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Sustainable Practices — What you can do!
Simple steps you and your family can take that will improve the health of our Islands 

Caring for our natural  
resources — stewardship 
— is a way of life in the San 

Juan Islands. Begun by old timers 
who got much of their sustenance 
from fishing and harvesting shore-
lines, it is mainly about making 
easy, sensible and often economical 
choices in our everyday lives. It’s 
immensely rewarding, even fun. 
And it’s something we do as much 
for ourselves as for the natural  
environment that sustains us.

For technical information and  
assistance, volunteer opportunities, 
and what San Juan County is doing, 
check out the Stewardship Connections 
section on the back page. There you will find  
contact information on the groups listed. 

1Learn about the natural  
systems of the San Juans and 
the Salish Sea  
One of the best investments you can 

make is to understand how our local ecosys-
tems function so that you can make decisions 
that keep them healthy. Attend a workshop or 
lecture and bring a friend.

The San Juan Nature Institute, SeaDoc Society, 
The Whale Museum, and WSU Extension Beach 
Watchers provide opportunities to learn about 
our local ecology. Contact the MRC 
to schedule a talk about our Marine 
Stewardship Area for your organiza-
tion or class. 

2Preserve seagrass 
beds and forage fish 
spawning areas  
Seagrass and kelp beds 

provide critical habitat for juvenile 
salmon and a host of other marine 
life. Certain beaches are spawn-
ing areas for smelt and sand lance, 
important food sources for larger 
species. Vegetatian along shorelines 
shades forage fish eggs buried in the 
sand. Herring, a critical link in the 
marine food web, use eelgrass beds 
to spawn. Respect the high habi-
tat value of these areas, and don’t 
install docks and mooring buoys in 
them. Avoid anchoring in, boating 
through, or otherwise disturbing 

seagrasses and kelp. Learn when to stay off of 
certain beaches during spawning seasons.

For further info, see ‘Living with the shoreline’ 
published by Friends of the San Juans. 

3THINK stewardship when  
you shop 
Use less plastic and reusable shopping 
bags. Choose less or recyclable packag-

ing. Patronize local businesses, especially those 
that employ sustainable practices and offer green 
products and services. Buy locally grown foods.

Identify local “green” businesses through these 
websites: www.orcasislandchamber.com,  
www.sanjuanisland.org, www.lopezislanad.com, 
www.visitsanjuans.com

Support our local farmers!
Farmers’ Markets on Orcas, Lopez 

and San Juan start at 10am every 
Saturday, May through September.

4PROTECT our drink-
ing water supplies 
Our water supplies are pre-
cious, limited and vulnerable 

to pollution. Turn off the faucet while 
you brush your teeth or shave, take 
shorter showers, wash full loads of 
dishes and laundry, and install low 
flow toilets and washing machines.  
Harvesting rain water for use in your 
landscaping reduces runoff and  
replenishes groundwater supplies.

For more information on rain water harvest, 
contact SJC Health and Community Services;  
contact the Town of Friday Harbor for information 
on water conservation techniques. 

5Maintain your septic system 
Septic systems are designed to process 
only human waste, toilet paper and water 
from everyday household uses. Avoid 

putting toxic cleaners and strong chemicals down 
the drain. Disconnect your garbage disposal and 
compost or throw away food scraps. A failed  
system can pollute surface and groundwater, so 
have your septic system inspected regularly. 

For more information about how to care  
for your system, contact SJC Health 
and Community Services,  
www.sanjuanco.com/health (choose 
Septic Systems tab).

6Limit pesticide and 
fertilizer usage
Reduce lawn size and land-
scape with native plants. 

Instead of fertilizer, boost soil with 
compost and leave grass clippings 
on the lawn when you mow — your 
garden and lawn will need less water 
and fewer nutrients. Tolerate some 
pests — a healthy garden has a  
balance of beneficial and non- 
beneficial insects. Hand weed, hoe 
or mow weeds before they set seed.

Choose the least harmful products 
— for a list ranking the toxicity of 
common ingredients, go to www.
sjcmrc.org. For information and tech-
nical assistance on 6 and 7, contact 

Save money and keep your septic system healthy!
Instead of using additives, inspect your septic system every two years.  
Go to www.sanjuanco.com/Health (select Septic Systems tab) for info on:

• Low interest loans for septic system repairs 
• Save $350 to $550 by taking a free class on “do your own” septic inspections

Email markb@san-juan.wa.us or call 378-4474 for more info on the county’s  
Septic Operation and Maintenance program

Products that can kill your septic tank and drain field bacteria 
are also harmful to marine and freshwater animals and plants

Please keep them out of our waters
DO NOT FLUSH or DUMP DOWN DRAINS!

Antifreeze, fertilizers, gasoline, herbicides, latex paint (dry out and put in 
garbage), lye-based drain openers, motor oil, oil-based paints and stains, 
paint thinners, pesticides, prescription medications (crush and put in  
garbage), solvents. For a Hazardous Waste Roundup schedule, contact  
helenv@sjcpublicworks.org, 370-0503.

Products that cause problems in septic tanks
Cat litter (even the flushable kind), cigarette butts, cloth rags, cleaning 
wipes, coffee grounds, cooking oils, dental floss, disposable diapers, facial 
tissues, grease, hair, matches, newspaper, paper towels, plastic, sanitary 
napkins, tampons and/or applicators
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WSU Master Gardeners and the SJC Noxious 
Weed Board. 

7Encourage native plants 
and trees 
Once established, native plants and 
trees prevent erosion, require less 

water, fertilizer and pesticides, and overhang 
beaches, wetlands and streams to provide 
shade and insect food for fish and wildlife. The 
best way to encourage native plants and trees is 
to keep what’s already on the site and to avoid 
disturbing native soil.

8Use care if developing bluffs 
and beaches 
Beaches and bluffs feed sediments to 
spits and coves. Seawalls and bulkheads 

interrupt the natural replenishment of beach 
material. Property owners may unknowingly 
increase bluff erosion by clearing vegetation, 
disturbing soils and modifying bluffs for access. 
Respect native vegetation and leave it in place 
wherever possible.

For more information, see Managing Vegetation 
on Coastal Slopes, www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/sea/
pubs/93-31/intro.html and Slope Stabilization and 
Erosion Control, www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/sea/
pubs/93-30/index.html

9AVOID building bulkheads, 
docks, and other shoreline 
structures
Bulkheads reflect waves and can change 

the composition of the sediments and marine 
life living on the beach. They can destroy sea-
grass beds and forage fish habitat. Respect your 
beach and leave it as natural as possible. Look 
into sharing neighboring docks, or use public 
access facilities. If you have a problem with 
erosion, consider soft shore methods which use 
natural materials to absorb wave energy. 

For further information, see www.coastalgeo.com

10MANAGE stormwater run-
off and prevent erosion

Site development and construc-
tion often creates sediment laden 

runoff which picks up pollutants and runs into 
wetlands, streams and nearshore waters. Too 
much can harm aquatic and marine life. The 
best way to control runoff on any property, 
either new development or established, is to 
retain native plants and soils, especially near 
wetlands, streams, shorelines and along bluffs.

For technical assistance to landowners and 
information about low impact development and 
green building techniques, contact the San Juan 
Islands Conservation District. 

Throughout the planning, site preparation, 
construction and landscaping processes, the 
decisions you make are critical and will have 
significant positive or negative impacts.

When designing your site:
•	 Know if sensitive or rare species or habitats 

(shorelines, wetlands and streams) are on 
your property and avoid disturbing them

•	 Retain vegetation and minimize erosion, 
runoff and soil compaction by designing 
the smallest access road and staging area 
possible 

•	 MAKE SURE your architect is familiar with 
the San Juans

•	 Keep the “footprint” or ground coverage of 
your buildings, parking area and driveway 
as small as possible

•	 Hire a professional to complete a stormwa-
ter plan that minimizes erosion and encour-
ages recharge of groundwater supplies.

When building:
•	 Hire contractors skilled in low impact  

development and green building
•	 Clear and excavate only where necessary,  

do not rely on your contractor to know this
•	 Follow your stormwater plan, use filter  

fencing and other methods to limit erosion 
•	 Use materials that allow for water infiltra-

tion into the soil, such as permeable pavers.

When landscaping your 
grounds, yard or garden:
•	 Hire a landscaper who is familiar with native 

species and skilled in green techniques
•	 Retain native vegetation as the backbone 

of your landscape and install native plants 
where they have been removed

•	 Consider salvaging native plants during site 
clearing

•	 Preserve shoreline, wetlands and streamside 
areas when planning your landscape

•	 Install a rain garden to help runoff from 
your roof, decks, driveway and parking 
areas soak into the ground.

Are you planning to build, remodel or 
otherwise develop property?

Nathan Brandow records an eagle landing with a headless  
salmon (silver or blackmouth) on the NE shore of Sucia 
Island. � Photo courtesy of Outer Island Expeditions,  
� www.outerislandx.com

� Photo courtesy of Sound Publishing




