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Summary:

Most of Skagit County’s Samish Bay will soon be downgraded for shellfish growing water
condition. This preventative measure is taken to assure safety of shellfish resources in the bay
due to potential contamination from bacterial pollution from upland sources.

Over the past two years, there have been 24 emergency shellfish closures in Samish Bay, which
led the State Department of Health (DOH) Office of Shellfish and Water Protection to
downgrade the area in accordance with the National Shellfish Sanitation Program (NSSP).

4,000 acres will soon be designated “conditionally approved” instead of “approved”. The
downgrade translates to fewer days for shellfish growers to harvest clams and oysters from the
bay, to satisfy long-standing seafood market demand. In 2010, the bay harvest restriction
meant shellfish beds were off limits 25% of the year.

The 4,000 acre downgrade puts the Puget Sound Partnership and its partners in jeopardy of
reaching the shellfish “dashboard indicator” target of upgrading 10,800 acres of harvestable
shellfish beds by 2020.

The “condition” placed on shellfish harvest relates to rain events and storm influence on the
Samish River. A strong correlation exists between rapid flooding of lowland fields and elevated
fecal coliform bacteria levels in the Samish River and in Samish Bay from many non-point
sources.

When the Samish River flow increases rapidly, surveys show pollution loading to the bay and to
the shellfish resources increases directly. The degree to which increased river flow influences
water quality and threatens shellfish safety, varies seasonally. During “dry months” in April to
September, if the river flow increases by 100 cubic feet per second (cfs) in 24 hours, a harvest
closure is put into effect for five days. The shellfish beds open when adequate water quality can
be confirmed. During the “wet” months of October to December and in the month of March, if
flow increases by 200 cfs in 24 hours, the shellfish beds close: In January and February if flows
increase by 300 cfs, a closure is imposed for five days, until water quality monitoring confirms
that shellfish are safe to eat.
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The “Clean Samish Initiative”, led by many local, state and tribal partners, has launched a
pollution identification and correction plan in the Samish. All sources of fecal coliform bacteria
pollution are being assessed, quantified and considered for correction through better
management. Such sources as On Site Sewage systems, commercial and non-commercial farms
and even winter wildlife (geese and swans) populations are being considered.

Governor Gregoire recently shared her personal dissatisfaction with “status quo” approach for
the Samish, and challenged her natural resource agencies and the PS Partnership in particular,

to assist local efforts to achieve improvement in water quality sufficient to turn the downgrade
around, ideally to be on a trajectory for improvement within six months.
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