Confronting Ocean Acidification in Washington
MAINTAINING STEADY PROGRESS, PRESERVING THE ECONOMIC
AND ECOLOGIC INTEGRITY OF OUR COASTAL WATERS

Washington State is at the forefront of the fight against ocean acidification, and for good
reason: we have a lot at stake. Ocean acidification is already impacting shellfish in Washington
State, threatening our environment, our coastal economies and the communities that depend
on them, from Willapa Bay to Samish Bay and points in between. We take encouragement
from the progress made, particularly over the past five years, and call on you to continue your
steadfast support as we continue our multi-faceted response into the future.
THE BLUE RIBBON PANEL ON OCEAN ACIDIFICATION:
WHAT IT DOES AND WHY IT MATTERS
In 2012, Governor Chris Gregoire assembled a Blue Ribbon
Panel of scientists, policymakers, tribes, shellfish growers,
agencies and nonprofits to develop a collaborative approach
to understanding and tackling ocean acidification. Since then,
the Marine Resources Advisory Council (MRAC) and the
Washington Ocean Acidification Center have led efforts to
develop science-based policy and research solutions, and to keep
our state at the forefront of research and solutions to this critical
issue. Washington’s strategic response, the five-year update
report, called the 2017 Addendum to Ocean Acidification: From
Knowledge to Action, was released in December 2017 and can
be downloaded from OAinWA.org.

WHAT IS OCEAN
ACIDIFICATION?
Oceans become more acidic when
they absorb increased amounts of
carbon dioxide (CO2) from the
atmosphere. Wastewater discharges
and runoff from land-based activities
may also contribute to ocean
acidification. The current rate of
acidification is nearly ten times faster
than any time in the past 50 million
years, outpacing the ocean’s capacity
to restore its pH and chemistry
conditions. Shellfish and other
important marine species are stressed
by the lower pH waters, leading to
unhealthy and decreasing populations,
with impacts ranging from difficulty
in forming shells to potential behavior
changes in some fish populations.

TROUBLED WATERS
New research outlined by scientists in the five-year update
to the Blue Ribbon Panel’s report suggests the corrosive
conditions created by ocean acidification are more severe
in nearshore coastal waters and the Salish Sea, where our
economic activities and biodiversity are most concentrated,
than in the open ocean. This threatens the entire marine
food web, including our economically vital shellfish
industry. Many other local species, including Dungeness
crab, are particularly sensitive to ocean acidification.
RECENT ACCOMPLISHMENTS 1
The new science findings provide a clarion call to action.
Innovative approaches are being piloted in our state and
include:
Improved understanding of the role of seagrass and kelp
as a tool to fight acidification
A new ocean acidification conservation hatchery and
hub for shellfish research and restoration
Enhanced and widescale real-time monitoring to collect
data and support shellfish hatchery adaptation practices
New ocean acidification K-12 curricula to increase
public awareness
LOOKING AHEAD
Washington’s resource-based economy relies on a thriving
coastal ecosystem and a healthy Salish Sea. Looking
forward, we need to build upon our growing knowledge
base, and continue to transform understanding into action.
We must pair policy and programs with smart science.
Because we know that changes in ocean chemistry closely
track with changes in atmospheric CO2, none of this
work matters if we aren’t also simultaneously confronting
carbon pollution. And while our understanding improves
daily, there is much still to learn. It’s critical that we
scale up our monitoring efforts even further, so that we
recognize the signs of ocean acidification when they
appear. Our salmon, Dungeness crab, mussels, oysters,
clams—and, of course, people—will thank us.
FOR MORE INFORMATION
Visit: www.OAinWA.org or email: info@OAinWA.org
1 From the Marine Resources Advisory Council’s 2017 update, available at http://oainwa.org/

