily practiced by environmental non-government organizations and such a study may prove to be a financial 

burden for prospective restoration aquaculture actions. Pierce County could include language in the SMP to 

waive such a study for restoration aquaculture activities that raise native shellfish or finfish species without the 

use of supplemental feed or modification to shoreline environments.  

 

A second option would be for Pierce County to reference specific types of restoration aquaculture activities 

similar to the Whatcom County SMP. In this instance, Pierce County could expand upon the language in 

18S.40.040, Section B, Number 10 which states that Pierce County shall “encourage aquaculture activities 

proposed solely for shoreline restoration and enhancement” by stating the specific species and locations where 

restoration aquaculture would be most beneficial for shorelines in the county. 

 

A third possibility would involve Pierce County creating a formal definition of restoration aquaculture to more 

clearly differentiate this type of activity.  Where restoration aquaculture activities meet the state definitions for 

“watershed restoration” and “fish or wildlife habitat enhancement” projects as described in WAC-173-27-040 

(Exemptions), these activities could be considered exempt from the Shoreline Substantial Development Permit. 

This could streamline the implementation of restoration aquaculture activities and further differentiate restoration 

aquaculture from commercial aquaculture.  

 

A fourth approach would be for Pierce County to capitalize on the flexibility of aquaculture regulations set forth 

in the Shoreline Management Act and create an entirely new section in the “Use and Development Policies and 

Regulations” chapter of their SMP that would relate specifically to restoration aquaculture activities. In this 

scenario, the county could outline the importance of restoration aquaculture, craft specific policies to guide the 

development of the practice, reference specific species of interest, and create a more streamlined permit and 

application process for prospective operations, if desired. Each of these options would help Pierce County 

incentivize restoration aquaculture activities and support the recovery of native shellfish and finfish populations. 

Summary of County Staff Proposed Update 

Based on review of ESA recommendations from an earlier draft of this memo, County staff have proposed 

changes to the SMP focused on restoration and enhancement aquaculture. Proposed updates include: 

 Revising the existing prohibition language in Pierce County Code (PCC) 18S.40.040 G (3 and 4), which 
currently prohibits new finfish aquaculture involving net pens for anadromous species to the south and 
west of the Tacoma Narrows Bridge and within any designated marine aquatic reserve. The revision 
would not apply this prohibition where occurring for the sole purpose of enhancement or restoration of 

native, anadromous stocks.  
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 Revising the SMP Permit Table to add two new ‘Aquaculture’ use types: 
1. Finfish aquaculture for the enhancement or restoration of native, anadromous stocks. 
2. Shellfish aquaculture for the enhancement or restoration of native stocks.  

 

 For each of the proposed new enhancement/restoration focused aquaculture use types, including the 
following condition (‘C’) notes in the SMP Permit Table: 

C3. A conditional use permit is required if the project conflicts with public access, navigation, or 
adversely impacts critical saltwater or freshwater habitats 

C4. At the discretion of the County, all or portions of the baseline information requirements of PCC 
18S 70.C may be waived for enhancement or restoration aquaculture projects. 

 

 Providing new definitions within the SMP: 

o Finfish restoration aquaculture means the cultivation of native fish species during a limited 

portion of their lifecycle for the sole purpose of restoration or enhancement of native stocks. 

o Shellfish restoration aquaculture means the cultivation of native shellfish species for the sole 

purpose of restoration or enhancement of native stocks. 

ESA concurs that these changes integrate the recommendations summarized previously. The approach defines 

both finfish restoration aquaculture and shellfish restoration aquaculture distinctly from all other aquaculture uses 

and activities. This allows the County to both provide additional allowance for desirable enhancement and/or 

restoration aquaculture initiatives focused on the recovery of native stocks, and the discretion to streamline the 

technical analysis and information requirements for such proposals where appropriate. ESA additionally notes 

that the proposed SMP standards continue to maintain criteria that will ensure unintended short-term or indirect 

effects of future restoration aquaculture proposals still must be adequately evaluated and mitigated before County 

approval.   
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