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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
The Regional Open Space Strategy (ROSS) is a collaborative effort to integrate and elevate the many 
activities underway to conserve and enhance the ecological, economic, recreational, and aesthetic 
vitality of central Puget Sound. Although open space and land management decisions are primarily 
made by county and city governments (with input from a variety of nonprofit organizations), ecosystems 
do not conform to political boundaries. In order to create a sustainable Open Space System, regional 
actors must work together to create a cohesive strategy which addresses cross jurisdictional social and 
environmental issues. This study seeks to identify viable structures of collaborative governance to 
implement the ROSS, incorporating the diverse range of stakeholders, existing conservation efforts, and 
available funding sources in the Central Puget Sound. 

Opening up decision-making processes to a broad set of stakeholders may lead to adaptive and resilient 
policy solutions, but only under certain conditions. Collaborative governance is more likely to be 
successful when each participant expects to benefit from working together, and when power 
imbalances and past history do not deter participants from joining. In addition, collaborative governance 
structures that emphasize participatory inclusiveness, clear ground rules and process transparency, face-
to-face interaction, and clearly defined boundaries have greater chances of success. For environmental 
collaborative governance, a variety of regulatory, market-based, and management-based outputs of the 
process should lead to desired outcomes. Policy networks, advocacy coalitions, and government-led 
collaboration are models for collaborative governance, which vary by level of formal structure, 
inclusiveness, and authority to implement plans. 

Collaborative governance can be a useful tool to improve land use and environmental planning. Several 
regional efforts such as the Chesapeake Bay Program, Chicago Wilderness, Metro and Intertwine in 
Oregon, and the Puget Sound Regional Council have all used some form of collaborative governance to 
carry out their work. These cases provide useful lessons for implementing ROSS. The government-led 
collaborations (Puget Sound Regional Council, Metro, and the Chesapeake Bay Program) were all 
established after a period of heightened public concern, whereas the Chicago Wilderness and Intertwine 
advocacy coalitions are examples of expert groups catalyzing the collaboration. Financing streams also 
differ between the example cases. As governmental agencies, PSRC, Metro and the Chesapeake Bay 
Program have access to dedicated pools of federal and state funds, whereas the Chicago Wilderness, 
and Intertwine use a mixture of government grants, member dues, and donations. Although levels of 
implementing authority vary, outputs from each case of collaborative governance included regulatory, 
market-based, and management-based outputs. There is not a clear link between any of these models 
and conservation outcomes. Each collaboration has made meaningful progress towards their goals, but 
key indicators such as reversing species or biodiversity decline remain below the target for many. This 
suggests that ensuring the strategy is appropriate for the context in which it will take place should be 
the primary consideration when adopting a collaborative governance model.  

Implementing ROSS requires an understanding of the existing authorizing environment for land use and 
open space decisions in the Central Puget Sound. At the federal level, the EPA is responsible for 
environmental regulation, and already funds efforts to for restoring Puget Sound. At the state level, the 
Shoreline Management Act (which requires that local authorities create shoreline management 
programs) and the Growth Management Act (which requires that local governments create city and 
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county-wide transportation plans, as well as regional plans) are the most important sources of authority 

to take into account. Nonprofits engaged in conservation and land use efforts in the region, such as 

Forterra and the Nature Conservancy, may have limited control over land management decisions, but 

are important sources of technical knowledge, leadership, and public support. 

Understanding how federal and state funding is used for land conservation in the region can help ROSS 

decide which strategies are most financially sustainable. Between 1998 and 2013, around $35 million in 

federal funding and $68 million in Washington state funding was accessed by local government 

agencies, tribal governments, and nonprofits for purchasing land or for obtaining conservation 

easements. 

Considering four critical elements to a successful collaborative implementation of the ROSS: open space 

conservation, stakeholder engagement, financial sustainability, and political feasibility we present three 

possible alternatives for implementing ROSS:  

 Establish ROSS as a Non-Profit Advocacy Coalition 

 Embedding ROSS within PSRC 

 Creating a Puget Sound Open Space Council  

As Table 1 shows, these alternative vary by political feasibility (with a non-profit advocacy coalition 

being the most feasible, and the creation of a Puget Sound Open Space Council the least feasible) and by 

levels of authority for open space conservation (with a non-profit advocacy coalition having the least 

authority, and a Puget Sound Open Space Council the most). Regardless of the alternative pursued, clear 

boundaries for what ROSS hopes to achieve, consistent small victories to build confidence in the 

collaborative process, and heavy investment in public awareness are recommended next steps for ROSS. 

Table 1: Strengths and Weaknesses of Policy Alternatives 

 Alternative One: Alternative Two: Alternative Three: 

 
Non-Profit Advocacy 

Coalition 
Embed ROSS within in 

PSRC 
Creation of a Puget Sound 

Open Space Council 

Open Space 
Conservation 

Indirect Indirect/Direct Direct 

Community 
Engagement 

High Medium Low 

Direct Authority Low Medium High 

Financial 
Sustainability 

Medium Medium High 

Political 
Feasibility 

High Medium Low 


