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July 24, 2007

Erika Conkling, Senior Planner

Economic Development, Neighborhoods, and Strategic Planning

City of Renton

1055 South Grady Way

Renton, WA 98055

RE:  Amendment 2007-M-05 Sunset Blvd. (QIP/Virtu) Rezone

Dear Ms. Conkling,

This letter is in support of Herons Forever’s comments on the proposed rezone and Comprehensive Plan Amendment 2007-M-05 Sunset Blvd (QIP/Virtu) and to provide the City of Renton with further technical information with which to make informed decisions.  It has come to our attention that the information in the City’s current file on this project is almost completely incorrect with respect to the Great blue heron colony’s history and responses to disturbances.  The attached report is intended to provide the City with the most accurate and up-to-date information for decision-making purposes.

I have been involved with monitoring herons in King County including the Black River heron colony and its surrounding habitats for almost two decades.  I am a nationally recognized expert in the field of urban wildlife biology and have expertise in wetlands and land use planning as well.  

The Black River Riparian Forest (BRRF) is a public open space resource with regional significance and is adjacent to the QIP/Virtu properties that are the subject of this rezone proposal.  Any development that occurs on the hillside above the BRRF will likely have significant adverse impacts on the resources found in the public open space.  Through informed decision-making, there may be ways to avoid some of these impacts and minimize others.  We strongly encourage the City of Renton to gather the appropriate information needed to make an informed decision about development on the hillside above the BRRF.

The Great Blue Heron colony at BRRF is the largest colony in King, Pierce, and Snohomish Counties and is among the 10 largest in the greater Puget Sound region.  As urban development expands, suitable habitat for heron nesting is reduced.  The population of herons in Western Washington is becoming increasingly concentrated in fewer nesting colonies, thus increasing the vulnerability of the species.  There is a high risk that any development on the hillside above and adjacent to the BRRF will threaten the habitat and the long-term health of the heron colony.  Strong measures should be implemented to prevent any adverse impacts from occurring to the heron colony at Black River.

The herons at Black River are significant because they are members of a distinct subspecies of Great blue heron.  This coastal subspecies is found along the west coast of British Columbia and Washington and perhaps into Oregon.  The main populations are found in the greater Puget Sound or Salish Sea area.  Researchers throughout western Washington and British Columbia have noticed a consistent downward trend in the numbers of these herons.  Canadian scientists have documented declines in the populations in British Columbia.  Information submitted to the City by the applicant would also indicate that the herons are barely producing enough young to keep ahead of normal mortality of the adults.  In the long run, this level of productivity will lead to population declines.  The City of Renton should ensure that its actions do not endanger the significant Black River colony and lead to a listing of this species in the U.S.

There are a number of cumulative impacts that are affecting the herons at Black River.  There has been a loss of suitable foraging habitat with the surrounding development in the Green River Valley.  There has also been an increasing level of disturbance and habitat loss immediately adjacent to the Black River Riparian Forest.  The first Bald eagle predation was observed in 1991 and while it has not prevented the herons from nesting, in some years the Bald eagle predation appears to have significantly reduced their success at raising young.  All of these pressures combine to create a cumulative impact, and it is difficult to know at what point it will become too much for the herons to persist at Black River.

Recommendations

We would recommend that the City of Renton pay close attention to the recommendations presented by the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife and implement them as fully as possible.   We would also recommend that the City rely on accurate information about the herons in making decisions.

Overall, we support rezoning the QIP/Virtu property as long as certain restrictions and conditions are put in place for any future development.  

In particular the rezoned property should be limited to no more than 50 single family detached homes.  There should be no multi-family or zero lot line development allowed.  The property should be fenced to prevent domestic animals from accessing the natural area below.  The houses should be set back from the southern property boundary and the area should be re-vegetated with evergreen trees to buffer the development from the sensitive natural area to the south.  Outdoor lighting should be shielded to prevent light and glare from reaching the natural habitats below the development.  Finally, and most importantly, all clearing, grading, and outside construction work should be restricted during the heron nesting season from February 15th to July 31st.  In addition, building construction on the QIP/Virtu should be restricted until at least 80 percent of the adjacent Sunset Bluffs property is completed

Conclusions

Despite the best current information, there may still be significant adverse impacts resulting from this rezone and development proposal.  We believe that an environmental impact statement will need to be prepared before any development can be approved.  Likely significant adverse impacts include impacts to water quality and quantity; to sensitive fish and wildlife, including the significant heron colony, threatened Puget Sound Chinook, and Essential Fish Habitat; and impacts from changes in noise, light and glare, and human and pet activity and intrusions.   

We support the rezone to 50 detached single-family units with the following conditions:

· Minimize impervious surfaces by minimizing road and building footprints.

· Minimize building heights and limit buildings to a maximum of 30 feet.

· Minimize lot sizes to 1/8th or 1/10th acre to facilitate a clustered pattern and minimize potential lawn areas.

· Orient structures so that access points (garages, front doors, etc.) face north away from the natural area to the south.

· All clearing, grading, and outdoor construction activities should be prohibited during the nesting season from February 15th to July 31st.

· All building construction on the QIP/Virtu property should be prohibited during the heron nesting season until at least 80 percent of the building construction on the adjacent Sunset Bluffs plat is completed.

· Fencing should be provided along all sides of any developed area adjoining the natural area.  Fencing should be a minimum of 6 foot chain link fence with signage alerting people to the sensitive nature of the protected Open Space beyond.

· Plant a dense band of native evergreen trees and shrubs along the outside edge of the fence between the development and the Black River Riparian Forest.

· Residential units should be located north of any necessary access road that is in turn separated from the Black River Riparian Forest by the dense vegetated buffer and fencing.

· Minimize outdoor lighting and use shielded light fixtures to direct light and glare away from the Black River Riparian Forest.

· Developer-installed landscaping should include a significant proportion of native plants to minimize the need for water, fertilizers, and pesticides.

· Protect vegetation in undeveloped portions of the property and prohibit cutting for view corridors or other purposes.

· Minimize pollutants in stormwater runoff by implementing a constructed stormwater wetland BMP among other BMPs used.

· Study and implement appropriate mitigation measures to ensure that groundwater movement from the hillside to the floodplain below is not altered.

· Prepare a habitat assessment to fully evaluate the potential for significant adverse impacts to the adjacent Black River Riparian Forest and its critical areas.

· Require an environmental impact statement before any permits are issued on this site to fully evaluate the significant adverse impacts and cumulative impacts that may occur as a result of development above the sensitive Black River Riparian Forest.

The Black River Riparian Forest is a rare commodity in the urban area.  There has been a tremendous amount of public investment both in dollars and in volunteer labor in acquiring and maintaining this urban jewel.  The Black River Riparian Forest is full of life and encompasses a diversity of species that is rare to find anywhere in the region.  We cannot simply create these places anew if we damage the ones we have.  It is in the best interests of the residents of the City of Renton to be conservative in evaluating potential impacts to the long-term viability of the Black River Riparian Forest.

Sincerely,

Kate Stenberg, Ph.D.

Principal

Enclosure

23022 SE 48th St., Sammamish, WA  98075      Quailcroft@comcast.net    425-313-1017

