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DECEMBER 2, 2019  
MESSAGE FROM THE PARTNERSHIP’S DIRECTOR

On the surface, Puget Sound looks beautiful, but it’s in grave trouble. 
Southern Resident orcas, Chinook salmon, steelhead, and many 

other species are listed under the Endangered Species Act; toxic chemicals 
and pharmaceuticals continue to pollute our waterways; and shellfish beds 
are routinely closed to commercial and recreational harvest due to fecal 
contamination. Despite a significant investment of energy and resources 
from federal, tribal, state, and local governments and non-governmental 
partners, habitat degradation continues to outpace restoration. While this 
situation at times seems impossibly bleak, the thousands of passionate people who are devoted to seeing 
the return of a healthy and resilient Puget 
Sound give us hope.

Scientists say that we can still recover Puget 
Sound, but only if we act boldly now. We 
know what we need to do (2018-2022 Action 
Agenda for Puget Sound). The primary barriers 
between us and more food for orcas, clean and sufficient water for people and fish, sustainable working 
lands, and harvestable shellfish are funding and political fortitude. 

The single greatest step we could take to ensure a durable, systematic, and science-based effort to 
recover Puget Sound is to fully fund the implementation of habitat protection and restoration, water 
quality protection, and salmon recovery programs.

We also know that federal, state, and local governments can act boldly now, without additional funding, 
to improve our recovery system. We can work together to improve how we apply existing regulations 
and policies, strengthen the regulatory environment, develop new tools to make the recovery choice the 
easy choice, and share local and regional stories of recovery more broadly. The Puget Sound Partnership 
is committed to this work, and to the Call to Action in this report.

But we can’t do this alone. Success requires investment of human and financial resources from all sectors 
of society. The stories in the 2019 State of the Sound illustrate this clearly: each story involves many 
partners and funding sources, working hard to bridge divides, and trying new approaches to solve old 
problems. Our partners in recovery are a tremendous source of strength, inspiration, innovation, and 
political will. 

Failure is not an option. Last summer’s 1,000-mile swim of mourning by the Southern Resident orca 
Tahlequah, carrying the body of her dead calf, drove this point home—sharply and poignantly—to 
millions of people around the world. We hold the future of Puget Sound in our hands. We can act now 
to protect this place we love, for our sake, for our children’s sake, and for the sake of all the creatures that 
depend upon it.

Join us.

“ Scientists say that we can 
still recover Puget Sound, 
but only if we act boldly now.”

Top:  Laura Blackmore, Executive Director,  Puget Sound Partnership 

Photo Credit: Jon Bridgman



FOR THE STATE LEGISLATURE

 ❑ Enact changes to our regulatory system as 
recommended by the Puget Sound Partnership 
Leadership Council (psp.wa.gov/recommendations) 
to protect and enhance salmon habitat, ensure human 
health and safety, provide irreplaceable ecosystem 
services, sustain tribal cultures, increase resiliency to 
climate change, and produce food for orcas.

 ❑ Authorize new funding that will provide reliable, 
dedicated funding in the amounts needed for Puget 
Sound recovery, as recommended by the Leadership 
Council.

 ❑ Fund a Puget Sound Budget that fully supports 
recovery, as recommended by the Leadership Council, 
which will include the following:

• State agency budget requests that fund 
implementation of the 2018-2022 Action Agenda 
for Puget Sound.

• Habitat protection and restoration programs, 
including the Puget Sound Acquisition and 
Restoration fund, the Salmon Recovery Funding 
Board, the Estuary and Salmon Restoration 
Program, the Floodplains by Design program, 
and state match for the federal Puget Sound 
Nearshore Ecosystem Restoration Project.

• Stormwater pollution prevention programs, such 
as the Stormwater Financial Assistance Program.

• Programs to protect and enhance shellfish beds, 
such as Pollution Identification and Control 
programs, and working lands and natural resource 
industries.

• Scientific research to deepen our understanding 
of effective recovery mechanisms, and monitoring 
to report progress and identify emerging issues.

 ❑ Enact and fund implementation of the 
recommendations of the Governor’s Southern 
Resident Orca Task Force (governor.wa.gov/issues/
issues/energy-environment/southern-resident-orca-
recovery/task-force).

Each of us has a role to play in achieving 
Puget Sound recovery. Each of us works 

hard to bring the day closer when our 
rivers once again run clean and teem with 
salmon, and our shellfish are safe to harvest 
throughout Puget Sound. 

However, the numbers in the 2019 State of 
the Sound speak for themselves: our journey 
is far from over.  While we’re all working 
hard, it’s not enough. We must redouble our 
efforts to combat climate change and the 
effects of a growing population that threaten 
ecosystems and disproportionately affect 
vulnerable communities. This call to action 
is from the Puget Sound Leadership Council 
to each of our partners. Each of us can, 
and must, do more to accelerate recovery, 
and we are committed to our partnership 
with you. Together, as we look to the future, 
let us be bold in our intent and actions to 
build a healthy, resilient, and economically 
prosperous Puget Sound for all.

A CALL TO 
ACTION

Photo Credit: Jon Bridgman



FOR CONGRESS

 ❑ Fund the Puget Sound Geographic Program at a level 
commensurate with the Great Lakes and Chesapeake 
Bay.

 ❑ Pass the Promoting United Government Efforts to 
Save Our Sound (PUGET SOS) Act to establish a 
Puget Sound Program Office at the EPA and require 
federal agencies to align their efforts. 

 ❑ Fund science and monitoring to increase our 
understanding of, and ability to report on, Puget 
Sound recovery.

 ❑ Double the annual funding for the Pacific Coastal 
Salmon Recovery Fund to ensure that salmon 
recovery actions occur throughout the U.S. range of 
the Southern Resident orcas.

FOR STATE AGENCIES

 ❑ Work with the Partnership and the Leadership 
Council to develop the Puget Sound Budget. Submit 
budget requests to implement the 2018-2022 Action 
Agenda for Puget Sound. 

 ❑ Work with the Leadership Council to identify and 
implement changes to state policies and programs that 
will accelerate recovery and increase climate resiliency 
while sustaining vibrant human communities and 
working lands.

 ❑ Enhance collaboration with local governments and 
landowners to find effective ways to protect and 
restore habitat and water quality.

 ❑ Continue to collaborate with the Partnership to 
develop the 2022-2026 Action Agenda update. 
Commit to collaborating on a short, unified set 
of priorities for programs and projects that will 
accelerate recovery and enhance human wellbeing.

 ❑ Continue and enhance collaboration with British 
Columbia to ensure our recovery efforts don’t stop 
at the border. Accelerate salmon recovery work with 
Oregon, Idaho, California, and Alaska.

FOR LOCAL GOVERNMENT

 ❑ Collaborate with the Leadership Council and other 
regional partners to identify ways that state agencies 
and other partners can support local government 
efforts to accelerate recovery while enhancing human 
wellbeing.

 ❑ Adopt, implement, and enforce land use policies that 
protect habitat, prevent stormwater pollution, and 
lead to the reopening and protection of shellfish beds. 
Look for ways to achieve environmental net gains 
while accommodating growth.

 ❑ Help constituents understand the connections 
between these land use policies, climate resiliency, and 
Puget Sound recovery.

 ❑ Participate in watershed-scale recovery planning 
and implementation efforts, via Local Integrating 
Organizations and salmon recovery Lead Entities.  

 ❑ Continue to collaborate with the Partnership to 
develop the 2022-2026 Action Agenda update. 
Commit to identifying a short, unified set of priorities 
for programs and projects that will accelerate recovery 
and enhance human wellbeing.

Photo Credit: Jon Bridgman Earth Day tree planting. Photo Credit: Ingrid Barrentine



FOR NON-GOVERNMENTAL 
ORGANIZATIONS

 ❑ Continue and intensify advocacy for policies and 
funding that support Puget Sound recovery and 
healthy and resilient human populations.

 ❑ Continue to collaborate with the Partnership to 
develop the 2022-2026 Action Agenda update. 
Commit to identifying a short, unified set of priorities 
for programs and projects that will accelerate recovery 
and enhance human wellbeing.

 ❑ Help raise funds for implementation of the 2018-
2022 Action Agenda.

 ❑ Increase public awareness of the condition of Puget 
Sound, why it matters, the effects of human activities 
and climate change on Puget Sound, and how 
individuals can support Puget Sound recovery.

FOR THE PARTNERSHIP

 ❑ Work with the Leadership Council and all partners to 
identify and implement changes to state, federal, and 
local policies that will accelerate recovery and increase 
climate resiliency while sustaining vibrant human 
communities and working lands. 

 ❑ Lead development of the Puget Sound Budget with 
the Leadership Council and state agencies.

 ❑ Intensify efforts to diversify and enhance funding for 
Puget Sound recovery.

 ❑ Lead collaboration with all partners to implement the 
2018-2022 Action Agenda, and to develop the 2022-
2026 Action Agenda update. Commit to identifying 
a short, unified set of priorities for programs and 
projects that will accelerate recovery and enhance 
human wellbeing.

 ❑ Continue work to develop and enhance our 
accountability and ecosystem monitoring programs, 
to ensure investments in Puget Sound recovery are 
effective and targeted.

 ❑ Deploy cutting-edge science to diagnose pressures on 
Puget Sound, identify and test potential solutions, and 
stay abreast of emerging issues.

 ❑ Tell the story of Puget Sound recovery. Increase 
diversity, equity, and inclusion to represent everyone 
in the recovery effort.

FOR FEDERAL AGENCIES

 ❑ Implement the priorities of the Puget Sound Federal 
Task Force, and report progress regularly.

 ❑ Work with the Leadership Council to identify and 
implement changes to federal policies and programs 
that will accelerate recovery while benefitting all 
communities equitably.

 ❑ Continue to collaborate with the Partnership to 
develop the 2022-2026 Action Agenda update. 
Commit to identifying a short, unified set of priorities 
for programs and projects that will accelerate recovery 
and enhance human wellbeing.

 ❑ Develop a science enterprise to coordinate federal 
science and monitoring work, and implement the 
priorities in the Puget Sound Science Work Plan.

 ❑ Continue and enhance collaboration with Canada and 
its indigenous communities to ensure our recovery 
efforts don’t stop at the border.



FOR TRIBES 
The Partnership and the Leadership Council recognize 
that our tribal partners are sovereign nations. We invite 
them to continue to work with us in the following ways.

 ❑ Help us understand how best to uphold and protect 
tribal treaty rights.

 ❑ Identify changes to federal, state, and local laws, 
policies, and programs that will accelerate recovery 
and implement the tribal habitat strategy while 
enhancing human wellbeing.

 ❑ Participate in regional and watershed-scale 
recovery planning, implementation, and science and 
monitoring efforts.

 ❑ Work with the Department of Fish and Wildlife and 
the Leadership Council to help us integrate habitat, 
harvest, and hatchery efforts in Puget Sound.

FOR THE PUBLIC

 ❑ Get involved. Volunteer on a habitat restoration 
project or in a community-based science program. 
See orca.wa.gov for links to organizations to join. Or 
plant a tree at home.

 ❑ Quiet the waters of Puget Sound to help orcas find 
food. If you’re a boater, give orcas space. Follow the 
BeWhaleWise (bewhalewise.org) guidelines for whale 
watching. And please use pump-out stations to keep 
sewage out of Puget Sound.

 ❑ Drive less. Support efforts to improve alternative 
transportation options in the Puget Sound region.

 ❑ Keep plastics and toxic chemicals out of our 
waterways. Recycle. Use environmentally friendly 
products in your home and on your landscape, fix 
vehicle leaks, use a commercial car wash, and have 
your vehicle oil changed by a professional.

 ❑ Speak up for Puget Sound.  Vote. Tell a friend. Make 
sure your local, state, and federal representatives know 
how important Puget Sound is to you.  

Left:  In cooperation with the Samish Indian Nation’s Department 

of Natural Resources, DNR oversaw Puget SoundCorps and Veterans 

Conservation Corps crews who removed 117,000 pounds of 

Styrofoam, cars, boats, boat houses, appliances, creosote and trash 

from the north fork Skagit River and greater San Juan Archipelago. 

Photo Credit: Washington State Department of Natural Resources Above: Fir Island dike removal August 1, 2016. Photo Credit: Jon Bridgman



How is the Puget Sound ecosystem faring? That’s 
the question that the State of the Sound seeks 

to answer. Because the Puget Sound ecosystem is so 
complex and dynamic, the answer through the years has 
consistently been—and continues to be—“It depends.” In 
some localized areas, such as specific bays and watersheds 
where water quality no longer threatens to close shellfish 
beds, the answer is “Better.” Applied to an indicator 
species like orcas, however, the answer 
definitely is “Worse.” Assessing the 
condition of Puget Sound is 
also tied to human wellbeing. 
Toxic chemicals, for example, 
persist throughout the 
food web, reducing 
fishing opportunities 
and threatening human 
health-sometimes 
disproportionately for 
indigenous or minority 
communities. Finally, 
some indicators lack 
enough data to evaluate 
change over time, such 
as newer human wellbeing 
indicators like Sense of Place, for 
which we are only beginning to 
understand baseline conditions. Because 
of this variation in assessment of indicators, 
we continue to label the overall status and progress of 
conditions in Puget Sound as “Mixed.”  

CONDITION 
OF THE 
PUGET 
SOUND 
ECOSYSTEM

FROM WATER TO WHALES:  TRACKING A 
CHANGING ECOSYSTEM VIA THE PUGET 
SOUND VITAL SIGNS

Using data collected from our partners, the Partnership 
tracks more than 50 indicators of ecosystem condition, 
including human wellbeing. These indicators and their 
targets support the Puget Sound Vital Signs, which are 
measures of ecosystem health that guide the assessment of 
progress toward Puget Sound recovery goals. 

Want to know more about the Vital Signs and their 
indicators? Visit vitalsigns.pugetsoundinfo.wa.gov

As summarized in the Vital Sign assessment table to the 
right (and also at vitalsigns.pugetsoundinfo.wa.gov/
VitalSignIndicator/ViewAll), the evaluation of indicators 
shows that four indicators (one more than in 2017) are 
already meeting or are near their 2020 target. Of the 31 

indicators with targets, 27 are below their 
2020 target (3 indicators, included in 

the 27 below their 2020 target, 
lack the data needed to 

evaluate status) and most, 
if not all, are unlikely to 

meet it by next year. 

Progress has been 
reported for ten 
indicators (listed 
under “Getting 
better” in the Vital 
Signs Assessment 
table), while decline 

or degradation has 
been reported for three 

indicators (“Getting 
worse”). Nine indicators do 

show signs of progress in some 
areas but decline in other areas-

those indicators are labeled as having 
“Mixed results”. Seven indicators are not 

changing appreciably, and thus not improving or making 
any progress.
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Indicator made gains 
relative to the baseline 

reference

Metrics show varying 
results (Applicable to 

indicators composed of 
multiple metrics)

 

No trend or change 
relative to the baseline 

reference

Indicator lost ground 
relative to the baseline 

reference 

Not enough data to 
evaluate progress

GETTING 
BETTER 

10
MIXED 

RESULTS

9
NOT 

IMPROVING

7
GETTING 
WORSE

3
INSUFFICIENT 

DATA

23

27
Not meeting 
2020 targets

21
indicators do not 
have targets but are 
reported in this 
table for progress 
relative to a 
baseline reference

MARINE WATER
Marine Water Condition 
Index

ORCAS
Number of Southern 
Resident killer whales
 
PACIFIC HERRING
Biomass of spawning 
Paci�c herring

BIRDS
Terrestrial bird 
population abundance

CULTURAL 
WELLBEING
Participation in cultural 
practices

DRINKING WATER
Index of vulnerability for 
elevated nitrates in 
groundwater

Nitrate concentration in 
drinking water

ESTUARIES
Estuary restoration 
meeting salmon 
recovery goals

FLOODPLAINS
Floodplain function

FRESHWATER 
QUALITY
Freshwater 
impairments

GOOD 
GOVERNANCE
Good Governance 
Index

LAND 
DEVELOPMENT 
AND COVER
Growth in Urban 
Growth Areas

LOCAL FOODS
Bivalve harvester-days

Locally harvested foods

Recreational Dungeness 
crab catch

MARINE WATER
Dissolved oxygen in 
marine waters

BIRDS 
Marine bird population 
abundance

ECONOMIC VITALITY
Employment in natural 
resource industries

Natural resource 
industry output

Percent of employment 
in natural resource 
industries

FRESHWATER 
QUALITY
Benthic Index of Biotic 
Integrity

MARINE SEDIMENT 
QUALITY
Sediment Quality Triad 
Index

SUMMER STREAM 
FLOWS
Long-term trend in 
summer low �ows for 12 
large rivers

TOXICS IN FISH
Contaminants in English 
sole and disease

Contaminants in Paci�c 
herring

4
Meeting 2020 
targets

ESTUARIES 
Area of estuarine 
wetlands restored to tidal 
�ooding

FLOODPLAINS
Restoration of �oodplains

LAND 
DEVELOPMENT AND 
COVER
Rate of forest cover loss 
to development

Conversion of ecological-
ly important lands 

Restoration of freshwater 
riparian habitat

MARINE SEDIMENT 
QUALITY
Chemical measurements 
exceeding Sediment 
Quality Standards

ONSITE SEWAGE 
SYSTEMS
Inventory, inspection, and 
repair of onsite sewage 
systems

SHELLFISH
Area of shell�sh beds 
re-opened for harvest

SHORELINE 
ARMORING
Armor on feeder bluffs

Net change in amount of 
permitted shoreline 
armor 

AIR QUALITY 
Exposure to impaired air 
quality

CHINOOK SALMON
Chinook salmon 
population abundance

EELGRASS
Sound-wide eelgrass 
area

FRESHWATER 
QUALITY
Water Quality Index

MARINE SEDIMENT 
QUALITY
Sediment Chemistry 
Index

OUTDOOR 
ACTIVITY
Condition of swimming 
beaches

SOUND 
STEWARDSHIP
Sound Behavior Index
 

ONSITE SEWAGE 
SYSTEMS
Percent of unsewered 
shoreline that has 
inspection program

OUTDOOR 
ACTIVITY
Nature-based recreation 

Nature-based work 

SENSE OF PLACE
Overall life satisfaction

Psychological Wellbeing 
Index

Sense of Place Index

SHORELINE 
ARMORING
Use of soft shore 
techniques

SOUND 
STEWARDSHIP
Engagement in 
stewardship activities

TOXICS IN FISH
Contaminants in adult 
salmon

Contaminants in juvenile 
salmon

VITAL SIGNS ASSESSMENT
Progress of indicators:

Status of indicators relative to 2020 targets:



One of the major factors scientists identify as 
contributing to the decline of the Southern Resident 
orcas is lack of Chinook salmon, the primary prey of 
Southern Residents. Likewise Pacific herring, a critical 
food source for Chinook salmon, are not faring well in 
Puget Sound. 

The abundance of Chinook salmon is well below 
recovery goals and, in fact, the Puget Sound population 
has changed very little since the species was listed as 
threatened in 1999. Likewise, Pacific herring stocks are 
currently below both their 2020 targets and baselines, set 
as a 25-year average from 1986 to 2010. 

Contaminants found in 
both Chinook salmon 
and herring, caused by 
pollution, contribute to 
these declines. Reported 
contaminant levels 
represent a health risk 
for the fish themselves 
and are risky enough 

for humans that fish consumption advisories seek to 
limit their consumption. Research has shown that 
toxins in orcas are a contributing factor to the decline 
of Southern Residents. The impacts of polluted fish 
are particularly concerning for tribal communities and 
immigrant communities that rely on fish for cultural and 
subsistence reasons. 

ONE VITAL SIGN ALONE CAN’T TELL THE 
WHOLE STORY

No Vital Sign, taken alone, can accurately tell the 
condition of Puget Sound. Vital Signs and their 
indicators often influence one another. When one falls 
short, it often predicts the worsening of other, linked 
Vital Signs. For example, the Orcas, Chinook Salmon, 
Pacific Herring, Local Foods, Outdoor Activity and 
Economic Vitality Vital Signs, taken together, reveal a 
bigger picture of trouble in the ecosystem than any one 
Vital Sign might alone portray. 

The Center for Whale 
Research reported in 
August 2019 that the 
population of endangered 
Southern Resident 
orcas fell to 73 after the 
presumed deaths of three 
orcas not seen since early 
spring. The number of 
Southern Residents is the 
measure we use to determine whether the Orcas Vital 
Sign is getting better or worse. The Orcas Vital Sign, in 
turn, is just one of four that comprise the recovery goal 
of Thriving Species and Food Web. 

“ One of the major factors 
scientists identify as contributing 
to the decline of the Southern 
Resident is the lack of Chinook 
salmon...”



UNSUNG HEROES: PUGET SOUND 
MONITORING PROGRAMS

Every day, hundreds of dedicated people go out 
counting fish, measuring temperature, testing chemicals, 
and surveying human wellbeing, to gather precious 
information about the condition of the ecosystem.  
Because of the complex physical, biological, and human 
components of ecosystems, understanding their status 
and interactions requires time, consistent measurement, 
and a good dose of interdisciplinary collaboration. A 
sustained and collaborative study of the ecosystem is 
particularly important when evaluating the effects of 
intense pressure from human population 
growth, development, and climate change, 
while also considering the benefits 
people receive from the ecosystem. The 
Partnership’s Vital Sign reporting program 
relies on data collected through long-
standing monitoring programs managed 
by state and federal governments, tribal 
natural resource agencies, non-profit 
groups, local jurisdictions, and academic 
institutions. Such programs are all too 
often an overlooked component of Puget 
Sound recovery when it comes to allocating funding. But 
without them, it would be impossible to interpret how 
well recovery efforts are working and what adjustments 
need to be made to improve recovery outcomes. 

“ Such programs are all too often 
an overlooked component of 
Puget Sound recovery when it 
comes to allocating funding.”

Far Left: Chinook salmon. Photo by John McMillan 

Center: Southern Residents J31 and J56 on September 30, 2019. 

Photo by Ken Balcomb, Center for Whale Research. Taken under 

Federal Permits NMFS permit: 21238/ DFO SARA 388. 

Right: Team from the Washington State Department of Natural 

Resources estimating eelgrass cover. Photo by Aaron Barna.

With diverse organizations conducting research and 
monitoring in the Puget Sound region, the Puget Sound 
Ecosystem Monitoring Program (PSEMP) brings together 
partners from all levels of government, tribes, non-
governmental organizations, academia, Local Integrating 

Organizations and watershed groups, and 
businesses. PSEMP provides coordination 
support and a framework to help monitoring 
programs and partners engage in the recovery 
process, including improving monitoring of, 
filling data gaps for, and reporting on Vital 
Signs. PSEMP facilitates connections among 
this network of practitioners, helping them 
collaboratively answer questions critical to 
ecosystem recovery and clearly present their 
scientific findings to decision makers. 

Want to know more about monitoring programs and 
progress? Visit the www.psp.wa.gov/PSEMP-overview



Stories of Puget Sound recovery

Kids kick asphalt out of the school 
yard for cleaner water

Students, their parents, and local volunteers pried up 
thousands of pounds of asphalt to bring a community 
together, create a sense of accomplishment, and help 
children renew their love of nature.

Trekking backroads to count culverts 
for salmon 

Walking countless miles and feeling for pipes in chest deep 
water, local volunteers clocked nearly 300 days identifying 
and recording hundreds of road culverts blocking salmon 
passage. 

Setting the table for fish, farms, and 
floodplains     

Dialogue, collaboration and the development of a 
shared ethos have brought the agricultural community, 
tribes, local government, state and federal agencies, and 
environmental stakeholders together. 

Look for these stories of Puget Sound recovery on  
WWW.STATEOFTHESOUND.WA.GOV

TACOMA

326 EAST D STREET,  TACOMA, WA 98421

OLYMPIA

CAPITOL COURT

1110 CAPITOL WAY SOUTH, SUITE 255

OLYMPIA,  WA 98501

FOR MORE INFORMATION:

INFO@PSP.WA.GOV

WWW.PSP.WA.GOV

WWW.STATEOFTHESOUND.WA.GOV

Scan me!

To see more proposed and active recovery projects featured in the Puget Sound Action Agenda, visit
 ACTIONAGENDA.PUGETSOUNDINFO.WA.GOV


