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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 


