
RESTORATION UNDERWAY 
BY BOB AND MEG CONNOR,
STEWARDING THE DEER HARBOR ESTUARY SINCE 1975

History, science, and common sense tell us that a vibrant, healthy estuarine ecosystem is essential for 
the health and well-being of San Juan Countyõs vast marine life, and is indispensable for the economic 
and spiritual well-being of the region.

For nearly 3 years, a concerted effort to ascertain the health of the Deer Harbor estuarine ecosystem 
has been ongoing by a diverse team of renowned marine and environmental scientists. Volumes 
of significant data have been collected and condensed into a staff report with a first draft of 
recommended restorative measures. Some findings confirm suspected cause and effect relationships 
and others are creating a stir in the way the San Juan Islands are viewed in the Salmon Recovery 
movement.

Å The near-shore area of San Juan County is important 
habitat for wild salmon runs.
Å Seemingly minor stream interruptions can contribute to 
the degradation of riparian and estuarine environments.
Å Straying salmon may find suitable spawning habitat if 
damaged streams restored.
Å Decreasing human influenced erosion is an important 
element in restoration.
Å The re-introduction of native plant species is essential for 
the repair and health of riparian and estuarine areas.
Å Over the life of the a new Deer Harbor bridge a sea level 
rise could increase current flow within the Deer Harbor 
estuarine system.
Å Re-establishing natural tidal flow at the bridge could reduce silting 
caused by sluicing and could improve near-shore habitat. 

Extraordinarily significant and broad-reaching benefits are continuing to unfold in Deer Harbor 
spawned by this study.  

Å Hands-on educational classes from pre-school through post-graduate
Å U. S. and Canadian scientists join to share knowledge and expertise
Å Local mushroom propagation used to neutralize toxins
Å Creosote remediation program being formulated
Å Local students study native plant propagation and water quality monitoring. 
Å Permaculture sustainable design classes and hands-on agricultural enhancement
Å Surface water flow study begins to benefit Deer Harbor òCritical Water Resource Areaó
Å Drainage and wetlands management programs are being implemented 
Å Integrated land and marine stewardship models are being developed
Å Chance conversations and open dialogs are locally increasing environmental awareness.

Desire to desire the best you can desire.
Humbly humble self in search of wisdom to inspire.

Our local environment has been unintentionally degraded for over 100 years. 
Many are now assuming the paramount responsibility of helping the earth restore its natural 
ecosystems for the mutual benefit of all inhabitants of this magnificent place.  As we continue to focus 
our attention on the Deer Harbor environment, we begin to realize that we can make changes today 
that create a better place for salmon and, providentially, these changes also create a better place for us all.
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REED is the acronym for Restoring 
the Estuary and Ecosystem 

of Deer Harbor.  It is a joint 
venture consisting of property 

owners, Deer Harbor community 
members, non-profit organizations, 

scientists, the Samish Indian 
Nation, and local, state, and 

federal governments all of who 
share a collective vision to study 

the estuary of Deer Harbor in 
an effort to understand its past 
ecological functions.  Viewing 

the ecosystem from a historical 
perspective will shed light onto 

its potential to function as a vital 
and healthy ecosystem.  The goal 
of this Salmon Recovery Funding 

Board (SRFB) grant is to paint 
the ecological and human picture 
clearer.  REED seeks to integrate 

restoration measures into the fabric 
of our lives so that marine species, 

such as Dungeness crab, salmon, 
herring, surf smelt, sand lance, 

and the habitats that support this 
important food chain can co-exist 

thereby ensuring that Deer Harbor 
is a place we can all be proud of. 

The scientific team is made up 
of geologists, engineers, hydrologists, an 
oceanographer, eelgrass habitat expert, 
botanists, ethnohistorians, salmon biologists 
and habitat experts all with strong ties to the 
San Juans.  The articles that follow reflect the 
work so far completed and the plans for the 
future with regards to this Salmon Recovery 
Funding Board sponsored project.
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People For Puget Sound 
has a mission to 
protect and restore 
Puget Sound and the 
Northwest Straits 
ã our living waters, 
the land, and our 
common future.
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The SeaDoc Society, a marine ecosystem 
health program, is extremely supportive 
of the Deer Harbor estuary restoration 
project.  They have 
assembled an amazing 
team of scientists and 
concerned local citizens 
and are basing their 
decisions and actions 
on good science.

The Deer Harbor Estuary Habitat Restoration 
Draft Environmental Assessment and Feasibility 
Study is now available (http://pugetsound.
org/pdf/publications/2005_10_deer_harbor_
report.pdf ). This ecological characterization of  
the Deer Harbor Estuary was conducted over several 
years by a collection of  scientists and regional non-
governmental organizations and was funded by the Washington 
State Salmon Recovery Funding Board. 

As citizens we often are interested in doing what we can to benefit our island. 
The information on exactly what we can do however often is lacking and without 
good information, even the best intentioned person is rendered ineffective. I applaud 
the authors of  this report for collecting good data and trying to understand the estuary 
before making recommendations on what should be done to restore the area. 

As is usually the case with science, we rarely have all the data we want to make 
decisions. This should not keep us from trying to collect as much data as possible, 
making the best possible decision based on the data available, and being willing to 

monitor the response and adjust our plan as needed. There is still 
more work needed to better understand and ultimately 

restore the estuaryõs ecological processes and 
conditions, but this report provides us with an 

outstanding starting point. I encourage all Deer 
Harbor community members to read the report.

Joe Gaydos
(Joe is the regional director of  the SeaDoc 
Society (www.seadocsociety.org), a 
science-based group working to improve 
the health of  the regionõs marine 
ecosystem. He was not an author on 
this study.)
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PEOPLE FOR PUGET SOUND AND REED
BY ROBIN CLARK

Founded in 1991, People For Puget Sound has a mission to protect and restore 
Puget Sound and the Northwest Straits ð our living waters, the land, and our 
common future.  People For Puget Soundõs vision is a clean and healthy Puget 
Sound, teeming with fish and wildlife, cared for by the people who live here. We 
work on the state level developing policies to protect our living shorelines, and on 
the local level with community partners.

In 2003, the project in Deer Harbor 
started to take shape, and People For 
Puget Sound was pleased to be invited by 
REED to develop a grant proposal to the 
Salmon Recovery Funding Board. The people 
involved in REED, in accordance with the 
Deer Harbor Hamlet Comprehensive Plan, 
asked a group of  scientists from around 
the Sound to help define the research 
needs. This team put together a working 
plan to investigate critical the questions 
about the historic state of  the lagoon, the 
geomorphology, fisheries, the hydrology 
and sediment transport in the area, botany, 
effects on the eelgrass and waterquality 
in the lagoon. We joined the team as the 
overall fiscal manager of  the grant.

In October our final report was submitted, and it has been posted on the web 
at WWW.PUGETSOUND.ORG. This report provides baseline data necessary for the 
County to prepare their plans for building a new bridge. Without the interest of  
the community, and the motivation of  a few people in Deer Harbor to get this 
underway, we would not have begun the project. We appreciate the enthusiasm 
and thoughtful comments of  the people in Deer Harbor who attended the 
community meeting, and continue to be involved as San Juan County prepares to 
replace the bridge. 




