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Citizen Group Watches Over Our Shores and Waters 

Editor’s note: You may have heard of the Marine Resources Committee and wondered who and what they are. As a Shore Steward you have already been touched by the MRC. They founded Shore Stewards several years ago. They also created the Saratoga Passage and Admiralty Inlet Marine Stewardship Areas and co-published the popular Island County shoreline guide, “Getting to the Water’s Edge.” The MRC is engaged in many ongoing studies and projects to protect and restore our county’s marine waters. The following article was published in the Whidbey News-Times of Feb. 28. It provides a glimpse inside this remarkably diverse and dedicated citizens’ committee.

Aviator Watches over Shorelines
By Dan Pedersen, Island County MRC

How did a retired Navy aviator end up leading a committee to watch over Island County’s shorelines and marine waters?  Dick Toft of Oak Harbor makes it sound easy.

“I came to the island in 1963 and fell in love with salmon fishing,” he said. “So I orchestrated my Navy career to get back here at the end. I wanted to spend the quiet years of my life out in Deception Pass with a cup of coffee and a herring turning at the end of the line.”

But then the bottom dropped out. King salmon jumped to the endangered list. The southern resident orcas that thrilled generations of islanders went into decline. Sea bird populations nosedived.      

When Island County commissioners offered Toft the chance to help find local solutions as a member of the Marine Resources Committee, he took it.

And when Washington Governor Christine Gregoire last year declared a multi-million-dollar Puget Sound Initiative to restore the health of local marine waters, Toft shared the rejoicing of many county citizens already working hard in the trenches to turn things around.

Seven-county leadership
This January the captain who once flew A6 Intruders from NAS Whidbey was elected chair of the local advisory committee. His election freed the previous chair, Phyllis Kind of Greenbank, to move up the leadership ladder with the Northwest Straits Commission (NWSC), parent organization that oversees MRCs in all seven counties of northern Puget Sound. She is currently the NWSC’s vice-chair, in line to become chair this spring. 

For Kind, too, serving on the MRC is about quality-of-life. “On my first visit to Whidbey, traffic stopped on Main Street as a doe and fawn crossed the road. Then a bald eagle soared overhead and Mt. Baker appeared on the horizon. I thought, ‘This is where I want to live!’”

A distinguished educator and researcher, Kind moved to Greenbank after retiring from George Washington University and the National Cancer Institute. She is now a WSU Beach Watcher and is active in Whidbey Audubon, where she is past-president.

“Through WSU Beach Watchers I began to understand the diversity and fragility of our ecosystem. When I got the chance to join the MRC I jumped at it because it gave me a way to help preserve and protect our beautiful Whidbey Island and the Northwest Straits.”

Toft and Kind gained a new partner in leadership last month when the MRC hired Rex Porter of Coupeville as MRC executive director. He brings county experience as Whidbey watershed project manager as well as high-level federal experience from his Air Force career where he shared responsibility for Air Force II, the Vice-Presidential aircraft.  Like Toft and Kind, Porter feels a strong emotional connection to the island lifestyle.

“I was kayaking with my 12-year-old niece on a wet, rainy Puget Sound day. We were several hours into our paddle – cold and wet -- and hadn’t seen a ray of sunshine for hours when my niece shrieked, ‘Look at that!’ It was a Lion’s Mane Jellyfish. We stopped and quietly studied the beautiful creature. Her eyes brightened and her face lit up. I knew right then she would share my love of the Northwest and its diverse marine creatures for the rest of her life.”

Setting the agenda
This year, Toft, Kind and Porter are setting the pace for an ambitious agenda of research, education and restoration work throughout Island County. While all three parts are moving forward, the education piece may be the most visible to the public right now, buoyed in part by the phenomenal demand for a little blue book.

In partnership with WSU Beach Watchers, the MRC’s stewardship guide to the county shoreline, Getting to the Water’s Edge, is flying off bookstore shelves on Whidbey and Camano islands. Its Shore Stewards program is enrolling hundreds of shoreline property owners, businesses, parks and municipalities in a commitment to follow better stewardship practices for their land. New shoreline interpretive signage currently in development will introduce more of the public to the Admiralty Inlet and Saratoga Passage marine stewardship areas, created by the county commissioners in 2003 at the MRC’s request.

In its formative years from 1999 – 2004, the MRC focused primarily on research, compiling the most complete picture ever assembled of the county’s shoreline – its forage fish spawning beaches, eelgrass beds, feeder bluffs, drift cells and shoreline armoring. Now, it is turning increasingly to education and action. 

At Cornet Bay, the MRC is embarking on a partnership with Deception Pass State Park on a grant-funded project to reverse habitat destruction on a section of park shoreline. With $216,000 of National Fish & Wildlife Federation monies the MRC will remove creosoted pilings, protect eelgrass beds and improve forage fish spawning habitat. 

Executive director Porter sees it as a turning point.

A showcase project 
“We believe this is going to showcase to the public what shoreline restoration is about,” Porter said. “Some people think restoration means losing something. It’s really the exact opposite – bringing back what we all love about living here. We are thrilled that the park service sees Cornet Bay as a focal point for park outreach projects for the next several years. Eelgrass and forage fish both are important to salmon.”
Meanwhile, the MRC continues to gather baseline scientific data in multi-year projects with WSU Beach Watchers to study how juvenile salmon use the county’s pocket estuaries, and with Audubon to study the breeding success of bluff-nesting pigeon guillemots, which rely on forage fish for a large portion of their diet.

And the MRC is keeping a watchful eye on marine habitat issues raised by the state ferry system’s plans for a new terminal at Keystone, and on the recent closure of south Holmes Harbor to shellfish harvesting because of fecal contamination.

Citizens at work
As Kind explained, what sets the MRC and NWSC apart from other organizations is that they are broad-based and locally-driven, not controlled from the top down. “I wanted to be involved because of the bottom-up approach to solving environmental problems and because of the diverse interests and experience of the people participating. We must involve all the stakeholders in any recommendations we make to the county commissioners.”

Toft agrees. “One of my Navy jobs involved responsibility for training. I wanted to take care of our marine resource and, at the same time, be able to train our people to win. I don’t see those two things being at odds with each other.”

The MRC brings together recreational anglers, farmers, educators, commercial business owners, shoreline planners, the Navy, port districts and county government in one room. 

They work together in a spirit of goodwill and good humor, sharing a strong love of the islands and the rich diversity of local marine waters.

“That’s the beauty of bringing together local people who value what we have here and letting them work out local solutions,” Porter said. “The answer to our shoreline problems isn’t any one thing, but many things. Together we are figuring out what those things are, which ones are do-able, and starting to do them.”

Ironically, the fact that the MRC has no power to make nor enforce laws may be its greatest strength in the end. “We bring together citizens from all walks of life and don’t threaten anyone with laws or regulations,” Kind says.  “We inform and educate, build consensus, identify opportunities and look out for the quality of life we all love.” 
Island County MRC Members

Hi Bronson, Camano Island, environmental planning, WSU Beach Watchers

Tom Campbell, Langley, conservation

Phyllis Kind, Greenbank, conservation

Joe Hillers, Coupeville, agriculture

Ian Jefferds, Coupeville, aquaculture and commercial marine

Don Meehan, Coupeville, county lead, education

Johnny Palka, Freeland, science

Rolf Seitle, Langley, Port of South Whidbey

Jeff Tate, Coupeville, local government Planning Department

Dick Toft, Oak Harbor, US Navy, boating

Ken Urstad, Greenbank, sport fishing

Benye Weber, Coupeville, Port of Coupeville

Calendar of Events
April 14th, 2007: Saratoga Passage Shoreline Workshop. Do you live in one of the neighborhoods surrounding Race Lagoon, Harrington Lagoon, or Ala Spit? Are you curious as to why those locations are considered some of the most important habitats for salmon on Whidbey Island? Come to this free public workshop and learn about the significance of these locations as pocket estuaries! You’ll find out about the shoreline processes and geology of these locations, and why they are different from most of Whidbey Island. You’ll learn about their importance as “salmon nurseries”, where salmon can grow and gain strength on their way to open waters. You’ll find out how simple changes around the home and yard can keep these estuaries clean and healthy. You’ll discover how you can do your part to ensure that Race Lagoon, Harrington Lagoon and Ala Spit remain vital habitats for salmon for the next several generations. And you can watch a seining demonstration by WSU Beach Watcher volunteers, where they will collect juvenile salmon and other fish in the net, and identify and count the catch by species. This free workshop is sponsored by Puget Sound Action Team, Island County Shore Stewards and WSU Beach Watchers, and will be held at the Coupeville Recreation Hall. Other exhibitors include Whidbey Watershed Stewards, Whidbey Island Conservation District, and WSU Waste Wise. Lunch will be included.  To register, contact Scott Chase at schase@wsu.edu, or call the WSU Beach Watchers office at (360) 387-3443, ext. 258. 

April 28th, 2007: Sound Gardening Workshop. Come to this free Saturday morning workshop and learn about proper gardening techniques for your shoreline property, after which you can enjoy a free tour of two earth-friendly gardens on Camano Island. This workshop will show you how you can provide healthy, natural habitat for birds, wildlife and fish, and create a lush, thriving landscape with little or no pesticides or chemical fertilizers. Learn about the geologic forces and processes that affect our coastal shorelines and bluffs. Find out about the use of native and drought-tolerant plants and use of compost and mulches to demonstrate how you can save time and trouble, while limiting your use of water. Lunch will be included. This event is sponsored by Puget Sound Action Team and the Island County Shore Stewards, WSU Beach Watchers in Island County, and the WSU/Island County Waste Wise program. Pre-registration is required. Call the WSU Beach Watchers office on Camano at (360) 387-3443, ext. 258. Or email Scott Chase at schase@wsu.edu. Directions will be provided after you register.
To view archived copies of past Shore Stewards Newsletters, go to www.shorestewards.org
Island County Shore Stewards is a program of the WSU Beach Watchers and the Island County Marine Resources Committee, and is supported by the Washington State University Extension in Island County and the Island County Marine Resources Committee, with grants from the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife, Puget Sound Action Team, the Salmon Recovery Funding Board, Northwest Straits Commission, the Washington State Department of Ecology, and the Camano Island Watershed Management Program.

Extension programs and policies are consistent with federal and state laws and regulations on nondiscrimination regarding race, sex, religion, age, color, creed, national or ethnic origin; physical, mental or sensory disability; marital status, sexual orientation, or status as a Vietnam-era or disabled veteran. Evidence of noncompliance may be reported through your local Extension office.

Website: www.shorestewards.org
email: shorestewards@wsu.edu
Contact: Shore Stewards Coordinator Scott Chase at schase@wsu.edu, or phone

360-629-4522, ext. 6012 (Camano), 360-321-5111, ext. 6012 (South Whidbey), or

360-678-5111 (North/Central Whidbey). 







