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The Nisqually Watershed Plan Addendum is a 

companion document to the 2003 Nisqually 

Watershed Management Plan and 2007 Phase IV

Implementation Plan. 

Relevant background information and associated 

figures from the 2003 plan are referenced and, 

unless of specific benefit, are not repeated in the 

Addendum.
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NPU Website http://nisquallyriver.org/nisqually-water-planning/



Organization of the Nisqually Plan Addendum 

1. Introduction and Background

2. Watershed Features that Influence Mitigation Alternatives

3. Water Use Forecasts: By county, by sub-basin and for the full watershed
Three different water use forecasts were generated: 

1) actual annual average consumptive use based on Thurston PUD data, 

2) actual annual average consumptive use based on Ecology methodology, and 

3) an estimate of the consumptive portion of the legal right to the water (3000 gpd).

4. Salmon Habitat Projects
Addressing larger scale salmon recovery initiatives 

5. Mitigation Strategies in the Nisqually Watershed
Addressing sub-basin scale mitigation strategies tailored for each sub-basin in WRIA 11.

6. County Strategies
Including overviews of the permitting process and possible implementation strategies for the three counties.

7. Mitigation Offsets by Sub-basin
Providing a quantitative summary of the mitigation offsets, identified for each project by sub-basin and by full 

watershed. 

8. Implementation and Adaptive Management
Identifying implementation responsibilities as understood by the Planning Unit and an approach to 

adaptive management that recognizes that the Planning Unit will continue to work toward implementation.
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Nisqually Planning Unit Approach to Mitigation

• NPU defined a “two-part approach” to mitigating the impacts of future rural growth on streamflows in the 

watershed. 

Micro-mitigation or sub-basin specific offsets will take the form of projects involving aquifer recharge, use of 

deeper aquifers to minimize impacts to local surface water bodies and water right acquisition, and policies 

that reduce rural water use and track mitigation credits as part of County building permit approval. 

• Strategies intended to restore streamflows impacted by permit-exempt groundwater use within sub-basins 

over the next 20 years. 

Macro-mitigation or larger, watershed-scale habitat projects that provide a NEB for the entire watershed 

and provide both flow benefits and ecological benefits essential to native salmon populations. 

• Watershed-scale macro-mitigation goals as essential to the broader goals of the Streamflow Restoration Act 

to protect instream flows and salmon populations in an era of increasing development and changing 

climate. 

• Withdrawals from domestic permit-exempt wells are one relatively small component of the water use challenges facing the Nisqually Watershed in the coming 
decades. 

• As climate change impacts precipitation and hydrologic patterns, meeting the water needs of the growing communities of the middle
and lower watershed basins will depend on long-term conservation actions taken throughout the watershed. 

• Addendum presented macro-mitigation streamflow actions in the context of major salmon recovery habitat initiatives and providing sustainable NEB that 
supports this central goal of the Nisqually Watershed community.
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Population and Water Use Forecasts

RCW 90.94.020 requires an assessment of the anticipated number of 

domestic permit-exempt wells and associated connections in the Nisqually 

Watershed over the next 20 years and the expected consumptive impacts 

of those wells. 

Information in Plan Addendum addresses the first element of Ecology’s 

Interim Guidance for Determining Net Ecological Benefit (June 2018b) in that 
it 

“characterizes and quantifies potential impacts to instream resources from proposed 

20-year  new domestic permit-exempt water use at a scale that allows meaningful 

determinations of whether proposed offsets will be in-time and/or in the same sub-basin.”

Each County did their own forecast of population increase for the next 22 years (2018 – 2040). 9



Thurston County
2017 total population estimate: 280,588

Thurston County – 3rd fastest-growing county in Washington State over the past 10 years

County projected to grow by 42% between 2018 and 2040, increasing in population by 

more than 100,000 people countywide. 

Within the Nisqually Watershed portion of the county, population is projected to grow 

71%, from 42,000 to 72,000 (TRPC Populations Estimates Work Program, 2018). 

The vast majority of that growth is likely to be in urban areas, with only 11% of population 
growth predicted to be located in rural areas.
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Lewis County
2017 total population estimate: 78,200

The Upper Nisqually sub-basin in Lewis County is primarily composed of forestlands, 

though two settlements, Mineral and Paradise Estates, and some dispersed homes are 

present. 

Vast majority of the sub-basin is situated in the Gifford Pinchot National Forest, or is 

zoned for long-term forestry with 80-acre minimum lot sizes.

The large required lot sizes and distance from major population centers limits the 

development of the area.

Growth in the Upper Nisqually sub-basin is expected to continue to be slow through 

2040.

Where homes do exist within the sub-basin, many are for seasonal/vacation use. 
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Pierce County
2017 total population estimate: 876,764

Population growth projected for the rural areas in the Pierce County Comprehensive 
Plan is approximately 18,000 people during the 2010-30  twenty year planning horizon. 

Growth has not yet been projected out to 2040.

Rural areas in the Pierce County portion of the Nisqually Watershed are characterized 

by low densities with scattered residential sites and moderate to large open acreages 

for farm or forest use. Commercial and noncommercial agricultural and forestry and 

other natural resource-based practices are consistent with rural areas.

Allowed densities in the rural areas of the Nisqually Watershed range from a low of 

one unit per 80 acres in the Forest Lands designation to one unit per five acres in the 

Rural 5 designation. 

12



13



Water Use Estimates – Domestic Permit-Exempt Connections 2018-2040

Ecology provided recommendations for estimating water use from permit exempt well connections – to 

determine the estimation of actual indoor and outdoor water use by each permit-exempt well connection 

anticipated between 2018 and 2040. 

• 90.94.020 RCW restrict the maximum annual average withdrawal from a connection to a permit-exempt 

well in WRIA 11 to 3,000 gallons per day (gpd) averaged over the entire year. 

• The legal limit of 3,000 gpd is likely much greater than actual annual average indoor and outdoor domestic 

water use.

NPU elected to estimate both the actual annual average water use associated with a permit-exempt well 

connection and the legal right to the full water use as specified under 90.94.020 RCW. 

This approach quantified a range of potential impacts to instream flows that can be addressed by a combination of sub-basin specific offsets and 

larger scale projects that provide a net ecological benefit for the entire watershed. 

Two methods were used to estimate actual water use. 

• Ecology guidance to estimate outdoor use based on irrigation requirements (Ecology, 2018a) and 

• Based on actual data from 58 Group A and B water systems managed by the Thurston PUD.
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Consumptive use summary

Thurston PUD Data:                  15 GPD indoor +      80 GPD outdoor   =        95 GPD  total consumptive use

Ecology Guidance Method:  15 GPD indoor +    208 GPD outdoor =      223 GPD total consumptive use

Legal Limit Method: 108 GPD indoor + 1,536 GPD outdoor =   1,644 GPD  total consumptive use
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Legal and Historical Context

• Nisqually Indian Tribe is signatory to the Medicine Creek Treaty of 1854 (35 years before 

statehood), in which they reserved the right to fish, hunt, and gather forever. The promise made 

to the Tribe was that salmon and salmon fishing would continue to be available into the future as 

it had been in the past. 

• Over the past 160 years the region has changed dramatically, including loss and impacts to the 

fresh and marine habitats that are critical to the survival of salmon, to the point where the runs of 

salmon are less than 10% of historic levels. 

• The decline of wild Chinook and steelhead has been so precipitous that they are both listed as 

Threatened under the Endangered Species Act.

• The Tribe’s fishing seasons have decreased along with the demise of the various runs of salmon 

in the Nisqually River. 

• In the years immediately following the federal court decision upholding treaty rights in United 

States v. Washington (1974), known as the Boldt decision, the Nisqually Tribe fished sustainably 

for eight months of the year on the various runs of salmon returning to the Nisqually River. 

• The fishery reached its all time low in terms of time on the river in 2015, when the Tribe fished a 

total of eight days. 18



Net Ecological Benefit and Salmon Recovery Goals

In the Ecology Interim Guidance for Determining Net Ecological Benefit (Publication 18-11-009, Ecology 2018b), Ecology 
established criteria for determining if “anticipated benefits to instream resources from actions designed to restore 
streamflow will offset and exceed the projected impacts to instream resources from new water use”. 

The guidance further specifies that NEB may be achieved by a combination of water offset projects with direct flow 

benefits, and non-water offset projects, providing “ecological benefits by enhancing aquatic systems to improve capacity 
to support viable populations of native species.” 

Addressing this central issue required the Planning Unit to think about NEB at a watershed-wide scale beyond the twenty-
year timeframe. 

Permit-exempt well use is a relatively small component of the challenge the Nisqually Watershed will face in balancing its 
water budget for salmon and human uses over the coming decades, as climate change alters precipitation, storage, and 
flow patterns for the entire basin. 

As in previous watershed planning efforts, the macro-mitigation strategies in the Addendum are aligned with longer-term 
efforts to manage water resources effectively in the face of these growing challenges, including:
• Forest and Water Climate Adaptation Plan for the Nisqually Watershed (Greene, 2014) 
• Nisqually Community Forest’s Upper Busy Wild Unit Forest Management Plan (Nisqually Community Forest, 2016), 
• Nisqually Chinook Recovery Plan (Nisqually Chinook Recovery Team, 2001) 
• Draft Nisqually Steelhead Recovery Plan (Nisqually Steelhead Recovery Team, 2014). 

Of these, the Chinook and Steelhead Recovery Plans provide the most comprehensive scientific framework, as well as the 
underlying rationale, for watershed-wide and basin-specific actions necessary to restore and sustain functioning riparian 
ecosystems for salmon.
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Adaptive Management

The Plan Addendum identified mitigation strategies and preliminary policy recommendations designed to 

offset the impacts that new permit-exempt wells may have on streamflows or other senior water rights. 

Also, in coordination with the Nisqually Salmon Recovery strategy, the Plan Addendum makes 

recommendations for habitat projects that will, in combination with the mitigation strategies, 

provide a Net Ecological Benefit (NEB) for streamflows in the Nisqually Watershed.

NPU, in adopting these recommendations, has good confidence that they will meet their mitigation

offset and NEB/salmon recovery goals, but also recognize that estimates of rural growth and

subsequent consumptive use may need to be modified and that some mitigation recommendations may 

yield different streamflow benefits than expected. 

To address these uncertainties, NPU supports adaptive management: 

• short- and long-term evaluation of the success of the recommendations and 

• a commitment to modify, replace or supplement as needed, over the 20-year planning horizon, to 

meet the mitigation and NEB goals established in the plan Addendum. 

Adaptive management recommendations from the NPU to Implementing Governments, Ecology or other 

entities will be subject to public review and approval through County legislative processes.
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Habitat Projects

NPU’s core strategy of major habitat projects which provide NEB mitigation is structured with built-in

flexibility and expectations for ongoing adaptive management. 
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Sub-Basin Mitigation Strategies

In the case of mitigation, the estimated per-connection consumptive use 

impacts are very small and it may not be possible to measure success 

directly (e.g., by measuring tributary streamflow). 

The Planning Unit recommends a system of compliance monitoring.

Some of the micro-mitigation strategies may depend on policy development 

and implementation actions by the three counties. NPU acknowledges that 

the earlier  (February 1, 2019) deadline means some of these actions will be 

further developed in coordination Streamflow Restoration Act processes in 

other WRIAs. 

Possible that the counties may adopt an approach to mitigation that differs 

from this plan Addendum. 
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CONCLUSIONS - Why was the Plan Adopted

• Thus is the Nisqually Tribe’s “home”.  They place a high value on salmon recovery projects, streamflow and natural 
resources protection and sustainable management.

• On the other hand, for Pierce, Lewis and Thurston Counties, population growth is expected to be lower in the 
Nisqually portion of those Counties than in other WRIAs (12,10, and 13 especially) that border WRIA 11.
• The Prairie Tributaries (Pierce) and Yelm-Thompson (Thurston) sub-basins are where the future growth will occur 

and this growth is limited by more limited road access that the rest of Pierce and Thurston County.
• The Lewis County portion of the Nisqually Watershed is forested and not expected to be widely accessible by 

new roads

• The geography and land-use in the Nisqually Watershed 
helped to focus attention to the critical parts of the Watershed 

where growth would occur and where (micro) mitigation offsets 
could also occur.

• Mainstem river flow is not an issue since it is managed by 
Tacoma Power’s Alder Dam.

• Other parts of the Watershed (the upper part) are mostly 
undeveloped and has good potential for larger scale, 
long term mitigation and salmon enhancement projects.

• JBLM and the Billy Frank Jr. Nisqually National Wildlife Refuge 
keep a considerable part of the lower watershed unavailable 
for development.

•
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CONCLUSIONS - Why was the Plan Adopted

• NPU members had a level of trust and understanding between themselves that is not 

always present in other similar committees.

• NPU had successfully adopted the Nisqually Watershed Plan in 2003 [under RCW 

90.82] and they saw this effort [under RCW 90.94](even though all of the individual 

representatives were different (except 2 individuals)) as just a continuation of the 

previous successful effort.

• NPU members agreed to a “macro-mitigation” amd “micro-mitigation” approach that 

helped everyone focus on sub-basin specific possibilities and basin-wide long term 

possibilities.

• Ecology held to the February 1, 2019 “adoption date” that is specified in RCW 90.94.  

The clear message was either submit a plan for adoption or Ecology would go to 

rule-making.
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