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Title 1. 

“Soft solutions” are institutional or social strategies, rather than engineered solutions, to meet water system needs. Soft solutions have expressions at transnational, national and local levels. In the highly decentralized American political system, where the national government has essentially abdicated its responsibility for environmental leadership, Integrated Water Resource Management (IWRM) must be devised by local governments. This requires investment in building and maintaining a credible sub-sovereign institutional framework.

Title 2. 

Seattle faces a serious problem. In a metropolitan area with critical water supply limitations, federal action listing several species of Pacific salmon under the Endangered Species Act required immediate action for salmon protection. 

Life Cycle 1.

Among the causes of salmon decline are urbanization and the resultant changes to aquatic habitat. Pacific salmon spend their adult lives in the ocean and then return to their natal rivers and streams to spawn. They swim upstream in the fall, changing form, and finally spawning in river gravel in the high mountain reaches. Their eggs hatch in the spring and the juveniles feed, rear and migrate down the streams and rivers to the estuaries and salt-marshes at the river’s mouth. There they adapt to salt water before swimming out to sea.

Life Cycle 2.

At the Pacific boundary of the United States and Canada, Puget Sound has a number of river basins that once hosted robust runs of Pacific salmon. The challenges for habitat restoration and salmon survival are different in each river basin. The challenges are greatest where urbanization has most degraded the rivers.

Enviro Challenge 1.

Urbanization has altered the hydrology of the metropolitan region.

It’s a familiar story – estuaries have been filled and hardened to create modern sea ports – and along the river, impervious surfaces, bank armoring, reduced infiltration, flashiness of stream flows, loss of floodplain connectivity and channel complexity  - all interfere with the aquatichabitat necessary for salmon spawning and survival.

Enviro Challenge 2.

River flows been diverted for municipal use. Dams, culverts and other fish barriers cut off spawning and rearing areas. Disrupted sediment processes reduce suitable spawning substrates in the remaining streams and rivers.

Enviro Challenge 3.

To meet the needs of a growing metropolitan population, native conifer forests have been clear cut and replaced by pavement and by residential landscaping. Population growth also strains water supply. 

Political Challenge 1.
The dilemma for local authorities is that they are responsible to manage both water use and urbanization so as to protect endangered fish, but without guidance or funding from the central government. The national government mandates salmon protection but provides no rules, directions, or resources – a credible threat, without any incentives. 

Political Challenge 2.

Lacking a central legal or fiscal infrastructure, the salmon imperative forced Seattle to design its own Integrated Water Resource Management process. Seattle is a metropolitan area of over 2.5 million people in a narrow strip [100 kilometers east to west] between high mountains [up to 5000 meters] and saltwater.  

Political Challenge 3.
Local government is fragmented and highly decentralized. There are more than 70 cities and small towns - each independent, competitive, and agreeing on only one thing – that you can’t trust people from the big central city – Seattle.

The lack of national or regional leadership is compounded by the “wild west” values of autonomy, rugged individualism, and private property rights. 

Keys to Solutions

Absent a unifying framework, integrative approaches had to be devised that were complex, strategic, and created a non-coercive political environment.

Much of the needed integration took place “outside the water box.” As the Seattle Council member responsible for water resources, I began by inviting women mayors and council members from the different cities and towns to my home for dinner. We talked about how each of our communities has citizen groups who are passionate about the quality of their streams or lakes. We talked about how migrating fish don’t know when they pass from one city’s boundary line into another. And after a few glasses of wine, perhaps we talked about how to get beyond the partisanship and posturing of the men in our respective governments.

Even so, intense dialogue and negotiation was required. The autonomy of local governments, even the smallest, had to be respected. Small incremental successes had to be built into the process. The investment in dialogue and trust-building was significant and on-going.

With a changing urban population, we also knew we couldn’t take for granted the popularity of salmon when their habitat needs might begin to impinge on suburban lifestyles, so we included strategies for actively marketing the salmon icon and mobilizing citizen support. For example, a very-successful campaign to replace wasteful toilets with water-efficient models was marketed as a way for people to help “save salmon” by reducing household water use and leaving more water in the rivers for fish. 

Building a Credible Institutional Structure

As a result, largely-voluntary institutional arrangements were crafted, supported by intergovernmental compacts, signed in the year 2000 with a five-year term.

In each of the river basins, all of the local governments were brought together with key stakeholders such as state and federal natural resource agencies, developers, water utilities, and environmental NGOs. These steering committees have met monthly for five years.  All meetings are held in the suburbs, not in the central city. 

Because no one will trust any one else’s scientist, scientific recommendations come from teams of scientists assembled from the different cities and stakeholders.

Over the past five years, operating under agreed voting and funding formulas, these unwieldy groups have created watershed plans – essentially Integrated Water Resources Management programs - for salmon recovery. 

Achievements

Dimensions of Seattle’s success include 100% participation in basin planning by local authorities on a non-partisan basis, six years of consistent achievement of river “minimum flows,” and many miles of streams restored or reopened.

The watershed groups have inventoried the fish habitats of their river basins, sponsored the science necessary to identify limiting factors, adopted science-based restoration strategies for healthy fish runs, and launched improvements to key waterways.

There is a high level of citizen support for “saving salmon,” and buy-in from most of the region’s business and civic leadership. The framework for voluntary agreement, rather than competition for restoration priorities, has been a “win” for local politicians – men as well as women. And a big win for the fish!

This summer, the salmon recovery plans from all the adjacent river basins are being integrated to form a master strategy for the Puget Sound region.

AND a 10-year extension of the inter-local compacts is now proposed for implementation of the plans and adaptive management.

Seattle’s experience demonstrates that movement toward water resource sustainability is possible even in the absence of national leadership or a central framework. When the autonomy and interests of local authorities, politicians and stakeholders are genuinely respected, new institutional arrangements can be crafted. These sub-sovereign solutions are not “tidy” and involve far too many long tedious meetings, but the positive results have generated the momentum for sustainability. 

