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3.3 Wetlands 

Wetlands are defined as “those areas that are inundated or saturated by surface or 

ground water at a frequency and duration sufficient to support, and that under 

normal circumstances do support, a prevalence of vegetation typically adapted 

for life in saturated soil conditions.  Wetlands generally include swamps, 

marshes, bogs, and similar areas” (Environmental Laboratory 1987).  This 

definition has been expanded in Pierce County: wetlands do not include those 

artificial wetlands intentionally created from non-wetland sites, including but not 

limited to irrigation and drainage ditches, grass-lined swales, canals, detention 

facilities, retention facilities, wastewater treatment facilities, farm ponds, and 

landscape amenities.  However, wetlands include those artificial wetlands 

intentionally created from non-wetland sites to mitigate conversion of wetlands.   

This wetland definition considers the three main attributes common to all 

wetlands: hydrophytic vegetation, hydric soils, and wetland hydrology.  

Hydrophytic vegetation can be defined as plant life growing in areas that are at 

least periodically deficient in oxygen as a result of excessive water content 

(Federal Interagency Committee for Wetland Delineation 1989).  Hydric soils are 

frequently wet and often associated with wetlands.  Hydric soils occupy a 

relatively minor portion of the project area and have been identified as Briscot 

loam, Puget silty clay loam, and Tisch silt.  Wetland hydrology occurs where the 

soil is saturated with water or covered by shallow water consecutively for a 

substantial period (usually one to two weeks) during the growing season.  

Inundation and saturation lead to anaerobic soil conditions, which precipitate the 

development of hydric soils and hydrophytic vegetative communities. 

As required by the Washington State Growth Management Act (HB 2929), 

Pierce County, the City of Fife, and the City of Puyallup have completed wetland 

inventories and passed ordinances regulating wetlands.  Wetlands in the project 

area are classified as palustrine, which includes non-tidal wetlands dominated by 

trees, shrubs, or emergents such as reed canarygrass and tidal wetlands where 

salinity due to ocean-derived salts is below 0.5 parts per thousand (Cowardin et 

al. 1979). 

Wetlands provide a number of functions and values in the biological, 

hydrological, and societal landscape.  They serve to store both surface and 

subsurface water.  This storage can reduce peak water flow after a storm or flood, 

recharge water tables and aquifers, and lengthen stream flow period.  Because of 

their landscape geomorphic position and adapted vegetation, many wetlands are 

particularly adapted to attenuating stormwater pulses.  Wetlands can remove 

pollutants such as zinc, lead, nitrogen, phosphorus, and some organic 

contaminants.  The ability to treat stormwater is highly site-specific, depending 

greatly upon soil type, hydrologic regime, landscape position and vegetative 

community.  Wetlands may provide breeding, foraging, resting, and migrating 

habitat for wildlife and may support native and rare plant species.  Wetlands can 

also function as recreational or educational sites. 

Wetlands are sensitive resources, and their functions and values may be 

adversely impacted by hydrologic alterations, sediment or pollutant loads, 

fragmentation, invasive species introductions, or filling and grading.  These 
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activities may affect wetland hydrology, water quality, and plant and animal 

migration, may precipitate invasion by plant and animal pests, and may increase 

wildlife-vehicle collisions.  

Regulatory Authority 

The responsibility for wetland protection is generally shared by one or more 

federal, state, and local agencies.  Because no universal permit requirements 

exist, the wetland process for this project would likely have to meet the 

requirements of more than one regulatory agency.  The following guiding plans 

and policies may apply to the wetlands in the analysis area. 

Federal Regulations 

• Clean Water Act (CWA) (1972) 

• Executive Order (EO) 11990, Protection of Wetlands 

State Regulations 

• Washington State Department of Transportation (WSDOT) and Washington 

Department of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW) Memorandum of Agreement 

Implementing Wetlands Protection and Management (1993) 

• Alternative Mitigation Policy Guidance, Washington State Department of 

Ecology (Ecology) and WDFW (2000) 

• Working Agreement between the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (COE), 

Federal Highway Administration (FHWA), and WSDOT (1993) 

• State Shoreline Management Act (SMA) (1972) 

Local Regulations 

• Local critical or sensitive area regulations for wetlands and streams for the 

cities of Puyallup and Fife as well as Pierce County 

The above listed regulations define the sequencing to address impacts to 

wetlands due to alterations in the landscapes.  This sequence for avoiding, 

minimizing, and mitigating for wetland impacts would be followed throughout 

the design and permitting process.  Avoidance and minimization measures are 

discussed further in Section 3.3.5, Mitigation Measures.   

Section 404 of the CWA requires a permit for discharging, dredging, or placing 

fill material within waters of the United States, including wetlands.  The COE is 

responsible for authorizing 404 impacts.  The COE requires the permittee to 

restore, create, enhance, or preserve nearby wetlands as compensation for 

impacts to existing wetlands.  An individual 404(b) permit would be required for 

the placement of fill material.  A Joint Aquatic Resource Permits Application 

(JARPA) is used to apply for COE wetland permits, including 404(b) permits. 
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Under CWA Section 401, COE Section 404(b) permits are sent to Ecology for 

certification of compliance with state water quality standards.  The proposed 

project would require a certification of compliance from Ecology.  Finally, a 20-

day public notice period is required prior to issuance of the final COE permit that 

authorizes construction in waters of the U.S. 

Wetlands and special aquatic sites are protected under Presidential EO 

11990,”Protection of Wetlands,” Governor’s EO 89-10 and EO 90-04, 

“Protection of Wetlands,” and WSDOT Directives 22-27 and 31-12.  These 

orders and directives require the use of all practicable measures to avoid impact 

and provide mitigation for any unavoidable impacts.  

Critical or Sensitive Areas Ordinances protect locally designated wetlands.  

Local agencies may regulate wetlands that are not covered by state or federal 

regulations, and their regulations may be more restrictive.  WSDOT projects 

must comply with local laws, except when they conflict with state law.   

Local governments are also responsible for implementing the SMA, with 

assistance from Ecology.  Under the SMA, a permit is required for projects 

involving substantial development of waters or shorelines of the state.  SMA 

requirements and guidelines are presently being revised.  Applications for SMA 

permits are covered by JARPA. 

The Tier I process concluded that the preferred corridor alternative would be the 

least environmentally damaging practicable alternative.  This corridor alternative 

affects 32.9 acres of wetlands, compared to 37.89 acres and 44.08 acres for other 

practicable alternatives (see revised Tier I results in Section 4.1.3). 

Potential wetlands were identified during the Tier I process and delineated as part 

of the Tier II process; acreage of wetland impact was determined for the 

preferred alternative.  FHWA and WSDOT will apply all practicable avoidance 

and minimization measures during final design.  The Tier II process includes a 

description of planned mitigation measures.   

Because much of the proposed highway corridor bisects agricultural land, several 

of the wetlands identified during project work are located in areas that are being 

actively farmed.  Such wetlands may be designated Farmed Wetlands or Prior 

Converted Cropland and are regulated by the Natural Resources Conservation 

Service under the Food Security Act.  Wetlands that are not associated with 

farming activities are regulated by the COE under Section 404 of the CWA.  

However, because FHWA and WSDOT are proposing to convert farmland to a 

non-agricultural use, the COE would assert jurisdiction over all farmed wetlands 

in the analysis area.   

In addition, Ecology regulates wetlands on the state level under their CWA 

Section 401 Water Quality certification program.  Ecology does not differentiate 

wetlands associated with farming activities from those that are not.  Because of 

these factors, WSDOT delineated all wetlands with the assumption that both the 

COE and Ecology would regulate all wetlands associated with this project.  

FHWA and WSDOT based proposed mitigation on all wetlands impacted, 

regardless of whether they are farmed. 
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3.3.1 Studies Performed and Coordination Conducted 

This chapter incorporates information compiled in the SR 167 Tier II EIS 

Wetlands Discipline Report (CH2M HILL 2005).  U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

(USFWS) National Wetland Inventory (NWI) maps; Pierce County, city of Fife, 

and city of Puyallup wetland inventory maps; and field studies were used to 

identify wetlands in the project area.  NWI data identify 3,014 acres of wetlands 

in the lower Puyallup River Watershed (Water Resource Inventory Area [WRIA] 

10). 

Wetlands within the project area were delineated between 1994 and 2004.  The 

delineation methods used in these studies were similar, but the delineations were 

conducted with different study areas and for different purposes.  The delineated 

wetlands are described in the SR 167 Tier II EIS Wetlands Discipline Report 

(CH2M HILL 2005).  Wetlands delineated from 1994 to 1997 are described in 

further detail in Null and Clay-Poole (1997).  Wetlands delineated by CH2M Hill 

in 2003 and 2004 are described in further detail in the Wetland Delineation 

Report for the Proposed Wapato Creek Restoration Area (CH2M HILL 2004a) 

and the Wetland Delineation Report for Wapato Creek Park and Ride Facility 

(CH2M HILL 2004b).  During final design and permitting, wetland delineation 

and categorizations older than three years will be revisited, and the COE will be 

invited upon confirmation of wetland impacts prior to construction to review 

final delineation and categorization in the field.   

Wetland determinations were made using observable vegetation, hydrology, and 

soils, in conjunction with data from Soil Survey for Pierce County, Washington 

(USDA 1979), United States Geological Survey (USGS) topographic maps, and 

NWI maps of the USFWS.  Wetland delineations were made in accordance with 

the COE Wetland Delineation Manual (Environmental Laboratory 1987).  

Wetland delineation and categorization was reviewed in the field and approved 

by the COE on April 27, 2000.  Wetlands were classified according to the 

USFWS system (Cowardin et al. 1979) and categorized according to the Ecology 

rating system (Ecology 1993) and using the 1997 Washington State Wetlands 

Identification and Delineation Manual (Ecology 1997).  The Wetland Functions 

Characterization Tool for Linear Projects (WSDOT 2000) was used to perform a 

functional assessment of each wetland.  

Some ditch areas dug in uplands for drainage purposes may exhibit hydrology 

and hydrophytic vegetation.  At the time that the wetlands were delineated for 

this project, ditches intentionally excavated through uplands were not typically 

regulated as wetlands according to guidance from the regulatory agencies (COE 

and Ecology).  Subsequently, guidance on ditches resulting from the recent U.S. 

Supreme Court decision (referred to as the Talent decision) has recently become 

available.  Therefore, before initiating permitting, these areas should be 

examined to determine if they may now be jurisdictional under the Clean Water 

Act, Section 404 program.  

Ecology staff at the Wetlands Section and Environmental Review Section was 

contacted and apprised of the project in advance of Tier I completion.  

Coordination with federal, state, and local agencies, and the Puyallup Tribe of 

Indians continued as part of the Tier II process.  This coordination included 
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opportunities to comment on revisions to the discipline report between the DEIS 

and FEIS. 

3.3.2 Affected Environment 

Seventy-two jurisdictional wetlands were located and delineated in the project 

area (Figures 3.3-1 and 3.3-2).  There are 12 Category II, 59 Category III, and 1 

Category IV wetlands.  Wetlands in the project area are found in the Hylebos, 

Wapato, and Lower Puyallup Basins.  Wetlands in the project area include 

riverine and palustrine systems, which are defined by Cowardin (1979) as 

follows:  

• Riverine systems include all wetlands and deepwater habitats contained 

within a channel, which is further defined as an open conduit either naturally 

or artificially created which periodically or continuously contains moving 

water, or which forms a connecting link between two bodies of standing 

water. 

• Palustrine systems include all nontidal wetlands dominated by trees, shrubs, 

persistent emergents, emergent mosses or lichens, and all such wetlands that 

occur in tidal areas where salinity due to ocean-derived salts is below 0.5 

percent.  

Most delineated wetlands are palustrine.  These include palustrine emergent (i.e., 

Cowardin codes that start PEM), palustrine forested (PFO), palustrine scrub-

shrub (PSS), and palustrine (PUS).  Some of the wetlands in the project area are 

associated with ditches and dredged stream channels.  Existing conditions of 

project area wetlands in each Basin are summarized below. 

Biologists categorized wetlands in the analysis area according to Ecology’s rating 

system (Ecology 1993).  This rating system was designed to differentiate 

between wetlands based on wetland functions and values, sensitivity to 

disturbance, rarity of the wetland type, and whether the wetland can be replaced.  

Category I is the highest rating and refers to only a small percentage of wetlands 

in Washington State.  Category II wetlands are those that provide habitat for very 

sensitive or important plants or animals, are difficult to replace, or have very high 

function values, particularly for wildlife.  These wetlands occur more commonly 

than Category I wetlands, but still need a high level of protection (buffer).  

Category III wetlands provide important functions and values but are more 

common than the Category II wetlands.  Category III wetlands require a 

moderate level of protection.  Category IV wetlands are the smallest, most 

isolated, have the least diverse vegetation, and are often dominated by invasive or 

exotic species. 

Hylebos Basin  

Most of the wetlands in the project area are found in the Hylebos basin (Table 

3.3-1).  Many of these wetlands are associated with either Hylebos Creek or 

Surprise Lake Drain.  Representative wetland conditions are shown in the 

photographs that follow Figure 3.3-1. 
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Four of these wetlands are Category II wetlands and the remaining 44 are 

Category III, according to the Ecology rating system.  Wetlands 1 through 15 are 

all primarily palustrine emergent wetlands that are adjacent to I-5 between the 

county line and 54th Avenue East (Figure 3.3-1).  Many other wetlands are 

farmed. 
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Table 3.3-1:  Wetland Classes and Ratings for Hylebos Basin 
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Figure 3.3-1:  Hylebos Creek Basin Wetland Impacts 
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Existing Hylebos Creek in the Vicinity of I-5 

 

Existing Surprise Lake Drain West of Freeman Road 
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Wetland 9 East of I-5, Dominated by Reed 
Canarygrass 
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Wetland CC between Hylebos Creek and 62nd 
Avenue East 
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Wapato Basin 

Eight of the wetlands in the Wapato Basin are classified as Category II, eight as 

Category III, and one as Category IV, according to the Ecology rating system  

(Table 3.3-2).  Seven of the wetlands are closely associated with the riparian 

corridor of Wapato Creek (Figure 3.3-2).  Representative conditions are shown in 

the photographs following Figure 3.3-2. 

Table 3.3-2:  Wetland Classes and Ratings for Wapato Basin 
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Lower Puyallup Basin 

Seven of the delineated wetlands in the Lower Puyallup basin are classified as 

Category III wetlands under the Ecology rating system  (Table 3.3-3).  Six of 

these wetlands are associated with agricultural fields.  The seventh, Wetland G, is 

a mixed PEM/PSS wetland located west of Freeman Road (Figure 3.3-2).  

Table 3.3-3:  Wetland Classes and Ratings for Lower Puyallup Basin 
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Figure 3.3-2:  Wapato Creek and Lower Puyallup River Basin Wetland Impacts 

 
 



Page 3-100 Wetlands Tier II FEIS 
 

11- 3.03 Wetlands 061030.doc  SR 167 – Puyallup to SR 509 

�����������

Wetland QQ Looking Southwest from Freeman Road 
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Wetland PP and Wapato Creek in Horse Pasture 
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Wetland V and Wapato Creek 
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Wetland UU and Wapato Creek 

 

 


