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Northwest Straits Marine Conservation 
Initiative Sustainability Plan 
Funding history and background 

The Northwest Straits Initiative is a Congressionally-authorized organization that takes a local approach 
to citizen stewardship of marine resources.  It was created in 1998 as an alternative to a NOAA Marine 
Sanctuary designation.   

Funding history: From 1999 through 2010, the Northwest Straits Commission received a federal annual 
appropriation (see table below).  This funding increased over the years to a high of $1.6 million in 2009 
and 2010. Changes in congressional processes eliminated the opportunity to receive a federal 
appropriation in 2011 and as a result, funding to the Northwest Straits Initiative ceased, creating a huge 
budgetary gap.  In 2011, the NWSC’s budget came from a portion of 2010 funding ($380K) held in 
emergency reserve, allowing the NWSC to continue to operate beyond July 2011 and keep staff and 
basic operations functioning.     

NWSC Funding History 1999 to 2012 (and projected 2013 funding) 
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In September 2011, the NWSC received a $400K capacity grant from EPA, that covered the period from 
January 1 - June 30, 2012. Beginning in July 2012 funding for the Commission and MRCs was provided 
through an interagency agreement with the Puget Sound Partnership.  Some supplemental funding has 
been provided through NOAA and a small grant with USGS.  

 

The Path Forward  
The Northwest Straits Initiative can succeed in carrying out its mission but is unlikely to find a means to 
return to a single source of full funding.  Success will occur by tapping diverse funding that will include 
local, state, federal and private sources.   A new funding scenario is achievable given the level of support 
and appreciation for the work that is carried out by the organization.   Success will require a 
commitment from all facets of the organization – MRC members, Commissioners, Commission staff and 
the Foundation all pulling together and working effectively from a common plan.  This plan also requires 
excellent messaging – we need to effectively communicate what we do and why funding to the NWSC is 
a wise investment.  

Local government support  
MRCs are closely tied with their respective local governments – members are appointed by local elected 
officials and the committee provides an advisory function to the board of commissioners (or county 
council).  Over the years MRCs have provided important functions that the county has come to rely on.   

The MRC is a voice for local marine conservation and restoration priorities.   

The MRC is a forum for discussing and debating local marine conservation and restoration issues among 
diverse and educated local residents.  

The MRC is a place where project ideas are developed and implemented.  Local volunteerism leverages 
additional resources and project results are visible. 

 These functions are noticed and appreciated by local government officials and the support of these 
leaders should not be underestimated.  On many occasions local leaders have stepped up and written 
letters of support or testified at hearings in support of the Northwest Straits Initiative.  An excerpt from 
a support letter shows the rationale from the coastal caucus for supporting the MRCs.  

“MRCs carry out a vital role of communication related to Puget Sound recovery issues and have 
established a high degree of trust and respect in their communities. They provide education to the 
community in the form of speakers’ series, forums on topics such as ocean acidification, stormwater and 
how to manage your shoreline.  
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MRCs carry out local actions of importance that are a vital piece of implementing the Puget Sound action 
agenda. MRCs have played a big role in providing information on shoreline restoration and protection 
projects that are identified in the action agenda. The priorities and goals of MRCs are closely aligned with 
the Puget Sound action agenda.  
 
In addition, MRCs leverage incredible local resources that are otherwise unavailable to Puget Sound 
recovery efforts. All of the committees have diverse representation from local tribes to science 
professionals and business and environmental interests. They share in common the interest to get local 
restoration and protection projects accomplished and to better inform their neighbors about improving 
stewardship of the marine resources.” 

(Excerpt from a 2011 letter to Puget Sound Partnership chair Martha Kongsgaard from the WA 
Association of Counties Coastal Caucus signed by co-chairs Helen Price-Johnson and Phil Johnson) 

Financial support to MRCs from local governments varies but is generally quite minimal.  MRCs 
historically “had their own funding” and it wasn’t necessary for local governments to contribute.  
However counties that have contributed to their MRCs have seen more projects accomplished.  It’s 
important to recognize that the decline in federal funding came during the recession when local 
government budgets were also tight, making it unlikely that local governments could fill in where the 
federal government left a gap.   

Executive committee recommendation:  set a goal to increase local support of MRCs and create a more 
equal balance among MRCs.  Consider approaching applicable cities and local partners such as Port 
districts for support.   

How:  each MRC should work with local elected officials from the county and nearby cities to make the 
case for funding at a modest level that leverages other support.   

Other local support:  there are opportunities to obtain funding through the local integrating 
organizations or other local funding programs.  Counties and cities may be able to utilize MRC support to 
assist in completing marine conservation projects that would otherwise strain local governmental 
capacity.  

GOAL:  $20K per MRC or for first time contributions 10% match to NWSC grant ($7000).  

State Funding  
The Northwest Straits Commission does not receive state funding support.  MRCs are the local 
organization that identifies local priorities to protect the marine and nearshore areas and develops 
projects to achieve protection and restoration.  MRCs have provided priorities for the nearshore and 
marine environment to Local Integrating Organizations.  MRCs and the Commission are carrying out 
projects to implement the Puget Sound Action Agenda. 



2015 DRAFT  
 

4 
 

The state does provide financial support to 4 coastal MRCs:  Grays Harbor, North Coast (Clallam and 
Jefferson), Pacific and Wahkiakum counties.  The coastal MRCs were established using the Northwest 
Straits Initiative model but use the WA Dept of Fish and Wildlife for administration.   

Executive Committee recommendation:  set a goal to obtain state funding in the 2016 legislative 
session.  

How:  External Relations committee will consult with some key legislators and agency legislative affairs 
personnel to determine course of action for 2016 session with goal of $350K request and making 
linkages to coastal MRC funding.  Explore opportunities for tapping a fee-based revenue source. 

GOAL:  $350,000   

Federal Funding  
NOAA was interested in the region as a National Marine Sanctuary in the 1980’s and 90’s.  That process 
was a demonstration of interest in federal trust species and recognition of the need for federal 
investment in the region.  If the Sanctuary proposal passed, the federal government would have 
invested a lot more financial resources than they have through the Northwest Straits Initiative. If the 
Sanctuary process had succeeded, there would be federal funding for a Northwest Straits Sanctuary.  
Lacking a Sanctuary designation, the Northwest Straits Initiative has little federal connection other than 
the original Congressional authorization.  

NWSC staff has worked in close coordination with the federal delegation and federal agencies over the 
many years to identify linkages with agency missions and opportunities for funding.  The inability to 
earmark funding along with the enormous decreases in federal agency budgets has created slim 
opportunities to obtain federal funding other than competitive project grants (which are fewer than in 
past years).    

Executive committee recommendation:   

• NWSC staff continue to work with the delegation, tribal governments and federal agencies such 
as NOAA, EPA, USFWS and others to inform them that our work represents multiple years of 
federal investment in local marine conservation and stewardship and lines up closely with their 
mission statements. 

• NWSC and MRCs continue to demonstrate the linkages between our work and the Action 
Agenda.  

Competitive Grants 
 

The NWSC and MRCs have had some success obtaining grant writing for individual MRC.  MRCs often 
use the NWS Foundation for grant writing, and sometimes fiscal and project management.  The NWS 
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Foundation has successfully procured funding for several multi-MRC projects such as oil spill 
preparedness and shoreline landowner workshops.   
 
Executive committee recommendation: continue to use additional grants to expand the capacity of MRC 
projects and to leverage Commission funds.  

How:  all MRCs should have a list of projects to be funded above and beyond what is available from the 
Commission.  Commission and Foundation staff should assist as needed to develop projects and identify 
additional funding sources.  

GOAL:  $300,000  

 
Private and other funding sources 
Various private foundations, individuals and businesses offer opportunities to raise additional funds for 
the Initiative. As a non-profit organization, the NWS Foundation is in the best position to solicit private 
funding.  

Executive committee recommendation:  work with the NWS Foundation to raise a minimum of $10K per 
MRC and develop a long-term strategy to grow that account. (this proposal has not yet been vetted with 
the Foundation) 

 

Conclusions 

The NWSI began an entirely new funding paradigm in 2011.  The NWSI will pursue diverse funding 
streams for FY2013 through a multi-pronged strategy that involves participation from the entire 
organization.  Capacity funding at previously experienced levels are unlikely.  Doing so ensures every 
piece of the organization knows its role and its mission as we continue equipping local citizens for a 
lifetime of co-managing their environmental priorities in the Northwest Straits. 
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