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The Portage Bay provides an important Lummi Nation shellfish growing area that has experienced closures since the late 1990s due to poor water quality in the Nooksack River and Portage Bay.  As you recall, water quality in the area was recovered at one point and harvesting restrictions were lifted in the mid-2000’s.  However, water quality declines were experienced again resulting in a second round of closures in 2015 and 2016.  Initially, the shellfish beds were closed for three months in the spring and three months in the fall.  In 2019, water quality in spring months had improved and the spring harvesting restrictions were lifted.

Fall continues to be a challenging time for water quality in the river and Portage Bay, particularly around rain events.  Due to elevated results observed during the last several Septembers, DOH extended the fall closure this year to include September through December.   While we have not observed elevated marine results for several Decembers, DOH would like additional samples collected this December to help evaluate the bay in low salinity conditions.  Public Works will be working with DOH and Lummi Nation to collect these extra samples.  Our hope is that December will be able to be removed from the closure period in 2023.
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Today, we will provide a brief status update on the Portage Bay Shellfish Recovery Plan.  A matrix with all of the recommendations, progress, current status, and suggested next steps was provided in your packet with greater details.

Fecal bacteria are associated with human and animal poop.  Considering how many people and animals live in this watershed, you can imagine how many different potential sources of bacteria there are.  As we add rain to the watershed, fecal bacteria washes from the land and into our surface waters.  Shellfish beds (and some recreational beaches) are closed.  By working with a variety of community members and land uses, these bacteria sources can be managed to improve and protect water quality.

This Shellfish Recovery Plan was developed when the advisory committee reconvened in 2013 and 2014 with the threat of a second shellfish closure.  The last version of the plan was adopted by County Council in 2015 and includes recommendations primarily focusing on county programs.  However, it is important to note that the work that has been done to evaluate and improve water quality has been accomplished through partnerships with many agencies and organizations.
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The Shellfish Recovery Plan and Whatcom County PIC Program are data driven, working to reduce fecal bacteria in freshwater and marine systems to recover and maintain year-round shellfish harvest.  Monitoring helps guide where and when many of the other elements of the program are emphasized.  Since 2015, water quality monitoring in the Nooksack watershed and Portage Bay have become more comprehensive and coordinated across multiple agencies and community groups.  Monitoring includes routine, focus area, and source identification tiers to help characterize water quality over time and geographic areas.  Data is used to guide land use surveys and contact with landowners, residents, and agricultural operators to address problem areas.
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Since 2015, water quality has improved at 76% of the routine freshwater sites.  However, 17% of the sites are still over both water quality benchmarks for fecal bacteria showing that work needs to continue and be adapted.

Advisory committee members suggested next steps include:
Continuing comprehensive monitoring program and adapting sampling strategies to recognize locations where improvements have been made and/or bacteria hot spots are identified.
Researching critical environmental factors during closed period to determine if there are other options that could be considered for managing the shellfish harvesting restrictions.
Tracking progress on source tracking tools like eDNA and consider using where effective.
Continue coordinated monitoring in urban areas like Lynden and Ferndale.
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Christine Woodward, Chair
Portage Bay Shellfish Advisory 
Committee

Erika Douglas
Public Works Natural Resources

Thank You
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