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Lost in Mitigation: Strengthening the Enforcement of Wetlands Regulations at the Washington State Department of Ecology


The Department of Ecology’s stated mission is “to protect, preserve, and enhance Washington’s environment, and to promote the wise management of our air, land and water for current and future generations.”
  This mission includes restoring and preserving important ecosystems and their functions—while still allowing for human development.  In an effort to offset ongoing growth and expansion across the state, the Department of Ecology has created the Mitigation that Works Initiative.  The initiative seeks to support the Department’s goal of no-net loss of wetland ecological functions by monitoring the enhancement, restoration, or creation of wetlands in response to projects that cause a loss of function existing wetlands.


Through research, compliance monitoring and several site visits to local wetland mitigation projects, we explored both exemplary blueprints of successful mitigation and cautionary examples exhibiting key flaws in the current mitigation system.  In researching and understanding the mitigation process, we observed ways in Ecology could improve its record with successful mitigation projects.  The current approach designates wetland on a case-by-case basis, emphasizing the important of the wetland on the particular site it is located on. Because wetlands are dynamic and complex ecosystems connected to waterways throughout the Puget Sound region, a watershed-based approach would take into account ecological functions in a larger scale, thereby increasing success of preservation of the functions that wetlands provide to the entire region.   In an effort to improve upon the model for aquatic ecosystem protection, a shift towards a landscape-scale approach would better serve Ecology in its effort to protect and preserve wetland functions.  Compensatory mitigation is not a perfect system, but a useful and important way to preserve and protect wetlands nonetheless.   By widening the scope and designing a mitigation program that incorporates the whole of aquatic ecosystems, the Department of Ecology could increase the likelihood of success in the Mitigation that Works Initiative—thereby setting a standard that could be used by other states. 
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