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PUYALLUP RIVER AND COMMENCEMENT BAY
Setting
The Puyallup River discharges into Commencement Bay, part of central
Puget Sound, at Tacoma. The river and most of its tributaries are glacier fed.
The land adjacent to the lower 4 km (2.5 mi) of the present-day Puyallup River
is extensively developed for commercial, industrial, and port facilities.

Shoreline and Wetland Changes

In 1877 the Puyallup delta was not noticeably modified by man’s activities.
The subaerial part of the delta was largely marsh, with many sloughs and em-
bayments. The Puyallup River entered Commencement Bay by way of
three main distributaries that meandered between marsh-covered islands.

Within the Puget Sound region, the Puyallup delta has experienced a
dramatic transformation from a natural delta to a modern port and industrial
area that is second only to the development of the Duwamish delta. The most
notable changes of the Puyallup delta are the filling of the intertidal area and
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marshes, and the channelization of the Puyallup River. The marsh and interti-
dal area were filled partly with bottom materials dredged from adjacent
waterways and partly with solid wastes from the city of Tacoma. At present, a
total of eight dredged waterways, leading from industrial areas of the delta to
the deep waters of Commencement Bay, make Tacoma one of the principal
harbors on Puget Sound. The Blair Waterway, which was completed in 1966,
extends the deep water about 4 km (2.5 mi) inland from the former low water
line (U.S. Corps of Engineers, 1975, p. 70).

Compilation of Map
The 1877 topographic survey (T-1453) was source material for map compi-
lation. Cultural and topographic features (roads, railroads, steep bluffs, and
ravines) provided control for data transfer. The former meandering course of
the river was transferred from a 1907 U.S. Army Corps of Engineers map of
the river at a scale of 1:4800.

Summary of Environmental Changes and Some Planning Considerations

Progradation (seaward
advance of shoreline)

Recession (landward retreat
of shoreline)

Channel migration
Channel straightening

Diking or substantial filling of
subaerial delta land near
salt-water shoreline

Diking or substantial filling
near stream banks

Other artificial landfill on
subaerial delta land

Landfill on intertidal delta
land

Loss of subaerial wetland
Loss of intertidal wetland

Some planning
considerations

None apparent by natural processes. Bayward extension has been substantial but is largely, if not entirely, due to manmade landfills.
None apparent by natural processes.

None apparent by natural processes.
Substantial. The shoreline of the lower Puyallup River has changed from a meandering river to a straightened, partly lined channel.
The shoreline of the present-day subaerial part of the delta is landfill protected by bulkheads and riprap.

Large flood-control dikes confine the river on both banks.

Landfill, including large volumes of solid wastes, was used to convert the delta plain for commercial, industrial, and port-facility uses. Landfill
now covers all the former distributary islands and virtually all stream channels.

Landfill has been placed on the intertidal area for commercial, industrial, and port facilities.

Virtually complete. Elimination of about 10 sq km of former marsh has resulted from development of Puyallup delta plain.

Approximately 7.3 sq km of original intertidal wetland has been filled or excavated (table 3), mostly by deposition of dredge spoils from
waterways.

The industrialization of the delta has resulted in a loss of virtually all the original wetland. Changing land uses have greatly increased pollution
loads to Puyallup Waterway and Commencement Bay, mostly from waste-water effluent and storm runoff (Williams and others, 1975).
Ground instability on unconsolidated landfill deposits can be a potential problem, particularly during an earthquake. For example, during the
1965 earthquake, damage was reported to facilities under construction and bridges over the Tacoma waterway (U.S. Geological Survey,
1975, p. 222, 227).

v 7 U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
) Duwamish-Puyallup Surveys, 1907
- \.'iiuyallup River \Sheets 25 & 26

e
|

Moo 7 00 10 MUES
10_0 10 KILOMETERS

State of Washington

SOURCE MAPS FOR COMPILATION OF HISTORICAL SHORELINE AND
LOCATION OF RIVER-MOUTH DELTA

INTERIOR—GEOLOGICAL SURVEY, RESTON, VA.—1980—L79387

HISTORICAL CHANGES OF SHORELINE AND WETLAND AT PUYALLUP RIVER AND COMMENCEMENT BAY, WASHINGTON

By
G. C. Bortleson, M. J. Chrzastowski, and A. K. Helgerson
1980



