
ISKAGIT COUNTY MARINE RESOURCES COMMITTEE 
 

Minutes of the May 11, 2017 Skagit County Marine Resources Committee (MRC) meeting, held at the Skagit County Administration 
Building in Mount Vernon 

 
Attendees: 

• MRC Members Attending: Jay Lind, Paul Dinnel , Morty Cohen, , Matt Reynolds, Julie Barber, Nathan Biletnikoff, 
Sarah Tchang, Todd Woodard, Betsy Stevenson, Tracy Alker, Phyllis Bravinder 

• MRC Members Absent: Jamey Selleck, Kit Rawson 
• Others Attending: Pete Haase (Morty’s alternate); Samantha Russell, CVP;  Jude Apple, PBNERR; Lucas Hart, 

NWSC; Tom Flanagan, Salish Sea Stewards; Innes Weir, Cooke Aquaculture; Bob Weathers, Salish Sea Stewards;  
Gina Johnson, Salish Sea Stewards; Shane Crawford, CVP Intern/Salish Sea Stewards; Suzanne Shull, PBNERR 
 

Call to Order and Introduction: Sarah Tchang called the meeting to order at 9:00 a.m. and opened the meeting with 
introductions. 
 
Approval of Minutes: The April 13, 2017, MRC meeting minutes were approved as written. 
 
Public Comments:   No comments. 
 
Overview of Marine Aquaculture Operations:   Innes Weir, General Manager- Cooke Aquaculture                                  
Cooke Aquaculture is the only marine salmon farming business in the United States.  They prefer to farm Atlantic salmon 
compared to chinook or sockeye salmon because they are easier and less expensive to grow in captivity for human 
consumption.  Cooke’s Atlantic salmon farming operations are marine-based and not land based because it is not 
currently economically feasible to build and operate a land-based salmon farming facility. There are two Atlantic salmon 
farming operations located in Skagit County including Cypress Island and Hope Island and there are no plans for 
expansion in Washington State.  Marine aquaculture businesses are regulated under stringent federal and state laws and 
regulations that protect the environment.   They are required to continually monitor the aquaculture site while it is in 
operation. Some of the extra steps they take to ensure the health of the farmed fish and the surrounding marine 
environment include the following:  

• Fish feed and nutrient management:  Fish feed has been greatly improved over the years.  They now primarily 
make fish feed out of fish parts from fish processed for human consumption, so it reduces waste and reduces 
pressure on wild fish stocks.  Fish farmers also take extreme precautions to avoid over-feeding by using 
automated feeders and underwater cameras to monitor consumption, fish behavior, and the benthic 
environment. In order to reduce nutrient buildup, salmon farms are located in areas with good flushing, good 
depth, and a seafloor made of sand, cobble and small rocks.  In order to show that their aquaculture operations 
produce “no net enrichment”, they test the bottom sediments on a regular basis.  They also monitor water 
quality and algae. 

• Maintaining fish health:  Appropriate stocking density is based on best practice welfare standards. They have 
routine monitoring of fish condition and behavior.  Only disease free eggs, fry and smolts are used.  Fish 
regularly get checked for diseases and parasites.  Farmed fish are all vaccinated against all known pathogens. 
Fish pathogens infecting Atlantic salmon are endemic to Washington and appear to come from native fish 
stocks. There is no evidence which indicates disease transfers from farmed Atlantic salmon to wild salmon.  
Antibiotics are rarely used and are strictly regulated under the supervision of a veterinarian. Fish farmers have 
been able to greatly decrease the incidence of sea lice by reducing fish stocking densities, rotating net pens, and 
allowing sites to lie fallow between harvests.  Fortunately, sea lice do not appear to be a problem in Washington 
State.  However, Todd Woodard noted that his crew has observed sea lice during their research, and the number 
of sea lice seems to increase the closer they got to the net pens in Secret Harbor.  He also expressed concern 
over some of the marine debris that accumulates as a result of the aquaculture operations at Cypress Island.  
Innes said that he is aware of the debris issue and they are working on ways to resolve the problem.   

• Protection against escapes of farmed salmon:  Back in the 1990s, there were several catastrophic events 
resulting in the escape of close to 600,000 Atlantic salmon in Washington State waters.  Since then, the 



advances in technology and improved containment system designs and best management practices, including 
the use of underwater cameras and divers to monitor fish behavior and health, and inspect cages, have 
significantly reduced escapements of farmed salmon.  Divers monitor the salmon and inspect the containment 
systems 3 to 6 days a week.  They also receive audits on a regular basis. Predator nets are used to prevent 
interaction with marine birds and mammals.  Although the risk of escaped Atlantic salmon surviving in 
Washington State waters and hybridizing with native salmonids is low, scientists are looking at the use of sterile 
hatchery fish to minimize the likelihood that any escapes will reproduce in the wild.   

 
San Juan Marine Managers Workshop Report:  Phyllis Bravinder                                               
The San Juan MRC’s Marine Managers Workshop was held April 3-4 at Camp Orkila, Orcas Island.  Over 70 participants 
contributed to discussions and outcomes.  The keynote speaker was Dave Anderson, author of Spill: Oil and Orcas in the 
Salish Sea.  Dr. Joe Gaydos, Director of the SeaDoc Society, gave a presentation on the ecosystem baseline.  Workshop 
participants explored the potential environmental and socioeconomic impacts of a hypothetical large oil spill on nearby 
communities.  It is anticipated that the report, recommendations and MRC actions will soon follow.  
 
Northwest Straits Commission (NWSC) Report:  Lucas Hart                                                

• NWSC Meeting Highlights – April 28:  Elections were held for board officers. Nan McKay will continue to serve 
another one-year term as Chair and Jamey Selleck will continue to serve one more year as Vice-Chair. Jamey will 
likely move into the Chair position next year.  Each MRC presented a project proposal for the upcoming grant 
year.  Morty presented the Salish Sea Stewards. The 2017 MRC Conference will be held November 3-4 in 
Bellingham.  Save the Date cards were distributed to the MRC.  MRC members are invited to send conference 
topic ideas to Nicole Jordan at Jordan@nwstraits.org.   

• Puget Sound Day on the Hill:  Last week, representatives from the NWSC and NWS Foundation recently met with 
other regional leaders in Washington DC for Puget Sound Day on the Hill.   

• Next NWSC Monthly Meeting- May 26:  The next NWSC meeting will be a WebEx Conference Call held May 26 
from 10:00am to 12:00pm. 

 
Northwest Straits Foundation (NWSF) Report:  Jay Lind                                                                

• NWSF Foundation Board Meeting:   The NWSF Board meeting will be taking place next week. Funding is always 
the main topic of discussion.  Tom Cowan is working with State Legislators to get more state funding for our 
MRCs, similar to what the coastal MRCs are currently getting. 

• Skagit MRC Celebration – May 24: Mark your calendars!  The date for the Skagit MRC “Friend-Raiser” celebration 
has been set for Wednesday May 24th, from 5:00pm to 8:00pm at H2O (part of the Anacortes Brewery and 
Rockfish Grill) in Anacortes.  Heidi from the Northwest Straits Foundation is working on the flyer and will send 
out an Evite to everyone.  You are welcome to invite anyone you think might be interested in coming.  Jay 
generously offered to provide appetizers. 

 
MRC Membership Application: Jude Apple           
Jude Apple applied to become a member of the Skagit MRC.  Jude is a marine ecologist and research coordinator at 
Padilla Bay NERR.  The Committee voted in favor of making the recommendation to the Board of County Commissioners 
to appoint Jude Apple to the Skagit MRC. There were no objections.  Sarah noted that we needed just one more MRC 
member to actually have a quorum.  However, three MRC members who could not attend the meeting voted via proxy, 
in favor of appointing Jude to the MRC, so the vote stands.  A resolution amendment appointing Jude Apple to the Skagit 
MRC will need to be signed by the Board of County Commissioners to make it official. 
 
Administrative Report: Tracy Alker            

• 2017 - 2018 MRC Grant Budget Revision: It was brought to the attention of the MRC that the budget for the 
Salish Sea Stewards project proposal is in need of additional funding in order to cover the expenses required to 
run the program and to retain a full-time Volunteer Program Coordinator.  In order to do that, funding will need 
to be moved from one of the other project proposals in the 2017-2018 MRC Grant Application.  The Committee 
decided that it was very important to find a way to keep the Salish Sea Stewards program fully funded, so after a 
little persuading, Paul Dinnel said that he could reduce the Pinto Abalone Restoration budget by $1,500 and 

https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/29731463-spill
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Salish Sea Stewards, Class of 2017! 

Pete Haase said that he could reduce the Fidalgo Bay Day budget by $500.  The consensus of the MRC was to 
revise the 2017-2018 MRC Grant Budget as follows: 
     Project Proposal                                               Old Budget            Revised Budget 
Task 1: MRC Operations           $24,000.00   $24,000.00 
Task 2: Fidalgo Bay Day $3,500.00       $3,000.00 
Task 3: Salish Sea Stewards $18,500.00  $20,500.00 
Task 4:  Kids on the Beach $5,000.00   $5,000.00 
Task 5:  Pinto Abalone Restoration                  $20,000.00   $18,500.00  
Task 6:  Bowman Bay Restoration $2,000.00         $2,000.00 
Total Budget:   $73,000.00    $73,000.00 
*Note:  Tracy contacted the other MRC members who weren’t at the meeting to make sure they didn’t have any 
objections to the revised budget. There were no objections, so the revised budget was adopted. 
 

• 2017-2018 MRC Grant Application- Due May 19th:  The MRC grant application is due Friday, May 19th.  Internal 
review by NWSC staff to ensure that proposals meet the criteria will occur June-July.  Additional review of 
projects may be done by the Science Advisory Committee and other NWSC technical advisors.  They may request 
clarification or additional information from the MRC.  
 

Project Status & Discussion                                    
• Bowman Bay Nearshore Restoration:  A planting party hosted by the Skagit Fisheries Enhancement Group was 

held May 9th.  Nearshore monitoring continues on a monthly basis. 
• Tide Pool Interpretive Sign:  The sign design has been finalized and is in the process of fabrication.   
• Fidalgo Bay Day:  The date has been set for:  Saturday, August 12, 2017 at the Fidalgo Bay RV Resort.  Save the 

Date cards have been widely distributed. Planning continues. Initial contact has been made with the displayers. 
Several new Salish Sea Stewards have already signed up to help.  One new activity planned this year is the 
creation of marine themed luminaires, followed by a lighted parade.  

• Salish Sea Stewards:  A record number of 34 people completed the 
Salish Sea Stewards training this year! This incredible new group of 
volunteers has already given back over 434 hours of volunteer services 
in the last ten weeks!  The final class and graduation celebration took 
place on May 9th including the following highlights:  Samantha Russell 
presented an overview of the topics that they covered throughout the 
training, as well as some of the takeaways, resources, and volunteer 
opportunities; Pete Haase gave a presentation on the history of Earth 
Day and the EPA; Nan McKay provided an inspiring commencement 
speech; and Morty Cohen and Terry Stevens provided a warm “Thank You” and words of encouragement.  
Graduates were each given a graduation certificate, a plant from the Skagit Fisheries Enhancement Group, and a 
Salish Sea Stewards/Skagit Marine Resources Committee t-shirt to help identify the volunteers and increase the 
visibility of the program.  Volunteers had the opportunity to browse through the different displays, games, and 
activities that are in need of volunteers to host at special events.  Several different upcoming events, activities, 
and volunteer opportunities were posted around the room along with sign-up sheets.  An article about the Salish 
Sea Stewards was recently posted on a new blog called “Puget Sound Innovation Stories” and in the Skagit Valley 
Herald. 

• Olympia Oyster Restoration:  Paul, with the help of several volunteers, relocated oyster 
shell from Crandall Spit and redistributed it on the west side of Fidalgo Bay at Weaverling 
Spit.  Paul also collected a few cultch bags for monitoring and is gearing up to do more 
sampling in Fidalgo Bay during the next tide cycle. Data collected so far indicates a 
moderate oyster settlement from last year. Jack Middleton, one of the volunteers at the 
Coastal Volunteer Partnership, discovered a few hundred to perhaps a few thousand 
Olympia oysters in the high channels at the southern end of Fidalgo Bay near Sharp’s Corner.   

• Pinto Abalone Restoration:  The field work is now complete.  The final report will be completed by September 
30th.   

Photo Credit: Paul Dinnel 
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• Kelp Monitoring:  Three new Salish Sea Stewards and three volunteers from the Hole in the Wall Kayak Club in 
Anacortes expressed interest in helping with the kelp surveys in Skagit County this year (last year we only had 
two volunteers). The focus this year will be on establishing an inventory of the kelp beds including the location, 
size, and accessibility. Volunteers will be recruited to take photos of the kelp beds that will later be incorporated 
into a map. Suzanne Shull will help us develop a smart phone app that can be used for crowdsourcing input from 
volunteers. Once the inventory is complete, we will do a “needs assessment” to prioritize the kelp beds that 
need to be surveyed on a regular basis. 

• Forage Fish Index Site Surveys: Monthly surveys continue at Skagit MRC’s three Forage Fish Index sites:  Ship 
Harbor, Similk Bay on the Swinomish Reservation, and Samish Island.  Pete thanked Charlette Thurman, an intern 
with the County, and Rachel Price from Shell Refinery, who continue to take the lead on most of the Forage Fish 
Index Site surveys. 

• European Green Crab Monitoring:   Skagit MRC partnered with the Washington Sea Grant to expand European 
Green Crab monitoring throughout Skagit County.  MRC Opportunity Funds are being used for volunteer 
coordination.  Shell Puget Sound Refinery provided funding for the additional traps and other supplies. 
Monitoring in Skagit County started the second week of April.  The Samish Tribe is also putting out traps.  So far 
two green crabs have been discovered in Padilla Bay.  There was a recent article in the Skagit Valley Herald about 
the green crab monitoring efforts “Search resumes for invasive green crabs in area waters”. 

 
Miscellaneous Events and Announcements:                                                                                                                                

• Shore-Side Beach Cleanup- May 13:  The MRC is partnering with RE-Sources, The Coastal Volunteer Partnership, 
and the Swinomish Tribe to co-sponsor a shore-side beach cleanup along the Swinomish Channel on May 13th. 

• Partner Review Workshop, Shoreline Armor Implementation Strategy- May 16th:  The Implementation Strategy is 
a road map to accelerate progress towards meeting the Shoreline Armoring Puget Sound Vital Sign target.   The 
workshop will be held Tuesday, May 16th from 10:00am to 3:00pm at the Edmonds Center for the Arts, 410-4th 
Ave North, Edmonds.  Please RSVP: https://www.eventbrite.com/e/shoreline-armoring-implementation-
strategy-partner-workshop-tickets-34045563196. 

• Extreme Events and Climate Change in the Skagit River Basin, A Stakeholder Engagement Workshop- May 18th: 
Stakeholders, including MRC members, are invited to participate in a workshop on Extreme Events and Climate 
Change in the Skagit River Basin. The workshop will be held Thursday May 18th at the Padilla Bay National 
Estuarine Research Reserve in Bayview, WA. The workshop will run from 9am - 3pm and lunch will be provided. 
The workshop is free, but registration is required. Please go to the following link to register: 
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/38Y5P39.   

• Swinomish Blessing of the Fleet- May 18: The Swinomish Indian Tribal Community’s Blessing of the Fleet and 
First Salmon Ceremony will be held May 18th at noon at the Youth Center, 17275 Reservation Road. 

 
The meeting adjourned at 11:02 am. The next MRC meeting will be held Thursday, June 8, 2017, at the Fidalgo Bay 
Resort in Anacortes (4701 Fidalgo Bay Rd, Anacortes) 
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