ISLAND COUNTY

Shoreline Master
Program Overview

In 1971, Washington passed the Shoreline Management Act (SMA) to
encourage comprehensive, rather than piecemeal, management of the
State’s shorelines; to protect their natural character; and to promote
the public’s access and enjoyment of them. Island County’s Shoreline
Master Program (SMP) carries out the policies of the SMA for the
unique Puget Sound and lake shorelines across Whidbey, Camano,
and other small islands. The SMP provides policies, regulations, and
permit procedures for shoreline development tailored to the unique
geographic, economic, and environmental needs of Island County.

Does the SMP Apply to My Property?
The SMP applies to all development activities along the County’s marine shorelines
and freshwater lakes greater than 20 acres or larger in area, and includes adjacent
shoreland areas. Together, these areas are known as the “shoreline jurisdiction.”
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SHORELINE JURISDICTION
Shoreline jurisdiction areas include lands within 200 feet of the edge of shoreline
(Ordinary High Water Mark, or “OHWM”), associated wetlands and associated floodplains. Inventory mapping of associated wetland and floodplain areas has improved;
some properties previously assumed to be outside of shoreline jurisdiction are now
included. Where there are questions, verification of whether or not a property is within
shoreline jurisdiction should be made in coordination with the County consistent with
the SMP.
The County regularly amends the SMP to reflect changes in SMA guidance and local conditions,
and initiated a comprehensive update several years ago resulting in adoption of a largely
new SMP in January, 2016. Many of the updates are provided to ensure better management
of shoreline natural resources, but also have design and permitting implications for common
shoreline development activities.
This guide has been developed to improve understanding of the new SMP and implications
for your shoreline property; it is advisory only and homeowners need to contact Island County
Planning for further information regarding permitting.
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All photos by Hugh Shipman

Why are Shorelines Important for the Environment?
Shoreline ecology is the interdependent relationship between various elements of the
shoreline environment, including erosion, infiltration, changes in beach dynamics, and
the interaction of plants and wildlife with the ecological system.
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Protection and maintenance of shoreline environment and underlying ecological
processes is important for salmon, blue heron, and other fish and wildlife species, and
also for maintaining functions that support human enjoyment of the County’s shorelines, including:
• Maintenance of water quality that supplies drinking water and clean shellfish;
• Protection of lives and property from flood and landslide damage; and
• Maintenance of beaches that provide recreation for all Island County citizens.
The policies and regulations within the SMP balance the management of Island
County’s shorelines for ecological functions with their use for human enjoyment.

SMP Overview for Homeowners

3

What is New in the 2016 SMP?
The SMA requires the SMP to include strategies that ensure that total County shoreline
ecological functions are maintained over time and across cumulative development (also
known as “no net loss”). Therefore, the SMP includes the following:

A New System of Shoreline Environment Designations (SEDs)
New SEDs differentiate between the existing conditions, uses, and plans for different
segments of the County’s unique and varied shorelines. The SEDs work like a zoning
overlay, with specific use allowances and development standards applied to each designation. See http://islandcountygis.maps.arcgis.com for an interactive map of the new
SEDs (scroll to “Island County Shoreline Designations” web map).

Shoreline Buffers
Shoreline buffers, steep slope buffers, and shoreline setbacks protect natural vegetation
and shoreline ecological functions as new development activities occur. Buffer and
setback standards vary between SEDs.
Please see the Homeowners Guidance for Shoreline Buffers and Setbacks applicable to
your shoreline environment for additional details.

Integrated Critical Areas Standards
The new SMP incorporates by reference specific portions of Island County critical areas
protections, and provides new policy and regulations for fish and wildlife habitat conservation areas within shoreline jurisdiction (streams and critical saltwater habitats).

Vegetative Maintenance
Under the new SMP, removal of vegetation in shoreline jurisdiction is a “regulated
activity” and removal of native vegetation is generally prohibited (except as necessary for
allowed shoreline development). Certain allowances are provided, including for limited
tree thinning and pruning for view enhancement and for pedestrian beach access.
Please see the Homeowners Guidance for Vegetation Management on Your Shoreline
Property for additional details.

Restrictions on Activities
The new SMP discourages structures and activities in the shoreline jurisdiction that will
interrupt normal shoreline processes, including erosion, accretion, or transportation of
sediment when human health is not imminently threatened.
Please see the Homeowners Guidance for Shoreline Erosion and Consideration for New
Bank Stabilization on Your Shoreline Property and Homeowners Guidance for Beach
Access Structures on Your Shoreline Property for additional details.
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Shoreline Permit Process

What Activities Require a Shoreline Permit?
Most activities within the shoreline jurisdiction that disturb soils and/or vegetation,
place new material (fill), construct or alter the size of a structure, drive piles, subdivide
land, or alter hydrology or water quality of wetlands and streams are regulated, must
meet SMP standards, and require Island County permits.

What Uses are Permitted on My Property?
The following table reflects permitted, prohibited, and conditional uses common to
residential shoreline development proposals for each SED.

P = Shoreline Permitted Use

SHORELINE ENVIRONMENT DESIGNATION (SED)

Aquatic

Natural

Rural
Conservancy

Urban
Conservancy

Shoreline
Residential

High
Intensity

X = Shoreline Prohibited Use

Single-family (and normal appurtenances)

X

P

P

P

P

C

Accessory dwelling units (e.g., guest
houses)

X

C

C

P

P

X

Accessory beach access structures on
private lots

C

P1 / C

P

P

P

C

Accessory structures (e.g., garden house,
boat house, etc.)

X

P

P

P

P

C

C3

C3

C3

P3 / C
1

C = Shoreline Conditional Use

SHORELINE USE / STRUCTURE
Residential Uses

Boating & Related Facilities
Boat launches

P3 / C

Private piers, docks, and floats

C/

Mooring buoys

P

P13

P

C

C

C

C/P

NA

NA

NA

NA

X

P

C

C

P

P

P

Shoreline Modification
Structural stabilization

C

Non-structural stabilization

P

P

P

P

P

P

Restoration/beach enhancement

P

P

P

P

P

P

Table Notes:
1: Permitted use only for public access over private lots, including required public access for a subdivision. All other beach access structures in the Natural designation require a conditional use permit.
3: Public and community boat launches only.
13. New and replacement docks, piers, and floats located within a designated canal comm... section
17.05A.110.B.23.
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What Type of Permit Will I Need?
Island County processes four types of shoreline permits: Shoreline Exemption Permit;
Shoreline Substantial Development Permit; Shoreline Conditional Use Permit; and
Shoreline Variance Permit. Permitted uses reflected in the shoreline use table, along
with the cost and complexity of the project, determine what type of shoreline permit is
needed.

Shoreline Exemption Permit
Generally required for permitted uses with a fair market value less than $6,416.
The SMP includes a detailed list of development activities that are exempt from a
Substantial Development Permit (SDP). The County has developed a Shoreline
Exemption Permit review process to ensure that exempt activities are consistent with
the SMP. Minor projects that require little or no staff discretion and are outside of
critical areas might qualify for a shoreline exemption limited review process.

Shoreline Substantial Development Review Permit
Applies to all non-exempt shoreline uses where the total cost or fair market value of
the project exceeds $6,416.00. (This dollar amount will be updated in 2017.)

Shoreline Conditional Use Permit
Required when the proposed use is classified with a “C” in the shoreline use table.
These uses and activities frequently have a higher potential to impact shoreline
ecology or public use, and as such the Conditional Use Permit criteria provides opportunity for the County to ensure consistency with additional criteria. These permits also
require Department of Ecology (Ecology) review and approval.

Shoreline Variance Permit
Required when a proposal exceeds allowed height limits, encroaches into required
setbacks and buffers, or varies from other specific bulk, dimensional, or performance
standard. Variances are not granted for prohibited uses in the shoreline use table.
Shoreline variance permits are reviewed against strict criteria; homeowners must
demonstrate that adherence to the SMP would preclude or significantly interfere with
reasonable use of their property. A shoreline variance permit is first locally approved
by Island County, then submitted to Ecology for review and final approval.
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Where Can I Find Permit Applications?
Island County provides all applications and submittal forms necessary to submit a
complete application at Island County Planning and Community Development:
• Whidbey Office: Island County Courthouse Annex, 1 NE 6th St, Coupeville, 98239
• Camano Annex: 121 N East Camano Dr, Camano Island, 98282
• https://www.islandcountywa.gov/planning/

What if I Need More Information?
Property owners benefit when they are well-informed about the types and extent of
allowable development on a piece of property, the presence of possible site constraints
such as critical areas, the permitting process and review timeline, and other application considerations. Having answers ahead of time makes for a more streamlined,
predictable, and less expensive process.
Island County’s website and planning offices are a great place to start, and staff are
available to assist you during customer service hours. If you have questions about
a relatively complicated project or site, convening a pre-application conference or
requesting a preliminary critical areas determination (PCAD) may be appropriate.

Pre-Application Conference
The “pre-app” allows interdisciplinary County staff to review a development proposal
and provide feedback prior to a formal permit submittal. The application must be
completed by the applicant and submitted to the Planning Department. Upon receipt,
County staff reviews the application and schedules a conference at the County office
in Coupeville. Together, you discuss the development proposal, site constraints and
opportunities, the application submittal requirements, permit timeline, and other relevant
information. The process takes 30 days from receipt of the application and application
fees can be applied to a permit application fees if a permit is submitted within 180 days.

Preliminary Critical Areas Determination (PCAD)
PCAD services allow property owners, consultants, and/or contractors to meet with
County staff on-site, prior to a permit application submittal, to identify and discuss
on-site critical areas. The PCAD services allow applicants to understand site constraints
prior to application submittal and modify development proposals accordingly.
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Frequently Asked Questions
How does the SMP apply to
agricultural activities?

regulation of shoreline buffers during the

When SMPs are updated, the SMP

shoreline enhances property values by:

does not apply retroactively to existing

• Stabilizing slopes

agriculture. Updated SMP require-

• Screening adjacent development from

ments, including use restrictions, buffer
and setback requirements, vegetation
management, and impervious surface
coverage limits apply to new and
expanded agricultural activities, and
where agricultural activities are converted
to other uses.

Is it true that the new SMP requires me
to tear down my existing structure?
No. The updated SMP only regulates
new development constructed after
its adoption. There are no retroactive
shoreline master program requirements.

same period. Protecting buffers along the

view
• Providing attractive, native vegetation
and habitat
• Blocking noise and glare from adjacent
properties

I just want to maintain vegetation in my
yard. Are there rules I should know?
Maintenance of existing, legally-established, residential landscaping is allowed.
Once the existing landscaping in the
buffer is removed or the site is developed
or redeveloped, only native vegetation
is allowed and any new vegetation must
adhere to SMP regulations.

Are SMP regulations a “taking” of
private property rights?

Are there limitations on repairs to
houses, barns, bulkheads, docks or other
The U.S. Constitution allows local governstructures?
ments to limit private property activities
for public benefit, provided they do not
deprive the landowner of all reasonable
use of the property. SMP regulations do
not deprive landowners of all reasonable
use of their property. In limited instances
where regulations interfere with a
reasonable use, the property owner may
seek a variance permit.

Won’t buffers and other shoreline
regulations decrease my property
values?
Waterfront property has skyrocketed in
value in the past 30 years despite the

The SMP allows for the normal maintenance
and repair of existing, lawfully constructed
structures. Maintenance and repair are
considered an exempt shoreline activity,
and while a Shoreline Exemption Permit will
likely be required, the SMP will not prohibit
this work. In addition, the replacement of
an existing, lawful structure may be allowed
as repair where such replacement is the
common method of repair. In all instances,
the replacement structure must be comparable to the original, and it must not cause
substantial adverse impacts to the shoreline
environment.

This project has been funded wholly or in part by the United States Environmental Protection Agency.
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