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Item E-4:  Interagency-Tribal Recreation Impacts Management - Report 
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:  This item provides the Washington State Parks and Recreation 
Commission an overview of the interagency effort of the Department of Natural Resources, 
Department of Fish and Wildlife, Governor’s Office of Indian Affairs, and State Parks to engage 
with the 31 federally recognized tribes with territories in Washington to co-develop systems to 
improve management of recreation impacts on natural and cultural resources and protect tribal 
rights on state lands. This item advances the Commission’s strategic goal: “Resource Protection: 
Protect and conserve park system resources for the future.” 
 
SIGNIFICANT BACKGROUND INFORMATION:  
Rising state population and growing interest in outdoor recreation are placing ever-increasing 
pressure on the state’s public lands and the ability of land management agencies to effectively 
manage and sustain the condition of natural, social, cultural, and tribal resources and recreation 
infrastructure investments in their care. The pandemic and the public’s renewed appreciation of 
the outdoors as a vital part of physical and mental health has accelerated this pressure and placed 
the sustainability of these resources at greater risk. Staff has undertaken an expansive effort to 
work with other state natural resource agencies and tribes with treaty rights or other protected 
rights in Washington to develop a statewide system for assessing and adaptively managing 
recreation impacts on natural and cultural resources and on protected tribal rights across state 
lands. 
 
Managing Recreation Impacts in State Parks 
State Parks’ investment in understanding the impacts of recreation on natural resources can be 
traced back to the early 2000s with the agency’s efforts to conduct vegetation surveys to better 
understand the plant communities and rare species present in our parks. This developed into the 
Natural Heritage Initiative under which stewardship staff have sought to gain a greater 
understanding of the quality and conservation significance of the park system’s natural resources 
and develop a systematic approach to identifying priority habitats for restoration and protection. 
Since 2017, we have used Ecological Integrity Assessments for these condition assessments.  
 
Ecological Integrity Assessments measure the ecological condition of a site relative to the natural 
range of variation observed in that plant community. These assessments not only give us an 
overall score for the assessed plant community, but also a scorecard for multiple metrics that 
indicates the issues that need to be addressed, which can help guide the management and 
restoration actions.   
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We anticipate that Ecological Integrity Assessments will form a core component of the 
assessment tools measuring the impacts of recreation on natural resources across state lands. 
Additional tools will need to be developed to identify specific stressors, as well as responses that 
are not measured by these assessments. For example, Ecological Integrity Assessments will not 
be able to provide information on how wildlife responds to recreation. However, State Parks has 
already initiated a wildlife camera study that will provide valuable data to inform this question. 
 
Interagency Management System 
In 2015, the Legislature directed a series of audits of state natural resource agencies regarding 
land acquisition and management practices and their ability to effectively manage land holdings 
and protect the interests of neighboring landowners. Introduction of weeds, vandalism, theft, fire 
and loss of local property tax base were among the concerns frequently raised. The series of 
audits culminated with a requirement that the Department of Fish and Wildlife (DFW), 
Department of Natural Resources (DNR), the Recreation and Conservation Office (RCO) and 
State Parks to work together to design a unified system for assessing the condition of state lands, 
identifying deficiencies, and determining appropriate measures and costs to address the 
deficiencies.  
 
The agencies were heartened that their efforts had helped shift the narrative from “why are you 
buying more land if you can’t take care of what you have?” to “what will it really take to 
appropriately manage state lands?” During the 2020 session, the Legislature passed a budget 
proviso with a small amount of funding for the agencies to take initial steps toward developing 
such a system, and the agencies had already begun discussions of how Ecological Integrity 
Assessments might be used for this purpose. However, the onset of the pandemic as the state 
budget was being finalized, led the Governor to veto the proviso as a cost saving measure.  
 
Tribal Concerns About Recreation Impacts  
For several years, Native American tribes in Washington have demanded action related to 
recreation impacts on public lands, calling these impacts today's most serious threat to tribal 
treaty rights and other protected tribal rights. In March 2021, the Northwest Indian Fisheries 
Commission on behalf of their twenty western Washington treaty tribes, sent a letter to Governor 
Inslee requesting that he establish a “special task force to develop solutions to address 
recreational impacts to tribal treaty rights” (Appendix 1). Tribal leaders made similar requests 
during Centennial Accord meetings with the Governor dating back to November 2020.   
 
State Agency Budget Requests 
Through the course of the pandemic, as visitors flooded to public lands and numerous examples 
of overuse were clearly in evidence, it became apparent that a system for understanding the 
condition of parks and other recreation lands was needed more than ever. Building upon previous 
cooperation, staff worked with DFW and DNR to submit complementary operating budget 
requests to fund Ecological Integrity Assessments and develop additional tools for assessing and 
monitoring resource conditions and developing a framework to adaptively manage recreation 
impacts across state lands. The Governor included the three requests in his 2023-25 budget 
proposal and the Legislature ultimately funded about half of each of the state agency requests. A 
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proviso was also attached requiring DFW, DNR, and State Parks to work jointly to develop the 
management system and to “…collaborate with tribal governments to ensure cultural resources 
and cultural practices are considered and incorporated into management plans.” 
 
Governor’s Letter to Tribal Leaders 
In February 2023, the Governor sent a letter to Washington tribes responding to their requests 
that he take action to reduce recreation impacts on the ecological condition of state lands and to 
reduce interference by recreation on treaty-related activities by tribal members (Appendix 2). 
The Governor’s letter acknowledged and affirmed the tribes’ concerns and committed to working 
together with the state agencies to address them.  The letter also invited tribal leaders to meet 
with State Parks Director Dupuis, DFW Director Susewind, and Commissioner of Public Lands 
Franz to discuss ways in which the state agencies and tribes might work together on the issue of 
recreation impacts. The state and tribal leaders met in April 2023, where they acknowledged 
shared state and tribal interests and committed to co-developing a system to improve 
management of recreation impacts on natural and cultural resources and on protected tribal rights 
across state lands. 
 
Tribal-State Recreation Impacts Management Effort 
For the past nine months, staff has been working with an expanded group that now includes the 
Governor’s Office of Indian Affairs (GOIA), DFW, DNR, RCO, Governor’s policy staff, and 
representatives of the thirty-one federally recognized tribes with treaty rights or other protected 
tribal rights in Washington. Work has focused on agreeing to a general scope and process for the 
effort, organizing communication and decision-making among the many independent state 
agencies and tribes, engaging a professional facilitator, and laying the foundation for the 
planning and technical tools necessary to objectively assess and satisfactorily manage recreation 
impacts across millions of acres of state managed lands.  
 
The effort has been organized into a three tier structure that includes a state agency and tribal 
leadership group, a joint state-tribal steering committee, and three functional workgroups 
(technical, legislative, and information sharing). The Leadership group includes state agency 
directors and tribal councilmembers and elders who met in April 2023 and is responsible for 
considering high-level recommendations and making joint decisions. The Steering Committee 
includes authorized state and tribal leaders and staff and has met ten times to initiate the effort, 
share interests and concerns, craft a vision, establish the organizational and decision-making 
structure, discuss management planning frameworks, and assign initial tasks to the workgroups.  
The Steering Committee’s vision states:  
 
“Tribes and state agencies working together to co-develop recreation management tools and an 
adaptive management framework that effectively coordinates cooperative stewardship of natural 
and cultural resources and preserves protected tribal rights on state lands.” 
 
Next steps for the Steering Committee will focus on assembling the vision and organization work 
and the products of discussions into a charter document to serve as a durable guide for the on 
state-tribal recreation impacts effort. 
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The Technical Workgroup includes state and tribal technical staff and has been tasked with 
developing an assessment and adaptive management framework to manage outdoor recreation in 
a manner that is ecologically sustainable and consistent with state obligations to tribes. The 
Legislative Workgroup has been tasked with developing a legislative strategy and exploring 
potential funding requests for the 2024 state supplemental budget and the 2025-27 biennial 
budget. The purpose of the Information Sharing Workgroup is to draft documents for the 
Steering Committee and to develop a system for informing the Committee of pending recreation-
related projects and initiatives, improve transparency, and help facilitate appropriate engagement 
with tribes. The Legislative and Information Sharing workgroups are expected to begin meeting 
in January 2024.  
 
Initial Technical Workgroup Meeting 
The principal function of the Technical Workgroup is to support development of tools to assess 
and adaptively manage recreation impacts on natural and cultural resources and on protected 
tribal rights; recommend demonstration sites in which to apply the tools; and support application 
of tools in selected demonstration sites.  
 
The Technical Workgroup met for the first time on November 30, 2023. The meeting included 
participation by nineteen tribal representatives and nine state agency staff.  Dr. Andrea Thorpe 
(State Parks) presented a framework that was a blend of those that had previously been presented 
by the state and the tribes. The framework describes a general process for data collection, tool 
development and refinement, and the development of adaptive management actions. The 
framework was well received. In addition, the group decided to lead with development of the 
tools for assessing recreation impacts on natural resources in order to use the lessons learned 
from this effort to refine the process before tackling cultural resource considerations, due to the 
higher level of sensitivity and complexity of the latter.  
 
The next step for the Technical Workgroup will be a day-long, in-person workshop hosted by the 
Tulalip Tribes.  The purpose of the workshop will be determining the key questions / resources 
of concern, compiling natural resources and recreation data and identifying data gaps, identifying 
what data and how best to measure priority questions, and designing the risk assessment 
(including identifying existing tools, such as Ecological Integrity Assessments). This workshop 
is anticipated to be held in February. 
 
Facilitation 
A pivotal step in the joint state agency-tribal process has been engaging a professional facilitator 
with experience working both with tribes and with state government. The Whitener Group, a 
tribal member-owned consulting firm, was selected to provide independent facilitation and to 
serve as a direct liaison with tribal leaders. Bob Whitener, the firm’s CEO is an accomplished 
tribal governance expert and trusted facilitator and consultant among tribes in both the US and 
Canada. His efforts and guidance have been invaluable in moving this effort forward. 
 
Tribal Technical and Financial Support 
Through discussions to date, it has become clear that tribes lack the capacity necessary to 
provide consultation and otherwise participate in the many state government processes at any 
given time. This lack of capacity has been identified as the principal barrier to the success of this 
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effort. In November, the state agencies, with DFW in the lead, secured a $1 million America the 
Beautiful Challenge grant from the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation to fund additional 
facilitation services and to provide technical and direct financial assistance to tribes in support of 
participation in this effort. While these funds are a good start, tribes have indicated that more 
funding is needed to ensure the success of this work. It is anticipated that tribes will seek 
additional state funding for capacity building during the 2024 legislative session. 
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Appendix 1 
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Appendix 2 
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