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

County Shoreline Master Program (SMP) to assess the effectiveness and potential opportunities for updates to 

existing dredge material disposal standards. Dredge disposal activities occur along shorelines and in designated 

open water areas within the Puget Sound. Review of the SMP, codified as Pierce County Code (PCC) Title 18S, 

is focused specifically on protections for disposal of dredge material within the marine waters of Pierce County.  

As detailed in this document, ESA concludes that the polices and standards within PCC18S.30.040 – Excavation, 

Dredging, Filling, and Grading are appropriate and consistent with the “no net loss” of shoreline ecological 

functions requirements in PCC Title 18S and the Shoreline Management Act (SMA). 

Background 

There are two designated open water dredge material disposal sites within the SMA-jurisdictional waters of 

Pierce County – the Commencement Bay Disposal Site, and the Anderson/Ketron Disposal Site, located to the 

east of Anderson Island. While it is understood that open water disposal of dredged material is to occur at specific 

locations in Puget Sound as regulated by Washington Department of Natural Resources (DNR), the County 

desires review of Title 18S provisions to ensure that future marine dredge disposal will not cause harm to the 

County’s shorelines and/or aquatic areas, or cause cumulative effects. 

State Standards 

Washington State designates DNR as the primary State agency to oversee necessary disposal of aquatic land 

dredged materials (as dredged from rivers, harbors, and shipping lanes) at designated disposal sites within marine 

waters (RCW 79.105.500). Across the Puget Sound, there are seven in-water dredge disposal sites (as well as 

additional sites in the Strait of Juan de Fuca, Willapa Bay, and Grays Harbor). The southernmost two of the Puget 

Sound sites are both within the waters of unincorporated Pierce County. It is presumed that these sites are used 

for dredge disposal for permitted dredging activities not only within Pierce County, but also from other South 

Puget Sound areas in Thurston County and Mason County. 
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DNR is the lead agency overseeing the Dredged Material Management Program (DMMP); that said, it is an 

interagency program that includes review from the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Seattle District), U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency (Region 10), and Ecology. 

In order to use open water dredge material disposal sites, DMMP requires that any applicant (dredger) provide a 

Complete Application Package.  All applications must meet specific requirements, including site use specifics on 

the source and quantity of dredge materials, and a dredge material disposal fee. DNR also review that applications 

have received other required permits, including USACE Section 404 Permit, Ecology Section 410 Water Quality 

Certification, and WDFW HPA.  

Until recently, DNR required that each application include the locally issued shoreline permit or letter of 

exemption for the project requiring the dredging action and dredge disposal operations; local SMP review is no 

longer required per recent changes to State law (Substitute House Bill 1480, effective July 28, 2019). This 

revision to the SMA (RCW 90.58.140(12)) was implemented to streamline review and permitting requirements 

for dredging activities using open water dredge material disposal sites. At the time of State Legislative 

deliberations, testimony from a variety of interests, including a member of the Pierce County Council, was all in 

favor of SHB 1480; summary of testimony from the House Bill Report stated that the removal of local review 

authority “eliminates an unnecessary regulatory step that does not provide improvements to the environmental 

protections….  The disposal sites where ports and businesses dispose of dredged materials must undergo a 

rigorous environmental analysis, including the preparation of an environmental impact statement, before dredged 

materials can be taken to the site.” (Washington State Legislature, 2019) 

Along with requiring applications and approvals for each disposal activity, DNR periodically completes and 

updates Environmental Monitoring Plans for all open water disposal sites across the Puget Sound. The most 

recent DNR Plan was completed in 2007 (DNR, 2007). The 2007 Plan reports on physical, chemical, and 

biological monitoring results for the Commence Bay and Anderson/Ketron Sites. At that time, testing was 

completed to verify that unacceptable adverse effects had not occurred within or beyond the disposal site 

boundaries, and to assure that dredged material disposed at the sites remained within the respective disposal site 

boundaries (as intended). Monitoring occurs when specific volume triggers are achieved – for the 

Commencement Bay Site, the volume trigger is 500,000 cubic yards (cy).  For the Anderson/Ketron Site, the 

volume trigger is lower at 150,000 cy. These triggers have been adjusted over time by the DMMP based on the 

rate of use of each site and verification that no environmental impacts had occurred during past monitoring 

events. The 2007 Monitoring Plan set a detailed method for sampling a variety of physical, chemical, and 

biological parameters both within and around all established Disposal Sites.  

Washington State Department of Ecology (Ecology) has established guidelines under the SMA for management 

of dredging and dredge material disposal activities (WAC 173-26-231.f). These guidelines direct jurisdictions to 

ensure that dredging activities “be done in a manner which avoids or minimizes significant ecological impacts 

and impacts which cannot be avoided should be mitigated in a manner that assures no net loss of shoreline 

ecological functions.”  

Pierce County Existing Standards 

PCC Chapter 18S.30 establishes general policies and regulations for Shoreline Management, with standards 

relevant to dredging included in PCC 18S.30.040 (Excavation, Dredging, Filling, and Grading). Policies B.5 

through B.7, as well as B.9 direct when dredging activities should be allowed, both in support of permitted water-
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dependent uses and for establishment and maintenance of navigation passages and basins, and when they should 

be prohibited.  Policies B.8 and B.10 are directly relevant to dredge material disposal: 

 B.8.    Encourage the recycling of clean, drained, dredged material, for uses that benefit shoreline

resources, and agricultural, forest land, and landscaping uses.

 B.10.    Pierce County is concerned about potential for impacts to the environment from discharging

dredged materials in Pierce County marine waters within the Nisqually Reach Aquatic Reserve. The

County encourages citizen participation and engagement in the oversight of dredged material disposal

through the Nisqually Reach Aquatic Reserve Implementation Committee and the Anderson Island

Citizens Advisory Board (AICAB). The County shall work with DNR Aquatic Reserve Program staff to

seek feedback from the Implementation Committee and the AICAB on Shoreline Conditional Use Permit

applications related to dredge disposal within Reserve boundaries.

Section C of PCC 18S.30.040 establishes regulations relevant to dredging and dredge material disposal. 

Regulation C.2 provides allowance for ‘filling waterward of OHWM’ where the ‘fill’ consists of dredge material 

disposal that is permitted consistent with DNR DMMP requirements. Regulations B.5, B.6 and B.7 establish 

expectations for where and how dredge material disposal should occur:  

 B.5.    Activities waterward of the OHWM shall only be allowed after the proponent has demonstrated

that alternative locations and designs have been considered and found to be infeasible, and the dump site

or destination and staging area for dredged material has been provided.

 B.6.    Excavation, dredging, filling, and/or grading shall not unnecessarily impact natural processes

such as water flow, circulation, currents, channel migration, erosion, sediment transport, and floodwater

storage, and shall not cut off or isolate hydrologic features.

 B.7.    Dredging material, if suitable, should be utilized for beneficial shoreline resources.

Consideration of Standards from Other Jurisdictions 

ESA reviewed dredge material disposal regulations in other jurisdictions to identify opportunity for updates that 

may improve Pierce County’s abilities to assess potential environmental implications of such activities in the 

future. ESA reviewed SMP standards from Skagit County, Whatcom County, Jefferson County, and Thurston 

County (Proposed Comprehensive Update), as well as the cities of Anacortes, Bremerton and Seattle.  

Generally, the approach of other jurisdictions establishes a stand-alone set of standards for dredging / dredge 

material disposal, as opposed to combining this with standards for excavation, grading and fill. The unique nature 

of dredging and dredge material disposal, in comparison to shoreland grading practices, may warrant 

consideration of this approach as part of an SMP update. Stand-alone policies and regulations for dredging and 

dredge material disposal may also provide opportunity to further clarify the intent of existing standards, and 

further detail regulations that implement avoidance, minimization, and mitigation of associated impacts, 

consistent with State SMA Guidelines.  

Of reviewed standards, it appears that Whatcom County has the most detailed standards for dredging in general, 

including specific expectations for dredge material disposal (Whatcom County, 2019). Key regulatory approaches 
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that are included in Whatcom County’s SMP (as well as others) that could be relevant to Pierce County update 

considerations:  

 Providing a standalone SMP section that addresses dredging and dredge material disposal. 

 Creating a clear preference for beneficial reuse and/or for land disposal, whenever such alternatives to 

open water disposal are available and/or feasible.  

Of note, conversations with Whatcom County Planning Staff suggest that the most important SMP criteria is a 

clear preference for alternatives to open water disposal (personal communication with R. Ericson & C. Strong, 

January 2020). In addition, it was indicated that as part of Whatcom County’s current SMP Periodic Review, staff 

are considering streamlining detailed regulatory criteria because they are duplicative of the requirements already 

in place through the interagency DMMP, and may no longer be consistent with the SMA per changes resulting 

from SHB 1480. From Whatcom County staff perspective, compliance criteria required through the DMMP and 

other associated aquatic activity permits provide adequate assurance that dredge materials proposed for open 

water disposal are clean from contamination, are disposed of during appropriate fish windows to avoid direct 

impacts to aquatic life, and are otherwise restricted so as to avoid impacts. 

Other Considerations  

Nisqually Reach Aquatic Reserve Plan: As indicated by existing Pierce County SMP Policy B.10, the 

Anderson/Ketron Disposal Site is located within the Nisqually Reach Aquatic Reserve, an area designated in 

2011 by the State and partners to protect important salmonid populations, other species, and associated habitat. 

DNR led development of the 2011 Nisqually Reach Aquatic Reserve Plan. The 2011 Plan documents dredge 

disposal practices, and volumes disposed by specific actions between 1993 and 2010, for the Anderson/Ketron 

Disposal Site. The 2011 Plan reports on the extensive environmental review that was originally completed as part 

of establishing the DMMP, and ongoing environmental review updates and monitoring protocols that are in place 

as part of ongoing use of the Anderson/Ketron Disposal Site (as well as others across the Puget Sound). The 2011 

Plan makes no recommendations for new limitations on open water dredge material disposal at this location – 

however noted that stakeholders associated with 2011 Plan development desired to observer subsequent disposal 

actions to verify that dredge disposal material did not disperse, and did not “bury identified hard bottom 

communities.”  The largest majority of dredge spoils disposed of at the Anderson/Ketron Disposal Site between 

1993 and 2010 were associated with the Tacoma Narrows Bridge (WSDOT activity). This is detailed in Table 1 

on the following page, which is included directly from the 2011 Plan.   

Dredge Disposal from Outside Unincorporated Pierce County:  As noted, some disposal material is coming 

from outside of Pierce County shoreline jurisdiction. With recent changes to the SMA through SHB 1480, there 

appears to be no opportunity for the County to independently review the dredging activity that generated such 

materials, or verify that potential alternative land and/or beneficial reuse disposal was not feasible. That said, 

other South Puget Sound jurisdictions regulate dredging through their respective SMPs. Additionally, the 

environmental criteria imposed through the DMMP would apply, providing assurance that any application for use 

of the Commencement Bay or Anderson/Ketron Disposal Sites would occur consistent with standards screening 

for contamination, ensuring water quality, and limiting potential for adverse environmental impacts.   
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Dredge Material Disposal at Anderson/Ketron Openwater Disposal Site, 1993 – 2008 

Table 1. Volumes of Dredged Material Disposal at Anderson/Ketron Openwater Disposal Site between 1993 and 2008. Included 
directly from Nisqually Reach Aquatic Reserve Plan (DNR, 2011; see Table 5). 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

Based on our review of the existing shoreline regulations within the Pierce County SMP and other jurisdictions’ 

SMPs, as well as recent changes to the SMA removing local authority for dredge material disposal review, ESA 

believes that the County’s current polices and standards (PCC 18S.30.040) are appropriate and consistent with the 

“no net loss” of shoreline ecological functions requirements in PCC Title 18S and the SMA. Per State Law, the 

County must defer to the environmental review completed by through the DMMP for every application that 

proposes use of an open water disposal site. The DMMP includes rigorous standards for every application, as well 

as periodic environmental testing of the Commencement Bay and Anderson/Ketron Disposal Sites to ensure that 

dredge material disposal continues to occur consistent with Plan limits. 

The existing SMP does provide a clear preference for beneficial reuse (Regulation B.7), and also includes 

standards that ensure all dredging activities are appropriate to maintain established navigation channels and/or 

water dependent uses. Existing policy in the SMP also recognizes the environmental importance of the Nisqually 

Reach Aquatic Reserve, and directs the County to facilitate review and coordination between nearby 

environmental interests and the DMMP. Pierce County could update the SMP to provide a standalone section that 

addresses dredging and dredge material disposal independent from other grading and fill standards. This change 

may provide additional clarity in implementation of dredging standards; however, is not necessary to achieve no 

net loss. 
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