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Mr. Carlson, 

 

At your request, Pacific Rim Soil & Water, Inc. (PRSW) staff has evaluated rating questions H2.1, 

H2.3 and H2.4 for the Black Lake Ditch wetland rating unit.  The rating unit boundaries were 

previously defined by other wetland professionals associated with the Kaiser Heights development 

proposal and its related stormwater drainage facility proposal.   

 

This very limited scope of work is to conduct an independent third party review of only those three 

Habitat Opportunity questions (H 2.1, H 2.3 and H 2.4) based on guidance that was the accepted 

standard as of August 2007, when the original wetland rating and proposal was submitted by the 

applicant (a vesting issue).    

 

We were NOT asked to: 

¶ carry out a completely new rating (i.e., all questions); 

¶ delineate or evaluate the wetland edge or of the  rating unit in question (i.e., we were to use 

the information already provided); 

¶ provide any information as to a determination of the correct wetland buffer width 

 

It is our understanding that a private citizen (PC) has raised concern over the accuracy of the 

wetland rating (which will have impacts on buffer widths around the proposed stormwater facility), 

and opposes the project for that reason.  The PC specifically raised concerns over scores for the 

habitat value questions listed above.  The applicantôs wetland consultant (WC) responded to these 
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comments with a more detailed analysis than was provided in the original wetland report.  The PC 

and WC responses indicate that they are at an impasse as to agreeing on the correct rating result.  

For that reason, the City of Tumwater contacted PRSW staff to conduct a third-party review of 

these three questions in the rating protocol.   

 

METHODS 

To avoid conflicts of interest or unintended influence from the identity of either the wetland 

consultant (WC) or the private citizen (PC), PRSW was not initially provided any project report 

information, aside from the location and perimeter of an already defined wetland rating unit (WRU) 

on a certain section of the Black Lake Drainage Ditch in Tumwater/ Olympia WA.  PRSW was 

asked to carry out a standard rating process on the WRU, but only for questions H2.1, H2.3 and 

H2.4.  We were to use a standard approach to the rapid assessment protocol described and defined 

in the Wetlands Rating System for Western Washington (WRSWW), but were to employ the 

version that was in use during August, 2007 (a vesting issue). 

 

PRSW staff was already familiar with a great proportion of the perimeter area of the WRU, having 

done work on that section of the Black Lake Drainage Ditch in the past on other projects.  But staff 

still carried out a site reconnaissance visit around as much of the perimeter as was readily available 

from the ground and surrounding public roads.  PRSW also studied aerial photos available online 

(Thurston County GeoData photos and Google Earth photos), as we would normally do when rating 

a wetland system to which that we did not have complete access.  Looking at older photos also 

helped in making a determination as to site conditions during August, 2007 ï since the rating 

protocol is intended to evaluate ñcurrentò conditions. 

 

Once we had carried out that initial work and had a preliminary rating score, we were provided the 

existing reports and letters as well as maps and aerial photographs that were used in the reports.  

With that information, in addition to the work we had already carried out, we were to reconsider 

whether we would change any of the scores from our initial rapid assessment process.   

 

In standing with the much higher level of scrutiny and detail that were applied by both the WC and 

the PC in their rating evaluations, PRSW staff carried out three additional, detailed onsite visits 

(June 18, 19, 25 2009) to further evaluate current wetland buffer
1
  conditions around the wetland 

rating unit perimeter, and to consider how the current condition reflected the 2007 condition.  In 

addition, we collected detailed information about a gravel mining permit that would affect a buffer 

area to the southeast, and we investigated public access conditions in the northeastern portion of the 

WRU buffer area.  

 

                                                           
1
  The use of buffers in this document refers to the landscape (made up of other wetland, upland, 

surface water, etc.) that surrounds the wetland rating unit.  The condition of the surrounding areas is used to 

evaluate buffer functions for habitat use.  Buffers, in this context, should not be confused with a ñregulated 

bufferò that is applied to the wetland edge by the jurisdiction.  Regulated buffer widths are determined by the 

wetland rating scores; PRSW has not been asked to comment on the BLD regulated buffer widths.  
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The discussion below is organized into two sections:  Section 1 will explain the PRSW rating score 

results (for questions H 2.1, H 2.3 and H 2.4); Section 2 will provide a brief review and comparison 

of our results with those of the PC and WC. 

 

For appropriate guidance (i.e., what was available to a wetlands consultant as of the vesting date in 

August, 2007), we used the on-line Annotated Version of the Western Washington Wetland Rating 

System that was made available to the public in 2006 (AV-2006) by the Washington Department of 

Ecology (Ecology)
2
.  The earlier 2004 version of the Washington State Wetland Rating System for 

Western Washington (WRSWW- 2004) and the Annotated Version (AV-2006) are identical in the 

main text.  But the AV-2006 provides additional notes and guidance in ñcommentsò as to how to 

correctly apply the rating system.  AV-2006 was posted on the Ecology website on August 17, 

2006, and at that same time, Tom Hruby  (Ecology, lead author) advertised the announcement on 

Ecologyôs ñlist-servò to regulators, consultants, and agency staff  (announcement provided  in the 

Appendices for details).  In addition, Mr. Hruby has supplied the AV-2006 version to all students 

taking WRSWW trainings since that time, until that version was replaced by the slightly revised 

AV-2008 guidance version. 

 

The current on-line version of the WWRSWW (AV-2008) has revised the list of priority habitats in 

Question H 2.3.  If those changes were applied to this project, they would change the score on that 

particular question.  But it is our understanding that the rating process for this project is to be 

carried out as per standard guidance available as of the vesting date in August, 2007.  So the AV-

2008 changes (explained in more detail below) were not used for this project.   

 

According to Tom Hruby (personal conversation), the AV-2006 version has not changed since its 

posting in 2006.  So that version meets the vesting criteria defined for use in this study.      

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

PRSW Wetland Rating 
PRSW was provided a map of the previously agreed upon wetland rating unit (WRU) -- used by 

both the PC and WC and accepted by the City of Tumwater.    

 

It is important to note that only a small section of the entire WRU has been formally delineated  -- 

i.e., the area that is directly  adjacent to the proposed stormwater facility, located about midway 

along the western edge of the WRU.  The rest of the WRU boundary is an estimate of the expected 

wetland boundary location, based on aerial photo interpretation and, we presume, some agreements 

as to which topography line may be used to define the WRU edge.  The entire WRU edge has not 

apparently been evaluated on the ground by any of the parties involved (including PRSW) due to 

                                                           
2
  The original revised wetland rating manual is cited as: Hruby, T. 2004. Washington State wetland 

rating system for western Washington ï Revised. Washington State Department of Ecology Publication # 04-

06-025   
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lack of permitted access, particularly along the central-eastern side.  For these reasons, the accuracy 

of the buffer width and even perimeter measurements are less than precise.  So we suggest that there 

is a potential measurement error, both for buffer widths, and the perimeter measurement, of + 

several feet around the WRU.  This precision error could easily impact the results of this work, and 

typically, the WRSWW rating protocol is not designed or intended to be subjected to the level of 

precision and scrutiny that has been applied in this project.  This ñrapid assessment protocolò is 

normally carried out very quickly (intended to be less than a day of work) with a great deal of 

latitude for applying ñbest professional judgmentò in situations when it is not possible to collect 

precise information for every question.  As a result, the rating results, even by well-trained 

scientists, are expected to differ by + 4 points if carried out as intended. 

 

But taking that all into account, we have tried to mimic the level of precision and scrutiny applied 

by the WC and the PC, in an attempt to ensure that the PRSW final score results from application of 

a similar method and level of investigation as was applied by these other two raters. 

 

All PRSW responses to the three rating questions are based on the predefined WRU, displayed in 

the figures below
3
.  PRSW initial and final scores for the three habitat value questions are provided 

in Table 1 below, and discussed in the following section. 

 

 

Table 1: HABITAT OPPORTUNITY SCORES  

Question # H 2.1 H 2.3 H 2.4 

Short Title Buffer Condition Priority Habitats Wetland Landscape 

Maximum Score 5 4 5 

PRSW Initial Score 3 4 3 

PRSW Final Score 2 3 5 

   

  

                                                           
3
 A copy of the WRU maps are used as base maps for this report, split into three separate figures (see below). 
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Rating Question H 2.1: Buffer Condition 

This habitat opportunity question regarding buffer condition asks the user to compare the condition 

of the buffer with one of the descriptions provided on the wetland rating form.  They are to choose 

the description that best represents the present (i.e., in this case 2007) condition.  The question is 

hierarchical, meaning that the highest scoring description should be used for the rating.   

 

There are three basic criteria that are evaluated when assessing the function of the buffer for habitat 

use:  

¶ level of disturbance,  

¶ width of the buffer (perpendicular to the edge), and  

¶ extent of the buffer around the circumference of the wetland rating unit.   

 

The scoring options are listed in two separate groups.  Group 1(listed below) includes the top five 

buffer descriptions, and requires areas of ñrelatively undisturbedò buffer with widths of either 330 

or 170 ft, which cover >25%, >50% or >95% of the perimeter of the wetland edge.  This group 

includes higher valued buffers thought to provide the most opportunity for habitat (and so are 

assigned the highest scores for that question).  For Group 1 descriptions, the AV-2006 provided 

guidance (text provided below in italics) that describes what is intended by the term ñrelatively 

undisturbed.   

 
ñDefinition of ñrelatively undisturbed.ò:   

1. Areas dominated by invasive species are not considered disturbed unless you also have other evidence 

of disturbance still present. The invasive species could be a result of some past disturbance that is no 

longer present. 

2. Logged areas that have been undisturbed for at least 5 years can qualify as ñrelatively undisturbed.ò 

This includes hybrid poplar plantations that are more than 5 years old. 

3. Buffers that are regularly accessible to dogs, either from residential areas or from people walking 

their dog should be treated as disturbed. Dogs and other pets cause stress among the animals using a 

wetland. 

 

We were not able to describe all possible conditions in a wetland. If you are rating a wetland, and you 

disagree with some of the definitions of undisturbed, you may wish to record your different judgment and 

the rationale for why the buffer should be rated as ñdisturbedò or ñundisturbed.òò 

 

 
Group 1 buffer descriptions: 

¶ 100 m (330ft) of relatively undisturbed vegetated areas, rocky areas, or open water >95% of 

circumference. No structures are within the undisturbed part of buffer. (relatively undisturbed also means 

no-grazing, no landscaping, no daily human use)    Points = 5  

¶ 100 m (330 ft) of relatively undisturbed vegetated areas, rocky areas, or open water > 50% 

circumference.    Points = 4  

¶ 50 m (170ft) of relatively undisturbed vegetated areas, rocky areas, or open water >95% circumference.    

Points = 4  

¶ 100 m (330ft) of relatively undisturbed vegetated areas, rocky areas, or open water > 25% circumference,    

Points = 3  
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¶ 50 m (170ft) of relatively undisturbed vegetated areas, rocky areas, or open water for > 50% 

circumference.   Points = 3  

 

The Group 2 scoring options (listed below) are to be used if none of the Group 1 descriptions apply.  

They include five different buffer descriptions with varying widths and extents of certain kinds of 

disturbance ï such as paved roads, buildings or fill pads.  For Group 2, the user must assess the type 

and degree of disturbance and evaluate whether the buffer still has the opportunity to provide 

habitat.  There are a series of thresholds listed on the rating form for evaluating both groups of 

scoring options. 

 
Group 2 descriptions: 

¶ No paved areas (except paved trails) or buildings within 25 m (80ft) of wetland > 95% circumference. 

Light to moderate grazing, or lawns are OK.   Points = 2  

¶ No paved areas or buildings within 50m (160 ft) of wetland for >50% circumference. Light to moderate 

grazing, or lawns are OK.   Points = 2  

¶ Heavy grazing in buffer.   Points = 1  

¶ Vegetated buffers are <2m wide (6.6ft) for more than 95% of the circumference (e.g. tilled fields, 

paving, basalt bedrock extend to edge of wetland   Points = 0.  

¶ Buffer does not meet any of the criteria above.   Points = 1  

 

 

Does the WRU Match Any Group 1 Descriptions for H.2.1? 

PRSW initially thought that the buffers might meet requirements of the fourth description in Group 

1 ï having 100 m (330ft) of relatively undisturbed vegetated areas, rocky areas, or open water around more 

than 25% of the circumference (3 points).  However, after our more detailed evaluation of certain portions of 

the perimeter, we came to the conclusion that there was not enough area that met the definition of ñrelatively 

undisturbed, as was described in guidance available as of the August 2007 vesting date. 

 

The WRU has paved roads and buildings within 80, 170 and 330 ft of the wetland edge in a variety 

of configurations.  It also has a regularly used gravel road (driveway accessing at least 3-4 homes) 

along the southern edge of the WRU, and a trail system used regularly by people walking their dogs 

in the northeastern perimeter.   The combination of these factors precludes meeting any of the 

Group 1 requirements. 

 

As mentioned above, we considered the possibility that the buffer might have a ñrelatively 

undisturbedò buffer of 330 ft in width for > 25% of the wetland circumference (fourth option in 

Group 1) ï thinking that the vegetated area along the northeastern edge of the WRU in addition to 

some other areas around the perimeter might combine to qualify.  We interviewed City of Olympia 

staff, and found that the area around the north-eastern end of the WRU is used to receive, treat and 

manage stormwater overflows from West Olympia.  From our previous work with the City, we 

knew that portions of that area were historically wetland, and  from talking with staff, it was 

apparent that the area was being managed and operated at some level to maintain wetland functions 
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in areas along and within the Black Lake Drainage Ditch (personal communication with staff in 

charge of the site
4
).  

 

But despite the area being in relatively good condition, it does have sidewalks and no fenceing 

along the northern side of the system, developed parking areas for the public to use for access on 

both sides of the Ditch, and several gravel pathways on a vegetated berm running along the Black 

Lake Drainage Ditch (both north and south sides, although the south appears to be used more) that 

are in use daily by people walking their dogs (often off-leash).  As described above, the AV-2006 

guidance indicates specifically that this kind of use does not meet the intent of an ñundisturbedò 

buffer.   Because this is not formally a City park, the public does not have specific permission to use 

the area as a dog-walking park (or for any other recreational activities).  However, signs and 

infrastructure around the area refer to dog walkers (there is a prominent sign at a parking area along 

Black Lake Boulevard, near the intersection with 21
st
 Streetðsee attached photo in appendices) 

and there are benches located along the trail system for public use.  So the city acknowledges the 

present use and has not tried to limit or restrict that use.  The AV-2006 makes no distinction 

between allowed and disallowed use ï 

only requires documentation of actual 

use.  Without this area included in the 

calculation, the wetland does not meet 

the 25% circumference requirement for a 

330 ft undisturbed buffer. 

 
 
Figure 1 Photograph of the City of Olympia sign 

taken at the gravel parking lot located near the 

intersection of Black Lake Boulevard and 21st 

Street.  Notice the statement regarding dogs in the 

bottom half of the sign. 

 

 

 

Does the WRU Match Any Group 2 Descriptions for H.2.1? 

The WRU failed to meet any of the five Group 1 buffer description requirements, as described 

above.  The next two options in the Group 2 descriptions depict areas of buffer that lack paved 

roads or buildings (light grazing, and lawns are OK) within some distance from the WRU edge.  

The first option requires that >95% of the buffer has no buildings or paved roads within 80 ft of the 

edge, which does not apply to this WRU.  The second option requires that only >50% of the buffer 

has no buildings or paved roads within 170 ft.  

 

To evaluate the second option, PRSW first reviewed several different aerial photographs (from 

online sources) as well as the WC figures in the report to identify areas that might merit further 

study in the field.  A site reconnaissance to evaluate those areas and others was carried out on June 

                                                           
4
  Personal conversation on June 18

th
, 2009 with Marcus Goodman, Senior Program Specialist, City of 

Olympia Public Works Department. 
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18, 19 and 25, 2009.   After these site visits, PRSW transferred field notes to the map in the office, 

drawing perpendicular lines to the wetland edge between areas of contrasting buffer conditions.   If 

we apply these criteria on a detailed basis (i.e., including even small perimeter areas that meet this 

criteria), we estimate that 55-60% of the WRU edge contains no paved roads or buildings within 

170 feet, so meets the requirements of the second option in Group 2, resulting in a score of 2 points 

for question H 2.1.  The WC calculated that 45% (i.e. <50%) of the WRU perimeter met the 

criteria.   We will discuss potential reasons for this discrepancy in sections below. 

 

The attached figures (adapted from the WC report) provided below show the areas that meet these 

criteria.  The original figures (in the WC report) marked areas that the WC believed met the criteria 

(170-foot wide buffer with no pavement/no buildings) with the color light blue.  Based on results of 

the PRSW field and photo assessment described above, and as per guidance from the AV--2006, 

PRSW added a red line in additional areas that appear to also meet the criteria.  Therefore, the total 

linear feet of WRU perimeter meeting the criteria in the adapted figure includes both the red and 

light blue lines combined.  

 

 

    

 

 
 

Adapted from 

Raedeke Figure 

1. 

Adapted from Raedeke Figure 

1. 

Overlaps with figure below at dashed line 
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Adapted from 

Raedeke 

Figure 2. 

Adapted from Raedeke Figure 2. 

Adapted from Raedeke Figure 3. 

Adapted from 

Raedeke 

Figure 3. 

Overlaps with figure above  

and below at dashed line 

Overlaps with figure above 

at dashed line 
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Rating Question H 2.3: Priority Habitats  

Based on the standard practice used to evaluate this question in 2007, PRSW used only the list of 

specific Washington Department of Fish & Wildlife (WDFW) recognized priority habitats that was 

provided in the Rating Form at that time (AV--2006).  The AV-2006 states that the list of priority 

habitats and the descriptions listed therein were consistent with the WDFW list as of April 1
st
, 2003, 

and that updates to the list are available through the WDFW.  However, neither the AV nor the 

Rating Form explicitly require that the user check with WDFW for updates, and so practitioners 

would use the list provided; the Rating Form only says to check with WDFW biologists if there are 

any questionsðsee further discussion below.  We note that the list on the Rating Form was formally 

updated in 2008 to include some newer definitions developed by the WDFW, and those changes 

would result in a different score for this question than would have resulted in 2007. 

 

The list used by PRSW (from the AV--2006 Rating Form) includes: 

¶ Riparian 

¶ Aspen Stands 

¶ Cliffs 

¶ Old-Growth Forest 

¶ Mature Forests 

¶ Prairies 

¶ Talus 

¶ Caves 

¶ Oregon White Oak 

¶ Urban Natural Open Space 

¶ Estuary/Estuary-Like 

¶ Marine/Estuarine Shorelines 
 

 

 

According to the Rating Form, wetlands near or adjacent to three or more of these priority habitats 

would receive 4 points; two habitats would receive 3 points, one habitat would receive 1 point.  

Near or adjacent is defined as within 330 ft (100 meters) of the wetland edge.  These priority 

habitats could be within the wetland rating unit or entirely outside of it in the buffers.  

 

PRSW staff recognized two definite priority habitats (PH) meeting the distance rules, and initially 

considered a third to be possible within 330 ft of the wetland edge (more on this below).  The 

Riparian Area PH was defined by the Black Lake Drainage Ditch that flows north to Percival Creek 

through the central portion of the WRU.  In addition, the Black Lake Drainage Ditch corridor 

provides important habitat functions in this particular landscape, being near and even almost 

surrounded by heavy commercial/industrial and residential use -- enhancing its importance to 

habitat in the area.  It is also managed by the City as a combination wetland/stormwater treatment 

area; and during the course of creation of this system, the City replanted with native plants, and at 

least partially restored a severely degraded wetland/upland area around the Black Lake Drainage 
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Ditch with the intention of improving water quality within the ditch.  It is also used by the public as 

an informal walking trail. For all of those reasons, we assigned credit for meeting the Urban 

Natural Open Space PH criteria.  Having two priority habitats garnered 3 points for question H 

2.3. 

 

PRSW also initially considered the Mature Forested priority habitat designation, because there are 

extensive forested areas south and west (west of Black Lake Boulevard) of the wetland edge.  

However, based on aerial photographs (ñbirds eyeò view of photos from http://maps.live.com), as 

well as on-the ground view of these forested areas from Regal Park Lane (the private road along the 

southern boundary of the rating unit) and Black Lake Boulevard, it is our opinion that these areas 

would not meet the criteria to be classified as Mature Forest because of the small tree diameters 

(based on visual estimates)
5
.   For that reason, we changed our initial score from 4 points to 3 points 

for the final score. 

 

Rating Question H 2.4 Wetland Landscape 

The final habitat opportunity question involves evaluating the landscape surrounding the WRU and 

determining 1) if there are other wetlands located within ½ mile of the rating unit, and 2) if there are 

undisturbed connections and corridors between the WRU and the other wetlands.  The purpose of 

this opportunity question is to determine if animals have the opportunity to move freely between 

different wetland systems, thereby expanding their ability to utilize various wetland habitats without 

being killed or otherwise disrupted.  The AV-2006 provides similar guidance regarding the 

definition of ñundisturbedò connections as was used for question H 2.1, as related to buffer 

conditions.  This list of options is provided below. 

 

¶ There are at least 3 other wetlands within ½ mile, and the connections between them are relatively 

undisturbed (light grazing between wetlands OK, as is lake shore with some boating, but connections 

should NOT be bisected by paved roads, fill, fields, or other development. points = 5 

¶ The wetland is Lake-fringe on a lake with little disturbance and there are 3 other lake-fringe wetlands 

within ½ mile points = 5 

¶ There are at least 3 other wetlands within ½ mile, BUT the connections between them are disturbed 

points = 3 

¶ The wetland is Lake-fringe on a lake with disturbance and there are 3 other lake-fringe wetland within ½ 

mile points = 3 

¶ There is at least 1 wetland within ½ mile. points = 2 

¶ There are no wetlands within ½ mile. points = 0  

 

There is further guidance with regard to this question, describing that the width of the relatively 

undisturbed corridor (applicable only in the first two options above) between the WRU and the 

other wetlands should be at least 50 feet wide.  The corridor does not have to be linear ï i.e., if an 

animal can walk from one system to the other but going around a barrier, that is allowed.  This 

corridor width guidance does not apply ñdisturbedò connections (i.e., to the 3
rd

 through 6
th
 options), 

so in essence gives credit for a wetland that can be flown to rather than walked to.    

 

                                                           
5
  Neither the PC nor WC suggested that these areas met the Mature Forested Priority Habitat criteria. 

http://maps.live.com/
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In addition, the term ñwetlandsò is defined to include other rating units that are part of the same 

large wetland complex, and can even include other areas that meet the three-parameter wetland 

definition ï i.e., have hydric soils, wetland hydrology and wetland plants.  So at an extreme, more 

natural stormwater facilities that perform habitat functions can be included in this list of qualifying 

wetlands.   

 

Using that guidance, the other Black Lake Drainage Ditch WRUs both upstream and downstream of 

the WRU that is the subject of this report can be considered as separate wetlands, even though these 

systems may be connected through a culvert and/or have a similar hydrologic source.  Frequently 

used gravel roads would be considered a disturbance, but there is no real guidance on what 

ñfrequently usedò means (every day, once a week, once a month, etc.). 

 

To evaluate this question, PRSW reviewed aerial photographs and wetland coverage maps on the 

Thurston County GeoData System (TCGD), and carried out site visits.  We concluded that there are 

several wetlands within ½ of a mile of the rating unit, but many with disturbed connections.  These 

systems include wetlands adjacent to the Black Lake Drainage Ditch northeast of the WRU on City 

of Olympia property; wetlands within ½ mile of the WRU, but west of Black Lake Boulevard, the 

lake-fringe wetland surrounding the surface pond on the gravel pit property to the southeast, the 

WRU south of Regal Park Lane, and other small depressions farther to the south and close to the 

rail road tracks, closer to Sapp Road.   

 

Determining whether or not there is an ñundisturbedò connection between the WRU and at least 3 

other wetlands is more of a challenge, given the commercial and urban site conditions surrounding 

much of the rating unit.  Surface connections to wetlands west of Black Lake Blvd. are disturbed by 

pavement and related development.  Surface connections to wetlands to the southwest are disturbed 

by the the private gravel road (Regal Park Lane) that is used frequently (daily or even hourly) to 

access several homesites.  Surface connections to wetlands to the north (adjacent to the Black Lake 

Drainage Ditch) are disrupted by the active use of dog walkers (as per AV-2006 guidance).   

 

The only potentially undisturbed access to offsite wetlands is across the currently abandoned gravel 

road along the southeastern edge of the WRU ï allowing access to an old gravel pit that has taken 

on wetland characteristics, as well to other wetlands to the south.  This area is part of an old gravel 

mining operation
6
, and so there are several road scars and other signs of that past activity.  There is 

a ponded area with a fringe of wetland located approximately 200 ft east of the wetland rating unit.  

The WC considered this area disturbed due to it being an old gravel mine, and during our initial 

rating process, we also assumed that was the case.  But for the final rating score, PRSW staff made 

great efforts to clearly define whether there were current gravel mining activities on the site in 2007 

(or even within the last 10 years), and whether those activities were frequent enough to limit access 

and movement of animals from wetland to wetland.   

 

                                                           
6
  A portion of which is owned by Concrete Recyclers, Inc. according to information obtained from the 

Thurston County GeoData System 
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There are two road access points leading to this old gravel mine area.  One is from the west at the 

end of Regal Park Lane (described above).  But a locked gate at the east end of the lane precludes 

access to the pond and old gravel mine from that direction.  The second access is from another 

locked gate that enters the site from the north, from Mutual Materials property. 

 

We contacted the property owner (Mr. Rick Ranum, Ranum Investments LLC) of the old gravel 

mine parcels that lie immediately adjacent to the WRU
7
 (to the east and south), which includes the 

western half of the pond.  He allowed PRSW staff direct access to the area in question to evaluate 

current conditions.  In addition, we interviewed him via phone conversation on June 30
th
, 2009 to 

discuss past use on his site and areas farther to the east ï parcels owned by Concrete Recyclers 

(who own the central portion of the pond, and the parcel extending to the south).   

 

Mr. Ranum stated that the gate at the end of Regal Park Lane, which he owns, is always locked and 

has remained that way for the past 10 years with infrequent use.  It is his intent to allow the area 

around the portion of the pond that he owns to re-vegetate naturally and to allow for wildlife use, 

one of the reasons he provided for maintaining the locked gate.  He also stated that the gravel mine 

has not been in operation for many years (likely 20+ years).  However, Concrete Recycling has used 

their parcels (as well as some portions of parcels now owned by Mr. Ranum) in the past to store and 

process (sieve) soil, gravel, and other construction materials for reuse.  But Mr. Ranum stated that 

these activities have not occurred on his property (west of the pond), or with his permission within 

the past 10 years.  He did state that Concrete Recycling was using their property south of the pond 

as recently as 4 years ago, but no frequent activity has been observed since that time.  This 

information is consistent with information provided by City of Tumwater staff, stating that intensive 

gravel mining and processing activities in the area ceased in the late 1990s.   

 

Guidance regarding current use (both in Ecology and Army Corps of Engineer documents) typically 

refers to a 5-year threshold.  If an area is abandoned, and re-vegetates for a period of 5 years, it 

could be considered undisturbed.  A site visit to this area on June 19
th
, 2009 confirmed that the 

majority of the area owned by Mr. Ranum west of the pond is naturally re-vegetating with grasses, 

weeds and shrubs, and there are no paved roads or buildings in this area.  Based on the ownerôs 

reported use of his property combined with the site visit, the area appears to meet the 5-year 

threshold for undisturbed use.   

 

To take that one step farther, we note that the AV-2006 guidance regarding surface connections to 

other wetlands recommends a >50 foot wide corridor of relatively undisturbed vegetation.  Based on 

the site conditions and the information from Mr. Ranum, there is no doubt that in 2007, there was a 

50 foot wide corridor available for animals to pass from the WRU to the pond and also around the 

eastern end of the driveway south into a large expanse of wetland south of Regal Park Lane.  From 

there, animals can pass into uplands and to other wetland areas still within ½ mile but farther to the 

south, nearer to Sapp Road. 

 

                                                           
7
  Actually, these parcels extend throughout much of the southern third of the rating unit itself. 
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The intent of question H 2.4 is to determine how easily a species can access other wetland habitats 

without limitation.  Even though wildlife would have to cross a gravel road to get to wetland areas 

south and east of the wetland rating unit, based on our discussions with the adjacent property owner 

and our understanding of current use today and as of 2007, we feel that there is available relatively 

undisturbed and infrequently used areas for connections to other habitats.     

 

That being said, it should be noted that Concrete Recyclers have used the area farther to the 

southeast for active operations within the past five years and within 1-2 years previous to 2007.  

And they may start those operations again at any time.  According to the gravel mining permit 

(Permit No. 70-012140
8
) obtained from the Washington State Department of Natural Resources 

(DNRðthe agency in charge of issuing and regulating gravel mine operations), one of the 

conditions of the permit once the mine is formally abandoned is remediation through native 

plantings, restoring soils, and reducing fill 

 

But the permit (dating to 1981) is still technically active and was revised as recently as 2008.  

Maintaining an active permit allows the owners to continue to use the site for active gravel mine 

operations.  So even though activities have been scaled back within the last 10 years, they can 

restart at any point without need of any new permits or review.  We know that Ranum Investments 

LLC has no intention of mining gravel, and will not allow storage or access via the gate from Regal 

Park Lane at this time.  But there is potential for ongoing operations with access from the other 

eastern gate. 

 

However, the AV-2006 guidance requires that we consider current (i.e., in this case 2007) 

conditions when rating.  Therefore, potential future disruptions to the wildlife access corridors are 

ignored.  For these reasons, we would rate the wetland as having 3 wetlands within ½ a mile 

with relatively undisturbed connections between them for a score of 5 points. 

 

Rating Comparison 

We provide some comparison and comments concerning the justification and results provided by 

the WC (Wetlands Consultant) and the PC (Private Citizen) in relation to the Kaiser Heights 

project.  Again, this comparison only involves the answers to Habitat Opportunity questions H 2.1, 

H 2.3 and H 2.4. 

 

Table 2 below provides the final scores for the three questions provided by all three parties 

(including PRSW) as documented in the WCôs letter reports dated October 28, 2008 and March 

13
th
, 2009, and from the PCôs letters dated March 24

th
 and April 17

th
 of 2009.  Those documents 

presented the individual scores and justification behind those scores.   

 

PRSW scores for those three questions, when totaled, are within 1 point of the PCôs total and within 

3 points of the WCôs total, although the individual question results vary.  This is within the typical 

margin of error (+ 4 points) cited by Tom Hruby of Ecology for trained users of the WRSWW, 

                                                           
8
  The permit has been re-issued to Wood and Son, K & M Quarries and has been attached.  Refer to 

point 15 of the attached conditions for description of required remediation. 
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although that is for a complete rating.  Given the complexity of the assessment of these three 

habitat questions due to the large WRU size, the lack of access to certain portions of the wetland 

edge and buffer, and need for additional information through interviewsðit is not surprising there 

were 3 different scores reported by the three raters. 

 

Table 2: HABITAT OPPORTUNITY SCORES  

Question # H 2.1 H 2.3 H 2.4 

Short Title Buffer Condition Priority Habitats Wetland Landscape 

Maximum Score 5 4 5 

Wetland Consultant 

(WC) 
1 3 3 

Private  

Citizen (PC) 
2 4 5 

PRSW Score 2 3 5 

 

 

Question H 2.1 Buffer Condition 

As stated previously, the WC determined that only 45% (< 50%) of the wetland circumference met 

the standard of no pavement/no buildings, and therefore, the buffer condition would not meet any of 

the buffer descriptions provided in the Rating Form.  Both the PC and PRSW calculated that there 

was sufficient area to exceed the 50% threshold.   

 

As mentioned previously, it is important to note that the majority (>75%) of the wetland rating unit 

boundary was never formally delineated by either the WC or the PC (or PRSW).  Without a formal 

delineation of the entire rating unit, there is an inherent margin of error for applying buffer widths 

to the WRU perimeter in order to assess buffer functions for question H 2.1.  For that reason, 

assigning an exact percentage to the portion of the WRU circumference meeting any particular 

criteria is not scientifically appropriate.  The margin of error inherent in the estimated 

circumference should also be assigned to the estimate of the percentage calculated as meeting some 

particular criteria.  For that reason, when applying the Rating Protocol, most practitioners are not 

asked or required to consider these measurements to this level of detail.  Therefore, we submit that 

the 45% WC measurement is fairly close to 50%, possibly falling within that margin of error.   

  

One other justification provided by the WC for not including certain areas was the presence of hard 

packed gravel surfaces in some areas, creating a potential water quality hazard to the wetland.  

While that is technically correct, it is not the listed intent of this habitat opportunity question, nor is 

it provided for in guidance.  The listed requirement is for no buildings and no pavement, and there 

is no indication in AV-2006 that a gravel road or parking lot should be considered the same as 
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pavement.  Question H 2.1 deals with access to the wetland from surrounding areas, and not with 

erosion, run-off, etc.  The WC used that justification to exclude the area (>750 linear ft) along the 

southeast edge of the WRU ï the gravel mine area.  However, they may not have had the 

opportunity to directly examine these areas or to speak to one of the property owners (as was 

described above in the PRSW process).   

 

Question H 2.3 Priority Habitats  

The PC scored this question one point higher than both PRSW and the WC.  Their reasoning was 

that the intent of the WRSWW was to give credit for areas meeting the standards for any WDFW 

recognized priority habitat within 330 ft of the wetland rating unit.  They asserted that list of 

priority habitats that was in the WRSWW-2004 edition as well as in the AV-2006 version was not a 

complete list.  The PC asserts that there are areas surrounding and within the wetland rating unit 

that would meet the standard of at least one if not two additional priority habitat descriptions 

(ñSnags and Logsò and ñInstreamò) that were available through the WDFW. 

 

When the rating manual was first being prepared in 1999, the list of priority habitats from that time 

was used to create the rating forms in the manual.  Apparently, the WDFW was considering and 

sometimes adding other priority habitats over time, but the list on the wetland rating form was not 

updated when the Rating Manual was finalized (April, 2003).  The AV-2006 does not provide clear 

guidance recommending or requiring a strict adherence to the current version of the WDFW list, nor 

does it advise that the list be checked for additions on a continued basis.  Page 83 of both 

documents states (with emphasis added): 

 

 ñThe descriptions of the habitats are from WDFW (as of April 1, 2003) and any updates 

are available on the departmentsô web pageéò 

 

This statement is written in such a way as to indicate that raters can check the WDFW website for 

updates to the descriptions of the habitats listed in the rating manual.  Most practitioners that we 

queried assumed the same as we ï which was that the list of priority habitats provided in the manual 

and on the form was the one to use.   So that was the standard of practice in use in 2007 when 

applying this portion of the rating protocol.    

 

We note that WDFW recently (in 2008) completed an update to their 1999 guidance.  At that time, a 

revised list of priority habitats was incorporated into a new Rating Form from Ecology, and a note 

was added to the AV-2008 describing this change.  An announcement of this change was also sent 

out via Ecologyôs list-serv in October of 2008.  The announcement states that the new priority 

habitats list willñnow supersede those found in the manual and on the forms for question H2.3.ò  

The ñnowò also implies that the list provided in the earlier list in the Rating Manual and on the 

Rating Forms (i.e., in use in 2007) was the standard and accepted list in use at that time.  

Therefore, a score of 3 points for two prior ity habitats (Riparian, and Urban Natural Open 

Space) is correct, based on that guidance.    
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Question H 2.4 Wetland Landscape 

The wetland landscape question was the most challenging to score, given the complex condition of 

the surrounding buffers and connections to other wetlands.  It was difficult to determine what uses 

could be defined as current and ongoing, versus are no longer occurring; and in addition ï we had to 

apply the current information to assess onsite conditions as of the 2007 vesting date.  The WC 

asserted that there were no surface connections that could be considered ñrelatively undisturbedò, 

but they did note that there were 3 or more wetlands within ½ of a mile of the rating unit.  The PC 

and PRSW agreed that there were at least 3 wetlands within ½ of a mile and that the surface 

connections are (and were in 2007) undisturbed enough that they could be utilized by animals 

travelling between wetland systems.   

 

PRSW was fortunate to have access to areas surrounding the rating unit as well as the opportunity to 

interview adjacent property owners to determine if ñrelatively undisturbedò connections were in fact 

present and in place in August 2007.  The WC may or may not have had access to this information, 

which definitely was the deciding factor in scoring the full amount of points (5) for this question.  

Without that direct verification of site management conditions, we might have agreed with the WC 

on this score. 

 

The WC cited aerial photos obtained online from http://maps.live.com in their review of this area.  

We also looked at these photos, and they did show activity in the area of the old gravel pit, 

including truck and machinery traffic on the south side of the pond.  Piles of soil, gravel, and other 

construction materials are clearly visible.  Another photo shows truck traffic exiting the site to the 

north, onto Mutual Material and California Portland Cement owned properties.  The WC lists the 

photos as being taken in 2009 in their letter, but there was no date on the website to confirm the date 

of the photos.  For that reason, it is unclear exactly when this activity took place.  During our recent 

site visit, piles of material in the photos were not visible in June of 2009.  Furthermore, the activities 

on the photos do not match information provided by the property owner to the west.  For those 

reasons, we assumed the photos were not taken in recent months, nor did they reflect conditions in 

2007
9
.   

 

Even so, the parcel to the west (directly adjacent to the WRU and not owned by California Portland 

Cement) could still provide a ñrelatively undisturbedò surface pathway to wetlands farther south.  It 

is important to note that the ñrelatively undisturbedò corridor connection to other habitats has to be 

at least 50 ft wide.  This guidance should not be confused with the more stringent criteria requiring 

330 ft of undisturbed buffer in question H 2.1.  All the activity on the photos (regardless of when 

the pictures were taken) is more than 50 feet east of the gate owned by Ranum Investments LLC.  

And as mentioned before, Mr. Ranum stated that no activities have occurred (with his permission) 

on his property (which extends at least 200 ft east of the gate at the end of Regal Park Lane) within 

the last 10 years.  For those reasons, the gravel roads through his property were considered 

infrequently used; and therefore a ñrelatively undisturbedò upland connection is available, allowing 

                                                           
9
  As an aside, care should be taken when citing web based photographic and GIS based information to 

ensure the date and source of the data are known, particularly in cases (like this one) where dates can 

influence the outcome of a contentious rating. 

http://maps.live.com/
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access to other wetlands ï i.e., for most of the year, a wildlife species could get from point A to 

point B through this part of the old gravel mine without interference. 

 

Conclusions 

PRSW results did not exactly match either the WC or the PC scores for questions H 2.1, H 2.3 or H 

2.4.  PRSW scores were higher than the WCôs, but equal to the PCôs for both the wetland buffers 

and wetland landscape questions (H 2.1 and H 2.4).  PRSW scores were equal to the WCôs, but 

lower than the PCôs, for the priority habitat question (H 2.3).   

 

The main factor for our assigning higher score for question H 2.1 was in adding areas that meet the 

strict reading of the rating with regards to no pavement/no buildings within 170 ft of the wetland 

edge.  We also note that the level of precision used to determine the percentage of the buffer 

meeting the criteria was unjustified since the entire WRU was not formally delineated, and 

therefore, the edge perimeter distance and horizontal location was estimated.   

 

Factors affecting our lower score for question H 2.3 were based on our assessment of what was the 

standard of practice in 2007, and included the lack of clear guidance in the WRSWW and AV-2006.  

The accepted standard at the time was to use the list of priority habitats provided on the Rating 

Form and in the corresponding rating manuals.  Therefore we agreed with the WC score, which was 

lower than that of the PC.  

 

Several factors affected our higher score on question H 2.4.  This decision hinged upon the 

determination of current and past use of the old gravel mine operation, located along the southeast 

edge of the wetland rating unit.  A site visit and a follow up interview of the land owner as well as 

permit information obtained from DNR was all necessary to make this determination.   

 

We should note that this level of investigation would not normally be carried out during a typical 

rating process (which is supposed to be relatively rapid), unless there were complicating issues ï as 

indicated in the fact that we have been hired to carry out this third party assessment.  This 

information may not have been as readily available to the WC at the time of their initial rating.  But 

based on results of those investigations, we agreed with the PC that the area meets the standard of 

having a relatively undisturbed surface corridor that leads to at least 3 other wetlands within ½ mile 

of the WRU. 

 

We hope this report provides enough information to proceed with a final decision regarding project 

approval.  Please call if you have any questions or require additional detail or clarification on any of 

these issues. 

 

Respectfully, 

 

 

Pacific Rim Soil & Water, Inc. 

Lisa Palazzi, Principal 

PWS, CPSS  
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ATTACHMENT 1.  Documenting the timing of providing the Annotated Version of the Rating 
Manual prior to 2007  

From:  Hruby, Tom 
Sent:  Thursday, August 17, 2006 1:43 PM 

To:  'WETLANDS-INFORMATION@LISTSERV.WA.GOV' 
Subject:  An annotated version of the western Washington Rating System 

Hello,  

I have just completed an annotated version of the manual for the western Washington Rating System 
(Ecology publication #04-06-025).  The pdf file is too large to send by e-mail, but it can be accessed on our 
web site at: 

http://www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/sea/wetlandratings/index.html#annotated 

The revised wetland rating system for western Washington has now been out for two years and we have 
learned much about the questions that are difficult to understand and interpret in the field.  Based on the 
questions received from users and those taking our training I have added additional explanations (in text 
balloons) on descriptions that have caused problems or confusion.  This annotated version DOES NOT 
CHANGE ANY SCORES or RATINGS that would be achieved using the original manual. The annotated 
copy provides clarifications only.  This annotated copy also includes the updated data form that I sent out 
earlier this summer.  

Thanks again to all those who contributed their questions and experience.  Thanks to you we can make the 
rating system an effective tool that is easier to understand.  

Tom Hruby 

 

For questions about the rating system, please contact me: 

Thomas Hruby, PhD 
Senior Ecologist 
Washington State Department of Ecology 
P.O. Box 47600 
Olympia, WA 98504 
(360) 407-7274 
thru461@ecy.wa.gov  

Feel free to forward this information to other interested parties.   

 
  

http://www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/sea/wetlandratings/index.html#annotated
mailto:thru461@ecy.wa.gov
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ATTACHMENT 2.  Documenting the timing of providing the updated list of priority habitats after 
2007  

From:  Hruby, Tom (ECY)  
Sent:  Wednesday, October 01, 2008 9:20 AM 

To:  WETLANDS-INFORMATION@LISTSERV.WA.GOV 
Cc: ECY DL Wetlands TAG; ECY DL SMAG 

Subject:  WDFW Priority Habitats Used in Rating System 

 
Hello to all users of the Washington State Wetland Rating Systems, 

The WDFW has just published their final version of the new definitions and criteria for Priority Habitats 

(http://wdfw.wa.gov/hab/phslist.htm ), although they are still updating the web page.    For now I suggest you 

download the entire document and print out the pages relevant to the rating system (description of priority habitats 

starting on p. 152).   

These definitions and descriptions now supersede those found in the manual and on the forms for question H2.3.   

Question SC 4.0 in the western WA and SC 5.0 in eastern WA versions remain the same.  The WDFW criteria for 

old-growth and mature forests have not changed in terms of the age of trees and other characteristics.  For the purposes 

of the rating system, 1 acre of a forest that matches the WDFW criteria for old-growth and mature forests is still a 

Category I wetland in western WA.  The threshold is ¼ acre in eastern WA.  In these cases the WDFW size threshold of 

7.5 acres does not apply when using the rating system.   

I will soon be revising the field forms to incorporate these new definitions and will post then on our ecology web page 

for everyone to download.  

Sincerely,  

Thomas Hruby, PhD 

Senior Ecologist 

Washington State Department of Ecology  

 

Feel fr ee to forward this information to other interested parties.  

___________________________________________________________________  

Washington State Department of Ecology's Wetlands Home Page:  

http://www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/sea/wetlands/index.html  

To unsubscribe to Wetlands -Information, point your browser to  

&&http://listserv.wa.gov/cgi -bin/wa?SUBED1=wetlands - information&A=1  

(you can also subscribe here), or send a "SIGNOFF WETLANDS -INFORMATION"  

command to  LISTSERV@LISTSERV.WA.GOV .  

 

 

 
  

http://wdfw.wa.gov/hab/phslist.htm
http://www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/sea/wetlands/index.html
http://listserv.wa.gov/cgi-bin/wa?SUBED1=wetlands-information&A=1
http://listserv.wa.gov/cgi-bin/wa?SUBED1=wetlands-information&A=1
mailto:LISTSERV@LISTSERV.WA.GOV
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ATTACHMENT 3.  A copy of the gravel mining permit showing that the permit is open.  
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