Voluntary Riparian Habitat Restoration in the Skagit Watershed,

2023

This report summarizes voluntary riparian restoration and stewardship efforts by several
practitioners in the Skagit Watershed who contribute to a database maintained by the Skagit
Watershed Council (Figure 1). The purpose of the database is to keep track of habitat gains and
riparian implementation attributes for status and trends monitoring and research into the
effectiveness of planting methods. This is not a complete accounting of riparian restoration in
the Skagit. For example, CREP plantings are not included. This report includes updated
recommendations for improving our data system.

Wwildlife Refuge ‘ gy "N {) 27
/ N NS } ’Ih Ross Lake 7 ,
o PR XS |\ A J “ )Natlonal \ {5 “N
] 6 ) w0 1Ny 2 ¢ \? / ' IRécreatwon Area e
/ s 9 ALY 7y S v & "-, 9 \)! S
San Juan 1 ! y’ y " V,',\., »
Islands g ) a3
National 18 x 3 !
Monument Upper Skagit [9] o \
Reservationg 4 520 7o
¢
. - » @[] g !
’ . - v . 8 o
, ‘ . \ L ] 5 \ \ S
n Juan Island L] o \ 7 . e {
National . ' By L 4 Y 3 0y, %
storical Park —Za - & AR = ) LA
2 Mourt Vernon 7 O"’o ¢
. ' \‘ \ (: Ceg oy
i L4 . \ RS
. ® » ¥\
. o ) | B
.
. i Y .
Salish Sea k Harbor = D B l‘ ] {0
@Bk Harbol G % > !
.
530 7
/
o ' \ L 2
Stillaguamish A\ 4 % \ Mt Baker ! adN 1]
Reservation Esri, CGIAR, USGS; Sb‘ur(ss-,?:g* Tom Torm; Garmin, FAO NOAA: Ugfg'@"@ﬁ?f&‘rearMap
S $ contkﬂ;utms and rhe GIS Us%r Comr’gumty
oS AN AN -
024 8 12 16 : —_— B
,& Miles B 2023 Planting and Stewardship Sites ‘ < SKAGIT
EO N =
N Skagit Fisheries Enhancement Group, Skagit River System PR WATERSHED
Cooperative, Skagit Land Trust, Skagit County COUNCIL
Bt A Community Partnership for Salmon

Figure 1. Location of planting and maintenance sites during 2023. The site outlines are bolded to make sites more
visible at the map scale.




What We Accomplished

Skagit  Fisheries Enhancement —— —
g ) ) Table 1. Riparian Work at 75 Sites in 2023
Group, Skagit River System #of
Cooperative, Skagit Land Trust, and Activity Site #of Total Stream
. .. Sites** Acres Miles
Skagit County together planted Visits
95.3 acres of new forest in the |Flanting 34 30 953 >.0
Skagi hed in 2023 (Table 1 Underplanting 7 7 68.6 1.7
agit watershed in (Table 1). I oianting 32 24 120.4 5.0
Additionally, ractitioners :
Y. _ 'p Total of all planting - 61 284.3 L7
enhanced existing deciduous forest | work
. . . not
by underplanting conifers on 68.6 | Maintenance* 75 43 973.9 measured

acres. There were 150 riparian  *no maintenance data from Skagit County in 2023

restoration events in total at 75 **12 maintenance sites, 6 replanting sites, and 1 underplanting site were also
planting sites. 2 "other stewardship" events are not included in this tally of riparian

sites during 2023. Some sites were  work.
visited multiple times to complete planting across the entire site, conduct maintenance before
and after planting, or complete multiple maintenance efforts.

Practitioners also completed 973.9 acres of site maintenance on new and prior plantings.
Maintenance consists primarily of invasive species control and mowing around young trees and
shrubs to reduce competition with grasses. Sites may be visited more than once in a project year
for different maintenance activities and more sites can be visited for maintenance than for the
more time-consuming plantings, hence the large difference between the number of acres
maintained and the number of acres planted (Table 1). To ensure successful establishment of
forest ecosystems, each site is ideally maintained for 5-7 years following planting, so the bulk of
the work in riparian restoration is site maintenance.

Where Restoration Happened

Riparian investments were made primarily in Tier 1, Tier 2, and Tier2s areas prioritized in the
Watershed Council’s basin-wide Strategic Approach (2022). Priority areas are based on habitat
function and benefit to salmon as defined in the Skagit Chinook Recovery Plan. In addition to
considering where in the landscape restoration is happening, we have analyzed land ownership
and buffer width.

Public and Private Lands

Seventy percent of riparian plantings took place on publicly owned lands, tribal lands, and lands
that have been purchased for salmon habitat conservation during 2023. The principal
conservation landowning entities in the Skagit Basin are the Skagit Land Trust, Seattle City Light,
Puget Sound Energy, and The Nature Conservancy (with only minor holdings). Conservation lands
are acquired from willing landowners who sell their property to a conservation landowner who
then holds those lands in perpetuity for natural resource benefits for all (fishers, people who eat
fish, people who like scenic areas). Land owned by conservation entities is almost always
maintained accessible to the public. In the Skagit, most conservation acquisitions go through a
vetting process described in the Watershed Council’s Protection Strategy. Figure 2 shows the



percentage of total acres planted by ownership type. Thirty percent of restoration plantings
occurred on private lands. Some private landowners sell or donate conservation easements on
their properties, maintaining ownership, but encumbering the property with legal protection that
conserves it in perpetuity for fish and/or wildlife habitat.

PERCENT OF TOTAL ACRES PLANTED BY OWNERSHIP
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Riparian Function

According to the Skagit Watershed
Council’s 1998 Habitat Restoration and
Protection Strategy, riparian areas with
widths greater than 131 ft., or 40 meters,
are classified as fully functioning riparian
areas (SWC 1998). Buffers with widths
between 131 and 66 feet are classified as
having partial function, and a buffer width
less than 66 ft is classified as limited
function.

conservation
39%

Figure 2. Percent of total
acres planted (including
underplanting), shown by
land ownership of the
restoration site.

Table 2. Average Buffer Widths by Ownership
Average Range of
Ownership Buffer Width | Buffer Widths
(ft.) (ft.)
conservation lands 339 80-750
private lands 140 25-366
public lands 209 118-300
tribal lands 500 500
all sites 240 25-750
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New riparian areas planted
in 2023 range in width from
25 feet to 750 feet across
the 30 planting sites (Table
2). Only new plantings (not
underplanting or
replanting) are included in
this analysis. The average
width of new plantings is
240 feet (Table 2). Width is
measured perpendicular to



the stream, river, or slough shoreline. Riparian area widths vary throughout each site; the
reported width is the average riparian area width for each site calculated by measuring planted
width at several, equally spaced transects across the site.

Approximately 70% of the sites planted (21 sites) have new riparian area widths greater than 131
ft. or 40m and are classified as fully functioning, according to Skagit Watershed Council’s 1998
strategy (Figure 3). An additional 13% or 4 of the sites have buffers classified as having a partial
function. Riparian zones categorized as having limited function, or less than 66 feet in width,
were installed at 5 sites or 17% of the total 30 sites planted in 2023.

A continuous riparian buffer will

PERCENT OF PLANTING SITES more effectively shade the water

WITH FUNCTIONING BUFFERS and reduce water temperatures

BASED ON SWC, 1998 ADOPTED CRITERIA than a discontinuous buffer.
Several streams in the lower
Skagit basin are listed by the
Washington State Department of
Ecology as being impaired due to
high temperatures.
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Conclusions

We are meeting our goal for installing fully functional riparian area widths 70% of the time.
Another 13% of plantings in 2023 are classified as partially functional (65% to 80% of riparian
habitat functions for fish achieved). Only 17% of the 2023 planting buffers are considered as
having a limited riparian function. About two thirds of restoration is happening on conservation,
public, and tribal lands, while one third of restoration occurred on private lands. Ideally, we
would be able to restore riparian habitat based on where shade and riparian function is most
needed regardless of land ownership. This points to the necessity of improving incentives and
education and outreach about incentives for landowners to implement restoration projects on
private lands. There is more support for this at the state level via new funding and systems for
service delivery. Local programs continue to improve as well.
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