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Washington Department of Natural Resources 



Elwha Watershed Study
Community Meeting #2
June 18, 2026
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Agenda

• Welcome & review

• Additional proviso deliverables

• Natural Heritage Program site survey

• Natural Area designation process

• Next steps

• Questions
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Elwha Proviso – Process Diagram DRAFT
10.23.2025 – Draft update
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The Proviso

• Capital Bill (SSB 5195), under Trust Land Transfer (Sec. 3120)

• Directed the Department of Natural Resources (DNR) to conduct
an analysis of the ecological and conservation values of the
Elwha watershed on state-owned lands managed by DNR

• Designated $250,000 for this purpose

• Requires legislative report by October 1, 2026
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The Proviso Deliverables
• A Washington Natural Heritage Program site survey to identify rare flora, 

native ecological communities

• Locations of structurally complex forests

• Scenic or other natural features worthy of consideration for 
conservation

• Current uses, including recreation and cultural practices

• Identification of lands appropriate for NAP or NRCA conservation, and if 
applicable a proposed boundary.
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Structurally Complex Forests

What are they?
• Forests in the later stages of stand development but not old 

growth

Forests in this phase have:
• Varying sizes of trees, including those of 30”+ diameter
• Developed understory vegetation & lichen
• Downed wood & snags
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Structurally Complex Forest Categories

Structurally complex 
forests 

• Created by Commissioner’s 
order

• Remain in trust status

• Used for alternative revenue 
generation

Permanently conserved 
acres

• Created by legislative proviso in 2023, 
2024, and 2025

• Remain in trust status

• Replacement trust acres to be 
purchased to keep trust whole



Structurally Complex Forests 

To learn more about structurally complex forests:  https://dnr.wa.gov/new-direction-washingtons-most-critical-forests
FAQ Sheet:  https://deptofnaturalresources.app.box.com/s/0unjw7vul8pulol9qc3qpjflhjxx2xpt

DNR-managed Land

Land Managed for Ecological Value (AMEV)

Structurally Complex Forests

Structurally Complex Forests  
(Identified per Commissioner's order 2025/2026)
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Public Input Survey: 
Summary

• 1100 +/- survey respondents 
(deadline to submit 
comments is 7/1/2026)

• Survey provides community 
insight 

•  All public comments will be 
documented in the 
legislative report due in 
October 2026. 
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Existing 
DNR  
Recreation 
in the 
Lower 
Elwha 
Watershed

Colville Trails 
• Hiking
• Mountain Biking

Olympic Adventure 
Trail/Trailhead (non-DNR trail 
but travels through DNR Lands)
• Biking
• Hiking
• Equestrians

Dry Hill Recreation Area
• Mountain Biking
• Hiking

Little River Rec Area
• Hiking

Foothills Trails
• Motorized Rec (50” or less)
• Horse
• Hike
• Bike



Existing 
Public Use 
in 
the  Lower 
Elwha 
Watershed

Recreation opportunities

Managed recreation areas
DNR currently manages 4 recreation areas. 
The Olympic Discovery Trail Adventure Route 
also travels across DNR lands. 

Dispersed recreation 
DNR managed lands also allow for dispersed 
recreation unless a site is closed for a land 
management actions. Dispersed recreation 
can include target shooting, hunting in 
accordance with WDFW rules/and camping, 
etc.

Events
The recreation areas in the Lower Elwha 
allow for large recreation events if 
organizations/interested parties apply and 
approved for event permits. As an example, 
the DRY Hill Downhill events is a large event 
drawing participants from all over the world.  

Disallowed public uses

Resource damage
As the popularity of recreation on DNR State Trust 
lands continues to rise, some locations experience 
negative impacts including the development of 
unsanctioned trails, litter/dumping, vandalism, 
disruptive effects to wildlife and natural 
ecosystems, timber theft and other resource 
damage.  DNR Recreation is highly dependent on 
grants and capitol funds to manage recreation; a 
continual challenge as state budgets continue to 
be reduced and grant funding becomes more 
competitive.

The Lower Elwha watershed exhibits evidence of unsanctioned trail 
building. Due to funding constraints, DNR can not effectively close 
or manage unsanctioned trail construction or trail use. 
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Recreation on DNR Managed Lands
DNR 
MANAGED 
LAND 
TYPE

Hiking/
Walking

Biking/
Mountain 
Biking

Equestrian Motorized Hunting/
Fishing 

Target 
Shooting

Education/
Science

Interpretive/
Educational 
Walking

Recreation 
Events***

Other 
Recreation 

State Trust 
Lands 
AMTV*

x x x x x x x x x x

State Trust 
Lands 
AMEV**

x x x x x x x x x x

NAP x x
NRCA x x

General Note: Recreation may be restricted in all categories depending on land management action, public safety, and current site conditions. 
 *   AMTV – Areas Managed for Timber Value
**  AMEV - Areas managed for ecological value  – recreation uses may be limited in an AMEV depending on the potential impacts. 

*** Events with more than 12 people require approval from DNR. Elwha Watershed Study  |  13
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Natural Areas          

Natural Area Preserves (NAP) 
protect the best remaining 
examples of many ecological 
communities including rare plant 
and animal habitat (RCW 79.70). 

• Limiting public access to 
education and scientific 
research opportunities

Natural Resource Conservation Areas (NRCA) protect outstanding examples of native 
ecosystems, habitat for endangered, threatened and sensitive plants and animals, and 
scenic landscapes (RCW 79.71).
• Worthy of conservation for their outstanding scenic and ecological values and provide 

opportunities for low-impact public use, where compatible with conservation efforts. 
o Not adversely affecting the resource values, are appropriate to the maintenance of 

the site in relatively unmodified natural setting, do not detract from long-term 
ecological processes.  

• Maintained some degree or has reestablished natural character,
• Native ecological communities,
• Environmentally significant sites threatened with conversion to incompatible or 

ecologically irreversible uses. 
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NAP/NRCA Evaluation: Other Considerations

Current land uses:
• Forestry
• Commercial leases
• Recreation

Current Natural Areas staffing:
• One full time employee for the entire Olympic Region



Natural Area Designation Process

Washington DNR Natural Areas:
Exceptional places

Quality examples of Washington’s native 
grasslands, woodlands, marshes, and 
more are protected in natural areas 
managed by DNR. These special sites 
offer opportunities for research and 
education. Some have interpretive or 
recreation trails. Others require DNR 
permission to visit because features are 
sensitive to human disturbance.

For more information, contact the DNR Natural 
Areas Program, 
PO Box 47014, Olympia, WA 98504-7014, 
360-902-1600, TRS 711, dnr.wa.gov

Elwha Watershed Study  |  16



Elwha Watershed Study   |  17

Natural Area Designation Process: First Steps
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Natural Heritage Survey 

→ Are there any rare species or rare & high-quality 
ecosystems present at the site?

• Conservation targets:  Species & ecosystems listed in 
2025 State of Washington Natural Heritage Plan

Click here for the 2025 State of 
Washington Natural Heritage Plan

https://dnr.wa.gov/sites/default/files/2025-07/amp_nh_plan_2025.pdf
https://dnr.wa.gov/sites/default/files/2025-07/amp_nh_plan_2025.pdf
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Natural Heritage Survey – Existing Data 

• Element occurrences in the Natural Heritage Program database

• WDFW’s Priority Habitat and Species data

• WDFW’s WSDM data

• Structurally complex forest model (DNR)



Natural Heritage Survey – Natural Heritage Surveys

AECOM surveys
→ Priority 1 areas

Photo: Tynan Ramm-Granberg
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Natural Heritage Survey – Natural Heritage Surveys, Cont.

DNR/WDFW
→ Priority 2, 3, and 4 areas

Photo: Joe Rocchio
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Natural Heritage Survey – External Data Submissions

Rare plant / lichen locations

Photo: Regina Johnson Elwha Watershed Study  |  22



Process Flow Chart
Are Natural Area Criteria Met?

Do NH Plan elements have a NA Rep Priority & are 
among best known examples in the state?

Can NH Plan elements be permanently protected?

Will management be focused on NH Plan 
elements?

Are there barriers to managing for the long-term 
viability of the NH Plan elements?

Is Natural Area designation feasible?

Does DNR Natural Areas staff have capacity to 
manage the site (relative to management urgency)?

How would a Natural Area designation impact other 
land uses?

Is natural area recommendation warranted based on 
NH Plan elements & Region support.

Yes

Delineate ecological / 
proposed boundary

Submit recommendation to 
Natural Heritage Advisory 
Council

Council submits 
recommendation to CPL

Public meeting

CPL Order to establish 
natural area

No

Natural Heritage does not 
recommend a natural area 
designation
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Tribal Engagement
Government to Government
DNR recognizes and respects the government-to-
government relationship. In DNR’s engagement with Tribes, 
the agency strives to emphasize proactive consultation, 
coordination, and partnership with federally recognized Tribal 
governments. DNR staff work to foster mutual respect and 
establish early, regular, and meaningful dialogue with Tribal 
officials when making management decisions that have Tribal 
significance.

As stated in Commissioner’s Order 201029, DNR’s work 
with Tribes is guided by the following principles (Goldmark, 
2010):
• Respect for Sovereignty
• Interdependence
• Sustainable Use

• Transparency
• Sound Science
• Respect for Traditional 

Knowledge and Cultural Values

Lower Elwha Conversations and 
Consultation
DNR has met and will continue to engage with the 
Lower Elwha Klallam Tribe on discussions 
pertaining to the Lower Elwha legislative report.

Photo: Tynan Ramm-Granberg
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Next Steps

• Natural Heritage process

• Community Meeting #3
o September 3rd, 6-7:30 pm, virtual

o Register here

• Legislative report draft

• Means of further engagement:
o Public survey (closes July 1)

o Final draft legislative report public comment period

https://dnr-wa-gov.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_cb3uQYk6Sv2Y0L8atCYPOQ
https://dnr-wa-gov.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_cb3uQYk6Sv2Y0L8atCYPOQ
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Questions
Project contact: Sarah Ogden sarah.ogden@dnr.wa.gov

Click here for the Elwha 
Watershed Public Survey

The survey can be found at this link: https://survey123.arcgis.com/share/2e2fb0d2370d47b699bdfbe6b2739298?portalUrl=https%3A%2F%2Fgis.dnr.wa.gov%2Fportal

Closes July 1, 2026

mailto:sarah.ogden@dnr.wa.gov
https://survey123.arcgis.com/share/2e2fb0d2370d47b699bdfbe6b2739298?portalUrl=https%3A%2F%2Fgis.dnr.wa.gov%2Fportal
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