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July 24, 2021

DRAFT

The purpose of this draft document is to begin an ongoing conversation on information provided in the Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) for the Deschutes Estuary/Capitol Lake alternatives review process.

This is the Deschutes Estuary Restoration Team’s (DERT) first attempt to compile a response to the DEIS and is by no means a thorough assessment.  We are just getting started. We are still working on key points and considerations as we peruse the Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS). 

Please put on your thinking cap, raise questions and challenge the DEIS document’s many assumptions and opinions.  It is our obligation to question the DEIS issue by issue page by page.  DERTs final comments as they are submitted to this process will do just that.  

Having said that, if you have witnessed one or more of the presentations from the consultant team authors of the Capitol Lake Deschutes Estuary Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS), you might be questioning one or more of the Key Findings they discussed.  DERT has found the Key Findings and Executive Summary of the DEIS to be unclear, contradictory, and in some cases incomplete and potentially inaccurate as it refers to the long history and peer reviewed science available through years of work by organizations, agencies and individuals. 

We put together the following information to help establish some talking points in support of estuary restoration and perhaps help you prepare comments on the DEIS due to the Department of Enterprise Services by August 13, 2021.  To no one’s surprise, we are strong proponents of restoration the Deschutes Estuary.  The information contained in these talking points favor that option – the only option in our minds that will bring the change needed to restore the precious watershed ecosystem, open the river to public use and boost the downtown economy.  

 
Bullet Point 1:   Project Area and Planning Horizon  

· DERT would like a more thorough explanation of the project area being considered.  Why does the area include West Bay, but not the entire Budd Inlet out to Boston Harbor?  Clearly the entire area of Budd Inlet would be affected by the various alternatives. For instance, data shows that 50% of the problem associated with low dissolved oxygen in Budd Inlet is contributed by the dam at the mouth of the Deschutes River to contain the lake.  If the dam was removed and tidal flow re-established, it would benefit water quality throughout the inlet as well as reducing LOTT’s future wastewater discharge issues and potentially save ratepayers significant money.

· Planning Horizon:  Why 30 years?  The DEIS alternatives analysis is based on a 30-year planning horizon.  DERT questions why 30 years and why not a longer – or even infinite – horizon.  The dam has been in place for 70 years. The current lease between DNR and DES is for 50 years. It should be noted that the cost differential between alternatives would be even more pronounced with a longer planning horizon.


Bullet Point 2: Water Quality Conditions

· Stratification (p. 12 of the Executive Summary): The DEIS must provide information as to the rate at which the Deschutes River "flows through" Capitol Lake, and how that rate has changed over time. 

· There is also a question as to whether, because of sedimentation, Capitol Lake actually meets the definition of a "lake," under Clean Water Act standards and criteria, specifically with regard to water retention time.

· In the generalizations with regard to stratification of lakes, the DEIS must provide comparisons with other lakes that have freshwater rivers flowing into them for an accurate comparison of conditions.

· Please delete the phrase "Despite what has been perceived to be worsening conditions in Capitol Lake..." (p. 12). This is someone's opinion, and not relevant to an objective statement of water quality condition, which the DEIS states that it is supposed to be.

· Please delete the last paragraph on p. 12 (see quotes). It seems to be simply a paid advertisement for the Managed Lake alternative. If in fact the water quality conditions in the lake are improving, an appropriate statement in the DEIS would be some reference to cause and effect, rather than promotion of one of the alternatives over the others. This paragraph seems very unprofessional.
· “The interrelationship among all of the factors affecting the Capitol Lake aquatic ecosystem is important to consider in evaluating the water resources throughout the ecosystem. Perceptions of poor water quality and worsening conditions in Capitol Lake are likely based on historical impairments, the continued impacted aesthetics from aquatic plant growth, and the ongoing restrictions on recreational use, rather than on the water chemistry. These improving water quality trends reduce the level of management that would be needed under a Managed Lake Alternative to meet lake management objectives.”

· Please delete the following sentence: " These low dissolved oxygen concentrations are typical of the long narrow inlets that comprise much of South Puget Sound." (p. 13) If you were just describing Budd Inlet, the statement might be relevant. However, Capitol Lake is actually a dammed river at its mouth  and despite being constantly delivered a flow of freshwater, has water quality characteristics of water bodies without the same significant freshwater inflow.

· Please explain why, in examining long term water quality trends in Capitol Lake, the DEIS ultimately only used data collected between 2010 and 2014--i.e., ignored a lengthy historic record, and excluding more recent data. See Section 3.3.3.1.

· Please explain the significance of the cessation of discharges from the Olympia brewery, and how water quality has changed up until the current date.

· The DEIS notes (Section 3.3.3.1) that the applicable water quality standards for Capitol Lake, at the present time, are those for rivers, because the Lake no longer retains water for at least 15 days, which would be required to meet the definition of a "lake." It goes on to state that if Capitol Lake were in fact a "lake," it would fail to meet other water quality standards, including those for phosphorus. Please explain whether, under the "Managed Lake" alternative, the lake would have to meet these additional standards, and whether that would add to the costs of this alternative. (p. 13)

· Please explain why the "modest improvements" to dissolved oxygen in Budd Inlet (p. 13) are likely to be significantly higher under Ecology models. Please ensure that the additional costs to LOTT to address the dissolved oxygen issues in Budd Inlet caused under the Managed Lake alternative are included in the economic analyses.



Bullet Point 3:  Support for Ecological functions (p 16 ff)

· Please explain how the proposed placement of "construction" sediment along the shorelines would comply with current (2013) Ecology standards for sediment management.  During the Key Findings presentation/briefing, the DES team simply stated that the same thing had been allowed when the lake was last dredged in 1986; Washington State's standards have  been revised at least twice since 1986!

· Explain how the Managed Lake alternative would "best support" (p.17) the "foraging base" for bats. Please quantify (vis a vis the Managed Lake option) the "severe" impacts to the bat population that the other alternatives would create.  Also consider, over the life of the project, the impacts to the bat population from other factors (e.g., the deteriorating/disintegrating roosting habitat for the bat colony currently residing at Woodard Bay). Please explain why the bat colony merits specific mention here, whereas the major beneficial effects on other species from the Estuary Alternative (e.g., shoreline birds) are not mentioned with the same specificity. Is there some particular significance to the bats?

· The benefits to the ecology from restoration of tidal estuaries is well written (p. 17).

· The benefits to spawning salmon are acknowledged (p. 17). The statement regarding no native species in the Deschutes River because of the Falls should be modified to reflect Tribal legend that there were salmon in the river until an earthquake created the Falls and made passage possible. DERT is also wondering about the old fish ladders that are still evident in the canyon; did they work? Could they work? How about the benefit provided by and to the reconstructed hatchery above the Falls?

· The native coho salmon run in Percival Creek has been well documented and should be noted.  In addition, prior to the construction of the 5th Ave. Dam, fly fishing in the estuary for salmon and trout was very common, and was cause for opposition to the dam by recreational fishing interests. 

· Studies of tagged juvenile salmon by the WDFW and Squaxin Island Tribe have shown that juvenile salmon produced in rivers to the north frequently turn south when they enter Puget Sound.  However, the lack of estuarine habitat in the South Sound compared to historic occurrence is a major factor in their poor rate of success. 

· Estuaries can sequester carbon in the deep mud and in salt marsh vegetation.  They can help mitigate flooding as they expand across river mouths.    Please go to Restore America’s Estuaries (estuaries.org) to learn more about Blue Carbon and the benefits of restored estuaries to mitigate climate change.  


Bullet Point 4:  Dredging

· Table ES-1 (p. 8): The summary of the objections should make clear that the amount of maintenance dredging under the Managed Lake alternative is significantly  higher than under the other alternatives. In fact, the table should use the term "spot dredging" for the Estuary and Hybrid alternatives. As currently written, it appears that the amount of dredging is the same in all three alternatives, but occurs with more frequency in the latter two, which is not correct.

· Table ES-1 (p. 8): Make it clear that the Habitat Enhancement Plan would not require the invasive species management that the Managed Lake alternative would.

· What happens to the New Zealand Mud Snail eradication process if dredged material is used to build habitat islands?  Seems we are just moving them from one place to another.  Please explain using science .or note if the statement is based on best professional judgement. 

Bullet Point 5:  Recreation (p 17 ff)

· The DEIS Executive Summary should include a complete summary of the dates of closures on the Lake (e.g., swimming and boating), and not just the last one in 2009. The Lake has been "closed" for a long time.  Swimming will never be a viable recreational asset under most alternatives. 

· The boating "alternatives" (p. 18) needs to mention that under the Managed Lake alternative, there would be no boating access from Budd Inlet into the Lake because of the continued existence of the Fifth Avenue Dam.  A more accurate statement would be that boating in the Managed Lake Alternative would be limited to whatever boats could be launched south of the Dam, but under the Estuary Alternative there would be passage for boats (including sailboats) from Budd Inlet up to the bottom of the canyon depending on tidal cycles. The DEIS says that there would only be sailing under the Lake and Hybrid alternatives; that seems clearly not to be true, since there is sailing right now on tidal waters north of the Dam.

· Discuss more thoroughly the recreational benefits of a restored estuary, i.e., bird watching, boardwalks, the remaining trail around the estuarine shoreline, etc.

Bullet Point 6:  The Value of Estuaries (Ecosystem Services)

· What is the economic value of a restored estuary?  There needs to be a more thorough analysis done to show how estuaries boost local economies.  Hundreds of thousands of visitors to estuaries around the nation create substantial revenue to local businesses and organizations.  One nearby example is Vancouver B.C. 

· Estuaries provide much needed habitat for species of all kinds.  When the Deschutes Estuary is restored, it will give salmon a much better chance of survival.  Southern Resident Orca Whales depend on Chinook salmon to survive – and the SROs are dwindling in numbers along with Chinook.  Sea birds depend on estuaries for food and reproduction.  Pinnipeds venture into estuaries for food.  And the “mudflats” visible at low tide are actually teeming with life. 


· More weight needs to be given to the economic, educational and aesthetic benefits of estuary restoration including recreation of all kinds: birding, boating, paddling, fishing, education, nature walks. And of the course the intrinsic value of the estuarine environment - habitat, fish, ecosystem benefits, tidal flow and more.

· Increased tourism is a significant impact.  Please review   the visitor numbers for Nisqually before and after the restoration began. 

· Estuarine habitat restoration will provide volunteer and public engagement/involvement opportunities for the region and the state.  Restoration can provide seasonal and long-term jobs as well as with the youth job corps, Vista, and Earth Corps, for example.  

· Job opportunities will also be created during the construction phase of estuary restoration.  New jobs would be created downtown as businesses benefit from increased tourism and local access to the flowing river from Budd Inlet.

· Connecting people with a restored Deschutes Estuary, a state treasure, will provide citizens with the opportunity to experience the estuarine environment and associated health benefits of experiencing nature.  It is proven to be true:  spending time in nature has a significant impact on human health and well-being.  It lifts our spirits!

Bullet Point 7:  Cultural Resources

· You may have noticed that the DEIS repeatedly refers to a "Des Chutes Basin Project Historic District," and features it heavily in discussions of cultural resource impacts analysis for each alternative.  There is minimal attention given to Tribal cultural resources such as the Steh-Chass, the indigenous name for the lower Deschutes River and estuary, the effect being to privilege recent white people landscape architecture and infrastructure over millennia of Indigenous cultural landscapes.

· Archaeologists and local history scholars are unfamiliar with any area called the “Des Chutes Basin” either as a district or as a cohesive "basin project".  There are no references to it in state or local records and/or historic registers. According to the Deputy Director at the Washington Department of Archaeology and Historic Preservation, there is no such thing. In his words:

“We are unaware of any proposed historic district and haven’t had any conversations
 with DES or any project proponents about such a designation (to my knowledge). At this
 point, I would say that a potential historic district designation has not been vetted by us, so   I’m not sure what it includes or could include.”

· The DEIS must evaluate the degradation of the historic sites, and the damage to the cultural and spiritual significance to the Squaxin Island Tribe.

Of course, the fundamental acknowledgement and question posed to the overall process is:
In multiple sections of the EIS that estuary restoration/dam removal is the best option for the tribes; why would we even consider any other option?

The Deschutes Estuary Restoration Team strongly supports the removal of the 5th avenue dam and restoration of a free-flowing river and estuary as the best alternative based upon ecological benefits, lower costs, and higher benefits to tourism and the local economy. 
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