King County KING COUNTY AUDITOR'S OFFICE

APRIL 6, 2026

First Follow-up on Fish Passage Restoration: Opportunities to
Increase Impact, Transparency, and Collaboration

The Fish Passage Restoration Program (FPRP) developed a strategic plan that clarifies the goals
and objectives of the program, increasing transparency into its activities and impact. The strategic
plan, published in September 2025, included updated program performance metrics which consider the
impact of non-county-owned barriers on fish passage and better represent the program’s impact on
restoring salmon access to habitat. As part of the strategic plan development, the FPRP increased its
collaboration with local tribes and developed a standard operation procedure (SOP) that allows for
county communication and consultation with local tribes throughout a project’s life cycle. This improved
collaboration with local tribes could lead to faster permitting and increased opportunities to partner on

grants.

The FPRP has not yet developed a plan on how to ensure habitat-focused projects scheduled later
in the workplan are completed even if earlier projects are delayed or there are funding shortfalls.
As a result, the program may not be able to achieve the objective of restoring fish passage to at
least half of the salmon habitat blocked by county-owned barriers by 2039. The FPRP workplan is a
mix of habitat-focused projects that offer significant habitat gain and infrastructure-focused projects that
offer more than marginal habitat gain. In the program'’s workplan, many habitat-focused projects are
scheduled to occur in the later years of the workplan — the program plans to deliver around one-fifth of
total habitat gains in the final two years of the 17-year workplan. This means that delays in project
delivery or funding shortfalls could impact the program’s ability to complete the projects by 2039. The
program acknowledges in its new strategic plan that funding remains a significant risk to delivering on
the program’s goals and objectives, and a robust financing plan is needed to support projects.

Of the eight audit recommendations:
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See details below for implementation status of each recommendation.

Recommendation 1 DONE @

The Fish Passage Restoration Program should ensure public-facing websites and reports
accurately reflect the decision-making considerations and tradeoffs involved in its workplan
development and the resulting schedule of projects.

STATUS UPDATE: The FPRP has updated its website and posted the program’s 2025 strategic plan
online. The website and strategic plan both now explain that the FPRP workplan is a result of
balancing asset management projects' with habitat-focused projects. Further, the website and
strategic plan explain that, while the FPRP could reopen fish access to habitat faster by prioritizing
only habitat-focused projects, the program includes asset management projects to help avoid
expensive emergency work to fix failed infrastructure, the result of which could decrease funding
for habitat-focused projects.

IMPACT: By updating program documents, the FPRP helps ensure that the public and decision-
makers understand the tradeoffs and considerations involved in completing restoration work,
allowing interested parties to better understand program barriers and opportunities.

Recommendation 2 DONE @

The Fish Passage Restoration Program should review and update its 10-year workplan to

ensure it is aligned with county goals as well as with the program’s goals and objectives
developed during strategic planning, as described in Recommendation 5.

STATUS UPDATE: The FPRP revised its program goals and updated its workplan as part of
developing the 2025 strategic plan. The previous program goal of “get the most salmon to the
best habitat as soon as possible” was updated to “accelerate benefits for salmon by restoring fish
passage,” with the objective of restoring fish passage to at least half of the salmon habitat blocked
by county-owned barriers by 2039. The FPRP extended its 2023-2032 workplan to 2039 to better
reflect actual progress, and it made some changes to the project list while still aiming to restore
access to half of the salmon habitat blocked by county-owned barriers. While the 30-year county
goals within the Clean Water Healthy Habitat (CWHH) are outside the 2023-2039 workplan
timeline, the program team estimates that if project completion rates are maintained though

" The program refers to these projects as “infrastructure with fish passage” projects.



2050, the program would meet CWHH's success measure of removing county-owned barriers to
70 to 80 percent of habitat blocked in 2020.2

IMPACT: By clearly outlining its goals and objectives and revising its workplan in alignment with
those goals and objectives, the FPRP is increasing transparency about program strategy and
performance.

Recommendation 3

The Fish Passage Restoration Program should develop and document a plan to ensure
completion of habitat-focused projects if projects are delayed, cost estimates increase, or

funding is otherwise constrained.

STATUS UPDATE: The 2025 FPRP strategic plan highlights that lack of funding is a significant risk
to delivery of the goal to accelerate benefits for salmon by restoring fish passage and establishes
an objective to ensure there is adequate funding to support the fish passage program. However,
the program has not developed and documented a plan that would ensure King County
completes habitat-focused projects if funding challenges arise. The program expects to deliver
nearly one-fifth of the total habitat gain in the final two years of its 17-year workplan. This means
that funding shortfalls or cost estimate increases in earlier years could impact delivery of later
habitat-focused projects and, therefore, prevent the program from achieving its objective to
restore fish passage to at least half of the salmon habitat blocked by county-owned barriers by
2039.

WHAT REMAINS: The FPRP should develop and document a plan to ensure habitat-focused
projects are completed in the event earlier projects are delayed or if there are funding shortfalls,
so that the program is still able to achieve its objective to restore fish passage to at least half of
the salmon habitat blocked by county-owned barriers by 2039.

Recommendation 4 DONE @

The Fish Passage Restoration Program (FPRP) should develop, document, and communicate
the results of performance measures that accurately reflect program outputs and outcomes
for restoring fish passage, including the impact of non-county-owned barriers on program
outcomes. The FPRP should complete this as part of the strategic plan outlined in

Recommendation 5.

2 King County habitat gain reflects the habitat gained by removing a fish passage barrier as measured to the next county owned
barrier and does not take into account non-county-owned barriers.



STATUS UPDATE: In the 2025 strategic plan, the FPRP specifies three performance measures it will
track as part of the program: county habitat gain potential, immediate habitat gain, and subbasin
barrier density, in addition to number of completed projects. Immediate habitat gain and subbasin
barrier density reflect the impact of non-county-owned barriers on fish passage. The program
plans to track county and immediate habitat gain on an ongoing basis as barriers are remedied
and report out on subbasin barrier density on a biennial basis.

IMPACT: By creating performance measures that are tied to program outcomes, the FPRP can
show impact on local fish populations and can highlight areas where increased focus, efforts, or
coordination are needed.

Recommendation 5

The Fish Passage Restoration Program (FPRP) should develop, document, and begin
implementing a strategic plan that clarifies the goals and objectives of the program and
should work with Clean Water Health Habitat initiative staff and others to ensure FPRP
goals and objectives are consistent with county goals for fish passage and habitat
restoration. In developing its strategic plan, the FPRP should ensure the plan aligns with
and supports efforts described in Recommendations 1, 2, and 4.

STATUS UPDATE: The FPRP developed three goals for the program: 1) accelerate benefits for
salmon by restoring fish passage; 2) streamline fish passage projects from conception through
successful completion; and 3) partner to increase fish passage restoration throughout King
County. The FPRP also developed six objectives that will help it achieve the new goals. These goals
support the broader fish habitat goals of the CWHH initiative, specifically through removing fish
passage barriers at a proposed pace, which, if maintained, would restore access to two-thirds of
King County’s salmon habitat and all the kokanee habitat by 2050.

IMPACT: By developing a strategic plan, the FPRP is better situated to communicate to decision-
makers its activities, timelines, challenges, and impact, and it can more clearly communicate to the

public how it intends to achieve programmatic goals and objectives.

Recommendation 6

The King County Executive should develop, document, and implement a plan that includes
the activities necessary to meet the fish habitat goal and progress measures outlined in the
King County Clean Water Healthy Habitat Strategic Plan 2020-2025, such as removal of
non-county barriers.



STATUS UPDATE: The CWHH strategic plan’s goal of better fish habitat by 2050 included two
progress measures: 1) restored access to two-thirds of King County’s salmon habitat and all the
kokanee habitat and 2) increasing juvenile salmonid survival throughout all major watersheds. The
FPRP clarified in its strategic plan that the CWHH progress measure of restored access to salmon
habitat refers only to the portion of habitat blocked by county-owned barriers. Implementing the
FPRP strategic plan and sustaining the pace of removal of county-owned barriers should achieve
restored access to two-thirds of the salmon habitat currently blocked by county-owned barriers.
The County Executive has yet to document and implement a plan to meet the progress measure
of increasing juvenile salmonid survival throughout all major watersheds.

WHAT REMAINS: By developing, documenting, and implementing activities that support better
fish habitat, the CWHH strategic plan can help ensure progress on its measure of increasing
juvenile salmonid survival rates throughout all major watersheds.

Recommendation 7

The Fish Passage Restoration Program should develop, document, and implement a plan to

ensure ongoing consultation with the local tribes, including consultation on the program'’s

workplan.

STATUS UPDATE: In its new strategic plan, the FPRP committed to consult with the five local tribes
that have treaty fishing rights or trust lands within King County's geographic boundaries. Program
staff created an SOP for communicating and consulting with local tribes on individual projects
that includes ongoing solicitation for feedback during key project milestones and a process for
annual updates and requests for input on upcoming projects. Additionally, the FPRP updated its
workplan with feedback from local tribes.

IMPACT: By including local tribes in program decision-making, particularly the program's
workplan, the FPRP helps ensure that the tribes can provide input on both individual projects and
the sequencing of projects. Formalizing standard operating procedures helps ensure that local
tribes continue to be involved in decision-making, even if the program staff were to change.



Recommendation 8 DONE @

The Fish Passage Restoration Program should ensure that the plan defined in
Recommendation 7 provides for consultation with local tribes throughout a project’s life
cycle.

STATUS UPDATE: The FPRP has developed an SOP for communication and consultation with local
tribes. In the SOP, the FPRP commits to providing local tribes with annual updates on programs
and individual projects as well as actively engaging local tribes during key project milestones to
seek their feedback. The FPRP will seek feedback from local tribes on design aspects and also on
how well individual project teams communicate and consult with them on projects.

IMPACT: Ensuring consultation with local tribes throughout a project’s life cycle improves
collaboration on projects and could lead to faster permitting and increased opportunities to
partner on grants.

Zainab Nejati conducted this review. If you have any questions or would like more information, please
contact the King County Auditor’s Office at KCAO@KingCounty.gov or 206-477-1033.
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