
IMPORTANT HABITATS AND SPECIES IN THURSTON COUNTY
Thurston County’s forested uplands, beaches, and nearshore 
waters are nurseries, refuges and feeding areas for countless 
species. Each species is part of our complex and delicately 
balanced ecosystem; the endangerment or loss of a species 
can set off a chain reaction affecting many other areas of the 
ecosystem. 

The Washington State Growth Management Act requires 
Thurston County to protect habitat areas needed by threatened 
or endangered plant and animal species, or species that are 
candidates for listing under those definitions. Sometimes it is 
the habitat itself that is in crisis. 

Plant and animal species as well as rare habitats are identified 
by the Washington State Department of Fish and Wildlife, 
Department of Natural Resources, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 
and other state and federal agencies. 

Much of the information provided by these agencies has 
changed since Thurston County’s existing Critical Areas 
Ordinance was adopted in 1994. In 2009, for example, Thurston 
County enacted an interim ordinance to protect prairie and 
Oregon white oak habitat for prairie-dependent species that are 
candidates for listing under the Federal Endangered Species Act 
or that have already been added to the federal and state lists of 
endangered or threatened species. 

Many local governments – Thurston County among them – also 
identify and protect species of local importance through their 
critical areas ordinances, with the goal of protecting the species 
before they end up on a threatened or endangered species list. 
Once species and habitats are listed by the state and federal 
governments, more restrictive regulations are often placed on 
local governments and their residents. 

CONSIDERATIONS IN THE CRITICAL AREAS ORDINANCE
The potential amendments would add new species and habitats to be protected – most notably, 
protections for prairie-dependent species and habitat.  

 FISH AND WILDLIFE HABITAT CONSERVATION AREAS
IMPORTANT HABITATS AND SPECIES INCLUDE...

Riparian habitat areas along streams, channel migration zones and marine shorelines.• 

Lakes and ponds and their submerged aquatic beds that provide fish or wildlife habitat, or are planted • 
with game fish by a governmental or tribal entity. Lakes, which are defined as having 20 acres or more 
of open water, are regulated under the Shoreline Master Program.

Federally listed species and habitats. Animal and plant species that are listed under the Federal • 
Endangered Species Act as endangered or threatened, or that are candidates for listing, and their 
habitats of primary association. 

State listed species and associated habitats, including state priority species and their habitats of • 
primary association. 

Priority habitats, identified on the WDFW Priority habitats and species list.  Examples are prairies and • 
Oregon white oak woodlands, stands, and individual trees. 

Habitats and Species of Local Importance • 

THESE AREAS ARE IMPORTANT BECAUSE ...
Riparian Habitat Areas•	  - moderate the temperature of 
waterbodies, help prevent erosion, and provide the woody debris 
that is critical for in-stream habitat. Riparian habitat areas also 
filter sediment, provide a home for many types of animals and 
vegetation, and regulate nutrient and pollutant inputs to streams.

Important Marine Habitats•	  - provide critical spawning, feeding, 
and hiding habitat to forage fish, salmonids, and many other 
types of animals. Salmonids depend on surf smelt and other 
forage fish for food, and eelgrass provides an important habitat 
and food source for fish. Shellfish beds are sensitive to water 
contaminants.

Lakes and Ponds•	  – provide habitat to fish and wildlife, and filter 
sediment and nutrients from water.

Important Habitats and Species•	  – protect federal imperiled habitats and species and state 
priority species that require protective measures for their survival. Once species are listed by the 
state and federal governments, Thurston County could be subject to stricter regulations.

Important marine riparian 
habitat Zangle Cove

Riparian habitat area along the 
Nisqually River

Streaked-horned lark is 
designated as a candidate 
for listing under the federal 
Endangered Species Act


