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Shoreline Erosion and Consideration
for New Bank Stabilization
This guidance is advisory only and
provides direction for addressing
shoreline erosion and considerations
for new bank stabilization, consistent
with policy and regulations of the
new SMP. The SMP recognizes that
private landowners want to protect
their properties from erosion and storm
hazards; however, bank stabilization can
have significant impacts on shoreline
ecological functions.
Example of nourished beach and restored backshore, Samish Island

Understanding Shoreline Management Program
(SMP) Policy for Shoreline Stabilization
The following SMP policies highlight the County’s basis for establishing standards for
Bank Stabilization:
• “New development [including the creation of new parcels] should not be allowed if it
would foreseeably create a need for shoreline stabilization measures within the life
of the development.”
• “New and replacement bank activities should consist of the softest measure that will
protect existing uses…”
Photos: Hugh Shipman

• “Non-structural or soft-shore bank stabilization techniques are preferred over structural shoreline stabilization, such as bulkheads, seawalls, and breakwaters.”
• “An existing shoreline stabilization structure may be replaced with a similar structure
only upon demonstration of need to protect the primary structure from shoreline
erosion caused by tidal action, currents, or waves.”

Example of softshore stabilization, south Deception Pass

Understanding Bank Stabilization
Shoreline stabilization includes those structures that are intended to stop shore erosion from wave or current action, protect channels and
harbors from wave action, encourage deposition of beach materials, prevent shoreline overflow, and/or retain uplands.
Structural shoreline stabilization includes bulkheads, seawalls, revetments, breakwaters, jetties, and groins.
Soft shoreline stabilization can include large woody material placement, beach nourishment, and vegetation enhancement.
For more information, see:
• Shore Stewards Guide for Shoreline Living – http://ext100.wsu.edu/island/nrs/shore-stewards/
• WDFW Marine Shoreline Design Guidelines – http://wdfw.wa.gov/publications/01583/
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Why does the SMP regulate shoreline stabilization?
From the WDFW Marine Shoreline Design Guidelines: “The

What does the SMP say about replacement of existing
shoreline stabilization?

construction of bulkheads and seawalls has become a significant

Proposals for replacement of existing shoreline stabilization must

environmental issue in the Puget Sound region. [Structural shoreline

generally document the need for replacement consistent with

stabilization] has been continuously constructed over the past 50

standards for newly proposed stabilization. This means that the

years… Years of scientific study has led to the determination that hard

stabilization must be needed to protect principal uses or structures

armor profoundly influences coastal processes, alters coastal ecology,

(including wastewater disposal systems) from erosion caused by

and reduces the resilience of the coast to rising sea level (Shipman et

currents, tidal action or waves, and that replacement design is

al. 2010, Schlenger et al. 2011, Johannessen and MacLennan 2007).”

provided to ensure no net loss of ecological functions.

Long-term erosion in Puget Sound is generally quite slow, often far

As with new structures, special allowances and requirements apply

less than one foot per decade. In Island County, however, hard armor

for replacing existing shoreline stabilization in Canal Communities.

structures, such as log piling or concrete bulkheads, continue to be

Generally, the shoreline stabilization structure must be aligned

constructed along approximately 850 feet of marine shoreline each

horizontally and vertically with the predominant line and height formed

year. In addition, deteriorating bulkheads are currently being replaced

by other bulkheads on the same shoreline.

by new armor, with more permitted projects in Island County than in
any other county in the Puget Sound region.
For these reasons, the SMP establishes standards for new and
replacement shoreline stabilization, working in coordination with
requirements of state and federal agencies, including WDFW and
the Army Corps of Engineers. The SMP seeks to balance protection
of habitat and shoreline processes with the interests of individual
shoreline property owners.

When can new or expanded shoreline stabilization be
permitted for a residential property?
As accessory to residential use, new or expanded shoreline stabilization may be allowed only when there is conclusive evidence
documented by a geotechnical or coastal engineering analysis that
erosion from waves or currents is expected to cause damage to a
primary structure or appurtenance within 3 years, or when shown that
waiting longer would eliminate the opportunity to use measures that
avoid impacts to ecological functions.

What criteria are required for all shoreline
stabilization proposals?
All shoreline stabilization is only permitted when a geotechnical
analysis and a biological site assessment are provided that confirm:
• Erosion creating the need for shoreline stabilization is not caused
by upland conditions, such as the loss of vegetation or modification
of drainage;
• Proposed shoreline stabilization is designed to minimize interruption
of fish and wildlife habitats through the use of the least impacting
alternative type of shoreline stabilization practicable. The SMP
provides a list of alternatives that must be considered in order of
priority from least to greatest impact: upland measures (control of
site drainage, shoreline vegetation, and relocation of structures);
beach nourishment and soft shore protection methods; and lastly,
hard structures such as bulkheads;
• Proposed shoreline stabilization will minimize interference with
natural processes of water and soil movement from upland areas to
the shoreline;

Special allowances are provided for Shoreline Residential properties
on designated canal communities (SRCC shorelines). For these
areas, if a lot does not have a bulkhead and lots on both sides do
have a bulkhead (and the horizontal distance between existing
bulkheads does not exceed 120 feet), a new stabilization structure
located landward of OHWM is allowed. Additional criteria apply to
this allowance.

• Adequate mitigation measures will be provided to maintain existing
shoreline processes and critical fish and wildlife habitat, and ensure
no net loss of ecological functions; and
• Shoreline stabilization will not be used for the direct or indirect
purpose of creating land waterward of the OHWM.
New and expanded shoreline stabilization is prohibited along all
lake shorelines.
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Breakwaters are generally prohibited, except with a Conditional Use
Permit in High Intensity and Aquatic environments. There are also
extensive restrictions on groins and jetties, generally prohibiting application accessory to residential use.

What should I consider when planning new, expanded or
replacement shoreline stabilization?
Island County recommends that you call the Planning and Community
Development Department (https://www.islandcountywa.gov/planning/)

If determined appropriate based on all SMP criteria, structural
shoreline stabilization requires a Conditional Use Permit for Natural
and Rural Conservancy shorelines, as well as for all Aquatic areas.
Structural stabilization is a permitted use for Urban Conservancy,
Shoreline Residential, and High Intensity shorelines. Non-structural

to ask questions about your project. County staff will provide information regarding SMP requirements, permitting, and additional reports
required with your shoreline application. Note that a professional
geotechnical analysis is required for all new or expanded shoreline
stabilization structures.

shoreline stabilization is a permitted use in all shoreline environments.

SMP shoreline buffer flexibility to encourage restoration
of your shoreline
If you choose to remove existing structural shoreline stabilization and
replace it with natural soft shore stabilization, you may reduce the
standard shoreline buffer equal to the distance that the OHWM moves
landward due to the bulkhead removal. This reduction allowance may
result in up to a 50% reduction of the required buffer width.

Before

After
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Photos: Hugh Shipman

Where actions to address shoreline erosion
are warranted, the current SMP prioritizes
approaches with the least shoreline impact over
those with greater levels of impact. This requires
consideration of upland measures (control of site
drainage, shoreline vegetation, and relocation
of structures) before shoreline modification is
considered, and then requires consideration
of beach nourishment and soft shore protection methods before bulkheads and other hard structures can be approved. These Puget Sound property
owners chose to remove a an ineffective riprap bulkhead, and instead used beach nourishment to stabilize the beach. This soft shore protection
approach also improved access to the beach. (These images are from the WDFW “Your Marine Waterfront” guide.)
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Photos: Before: Hugh Shipman; After: Theresa Mitchell

Before
Recent bulkhead removal at the Cornet Bay
Marina Area, along the north shoreline of
Whidbey Island. The restoration project replaced
the wooden bulkhead with logs and natural
vegetation to transform the park shoreline into
usable, attractive and ecologically healthy
environment.

After

Photo: WDFW Your Marine Waterfront

Unnecessary hard armoring

Beach nourished with gravel, logs, and natural vegetation —
highlights opportunity for adjacent armored shoreline

Example of soft shore stabilization along the Port
Washington Narrows shoreline of Bremerton
(Lions Park). More than 20 years ago, shoreline
armoring was removed, with beach nourishment
and natural vegetation improving shoreline
access and nearshore ecology.

Photo: Hugh Shipman

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