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In March 2013, nearly 300 people from a wide range of 
fields gathered at the Third National Working Waterfronts 

and Waterways Symposium in Tacoma, Washington, to share 
ideas and information about working waterfronts. Coming 
from all coastal areas of the United States, participants rep-
resented the full spectrum of waterfront interests and shared 
a common concern for working waterfronts large and small. 
The 2013 symposium built upon ideas and suggestions 
gleaned from its two predecessors, held in 2007 and 2010.

The following report provides an overview of the symposium 
and the key issues and lessons learned. The Symposium Host 
Committee hope that participants and colleagues will use this 
document to guide further discussions about working water-
fronts both in the United States and internationally. And we 
encourage you to share this information with others. 

The first section of this document provides a brief history of 
the symposium and efforts to establish a network of individu-
als working on similar challenges throughout the United 
States. The second section briefly describes the 2013 sympo-
sium’s participants, structure, and plenary sessions. The third 
section summarizes the key themes that emerged from the 
symposium and describes the challenges and opportunities 
related to each theme. The final section ties together the issues 
and opportunities and provides a series of recommendations 
for further research, outreach and education associated with 
working waterfronts.

A. 	 The History of National Working 	
	 Waterfront and Waterways Symposia 

Recognizing that communities could learn from each 
other’s challenges and successes in addressing water ac-

cess issues, Virginia Sea Grant, Boat U.S., and other part-
ners hosted the inaugural symposium in Norfolk, Virginia, 
in May 2007. That first symposium focused on identifying 
challenges and the ways that communities and industries 
address them. Its success came partly from recognizing that 
waterfront challenges, though location-specific, are ubiqui-
tous on all the nation’s shores. Though different people have 
different notions of what “working waterfront” means, all 
can come together to share resources and solutions. The 2007 
participants emphasized the need for continued dialogue and 
mutual support, and committed themselves to continuing 
these discussions.  

Maine Sea Grant, the Maine Working Waterfront Coalition 
and other partners hosted the second symposium in Portland, 
Maine in September 2010. This symposium highlighted local 
and regional working waterfront access issues, while provid-
ing a forum for finding solutions at the national, regional, 
state and local levels. Participants also identified a need for a 
national entity to focus on working waterfronts. They agreed 

that such an entity should define working waterfronts and 
waterways broadly and flexibly, to encompass recreation, tour-
ism, commercial fishing, private industry, shipping and trade, 
and new and emerging uses.

Over the subsequent two-and-a-half years, the National 
Working Waterfront Network (NWWN) grew out of the 
conversations started in Portland. And the Network proposed 
holding the 2013 symposium on the West Coast with the goal 
of continuing the dialogue while offering new perspectives 
and fostering regional participation.

 
B. 	 The National Working Waterfront 	
	 Network 

The mission of NWWN is to increase the capacity of 
coastal communities and stakeholders to make informed 

decisions, balance diverse uses, ensure access, and plan 
for the future of working waterfronts and waterways. The 
National Working Waterfronts and Waterways Symposium 
is an important outreach mechanism for NWWN, and its 
founding steering committee members participated in plan-
ning the third symposium in Tacoma. 

Recent working waterfront efforts, including the symposia, 
identified a need for a central clearinghouse where commu-
nities and organizations could find tools to address working 
waterfront challenges. The U.S. Department of Commerce’s 
Economic Development Administration (EDA) also recog-
nized the need to document historical trends and economic 
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A. 	 Participation at the 2013 Symposium 

The symposium’s 288 participants came from 25 states and 
four countries. Half came from Washington State (50%). 

Another quarter came from three states, California (11%), 
Oregon (8%) and Maine (6%). 

The chart (figure 2) below shows participants’ wide range of 
professional affiliations. The majority came from the private 
sector, including the fishing industry, boat building and 
private consulting firms. State government and nonprofits 
represented the next largest groups of participants. See figure 
3 below.

Figure 2.  Number of participants by state (out of 288 total)

Figure 3. Participants’ work affiliations

II   Symposium At-A-Glance
B. 	 Structure of Symposium

The day preceding the symposium was dedicated to field 
trips, followed by two full days of plenary and break-

out sessions. Each of the 36 breakout sessions consisted of 
a panel speaking to one of seven themes. The final half day 
included a plenary session and a strategy session.

C. 	 Breakout Sessions

The full program can be found at www.workingwater-
fronts2013.org. Presentations for most of the panels are 

available for viewing and download. 
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Throughout the conference, including the plenary sessions 
and keynote speeches, the 36 panels and discussions, the 

final morning strategy sessions, and all of the conversations 
in between, certain topics repeatedly rose to the surface. 
On the last morning of the symposium, attendees broke 
into small groups and discussed four topics: Legislation and 
Policy; Research Priorities; Education and Engagement; and 
Capacity Building. These strategy sessions helped summa-
rize the previous days’ discussions and identified priorities to 
address in the future. Here are the key themes that emerged 
from the symposium and strategy sessions: 

•	 Define a shared identity.

•	 Address the integrated and intersecting nature of 
working waterfronts.

•	 Tell the story of the working waterfront.

•	 Address resilience and how to manage change.

Below we describe the challenges and opportunities related 
to each of the four themes. The opportunities include actions 
various communities are taking as well as suggestions from 
the symposium sessions. 

A. 	 Define a Shared Identity 
1.  	 Current challenges 

The character of working waterfronts varies dramati-
cally, from the small fishing pier in a village in Maine to 

the sprawling industrial waterfront of Seattle.  This diversity 
makes it difficult to articulate a common understanding of 
working waterfronts, build coalitions, and institute policies 
to protect and enhance waterfront access.  

Throughout the symposium participants identified a need to 
solidify the definition of working waterfronts while keeping 
that definition broad enough to allow for flexibility at the state 
and local levels. Through the use of shared language, indi-
vidual actions become more compelling and part of a large 
collective effort. 

Participants also emphasized 
the importance of developing 
an inclusive identity for the 
network that serves the needs 
of its diverse members. For 
example, numerous con-
versations revolved around 
the need to find ways for 
small waterfront industrial 
sites,  ports and harbors to 
share the same message with 
decision-makers as large 
ports and harbors. Not all 

issues will be the same, but these facilities share many chal-
lenges (such as the threat of conversion) regardless of scale, 
and the diverse groups engaging these issues should package 
them as broadly as possible.  

2.     Opportunities
•	 Expand upon existing efforts to define working water-

fronts. Groups already working on these issues, such as 
the National Working Waterfront Network, can look 
inward and start defining and articulating an identity.

•	 Consider scale and balancing issues of scale; create 
dialogue and support (e.g., small ports and large ports). 
Regional and local working waterfront initiatives can 
explore how to help entities of different sizes share the 
waterfront for the benefit of the whole community. 

•	 Investigate the various definitions and common identity 
of working waterfronts. This is an area that would benefit 
from social science research that addresses the following 
topics:

o	 Analysis of working waterfront definitions used 
around the country. 

o	 Analysis of areas of shared identity and shared 
vision of working waterfronts. The results can be 
used to start developing an overall identity.

B. 	 Integrated and Intersecting Nature of 	
	 Working Waterfronts
1.	 Current challenges

Working waterfronts connect with many issues in 
coastal regions, though sometimes these connections 

go unrecognized.  Throughout the conference, participants 
frequently discussed the need to integrate working waterfront 
issues with existing efforts on related coastal issues, while 
creating new partnerships that will help move working water-
front issues forward.

Participants discussed how to better integrate policy efforts 
among different sectors currently engaged in working 
waterfront issues, and how to involve those sectors that are 
not as involved or not so aware of their relationship to the 
waterfront. For example, the shellfish industry could join with 
the boat-building industry to address access issues. There 
are many groups addressing waterfront issues from differ-
ent perspectives, such as government agencies and academic 
researchers. However, these efforts are not always well inte-
grated. In order to effectively address issues facing working 
waterfronts, existing partnerships must be strengthened, and 
new partners must be engaged. 

Participants identified the following areas where different 
working waterfront groups’ concerns intersect: 

III. Key Themes from Symposium

“There are better opportunities 
at state and local levels, but 
at the local level, many people 
don’t know how to talk about 
‘working waterfronts.’ They 
need help with language, 
identifying costs and needs.” 
 
Jeff Gabriel, National Marine 
Manufacturers Association
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C. 	 Tell the Story of the Working 		
	 Waterfront

1. 	 Current challenges

Stories about people and places make issues personal and 
relevant. Symposium participants expressed a need to 

improve the ability to tell stories about working waterways 
and waterfronts. However,  the multifaceted nature of work-
ing waterfronts and resulting difficulty of defining a shared 
identity complicate attempts to tell coherent and comprehen-
sive stories.

A central challenge for working waterfronts is a lack of public 
awareness of their value to communities. For example, indus-
trial waterfronts are often hidden from view, so citizens and 
community leaders do not understand the changes unfolding 
there. Stories of the people who make their living on those 
waterfronts can make an enormous difference in support. 

Symposium participants also noted tensions around the future 
of working waterfronts, between preserving the working 
waterfront heritage and developing new uses. Exploring a 
waterfront community’s heritage can help that community 
define the future it would like to see for its waterfront.

Finally, the physical geogra-
phy of waterfronts as thresh-
olds between land and water 
requires multiple perspec-
tives. Parallel stories about 
longshoremen and fishermen, 
for example, can help put a 
human face on waterfront 
industries.

“People don’t have a cultural 
connection, they can’t ‘see’ 
the [maritime] activity the way 
they can farms, for example. 
And this lack of understanding 
often gets in the way of 
support for our working 
waterfronts.” 
 
Peter Phillips, Philips 
Publishing Group,  
March 28 Plenary Session

2. 	 Opportunities
•	 Use National Working Waterfront Network website to 

catalogue stories. The National Working Waterfront 
Network has compiled a series of working waterfront case 
studies (www.wateraccessus.com/cslist.cfm). More stories 
could be added to this site and shared across platforms. 
For example, recent NWWN research on economic 
impacts of waterfronts could also be translated for differ-
ent audiences. The existing case studies can be packaged 
in new ways, to reach diverse audiences, such as videos.

•	 Make stories personal and human, local, understandable 
and useful. 

•	 Combine multiple ways of telling the story of working 
waterfronts, to create a sense of shared identity while 
reaching multiple audiences (e.g., legislators, the local 
public, seasonal visitors). For example, advocates in 
Seattle found both cultural and economic arguments 
for preserving the city’s Fishermen’s Terminal, from the 
tradition of net making to upscale seafood restaurants.   
Similarly, there may be social and economic conse-
quences to rebuilding fish stocks and the commercial-
fishing waterfronts associated with them. For historic 
waterfronts, multiple perspectives would include stories 
not only about the past but about the social, economic 
and cultural legacy it has bequeathed us, informing our 
vision of the future.

•	 Use differing mechanisms and creative approaches to 
reach diverse audiences, such as tours of the working 
waterfront, YouTube videos, classroom education mod-
ules, museums, art exhibits, installations, performances, 
social marketing and regional meetings.

•	 Research: 
o	 Identify opportunities for research within diverse 

fields such as geography, planning and ecology. 
o	 Conduct public opinion polling and social science 

research on knowledge and values associated with 
working waterfronts. The results will identify audi-
ences and inform message development.

o	 Develop economic data on all working waterfronts 
and associated interest groups.

o	 Expand research into applied academic fields such 
as architecture, engineering, design and law.

o	 Continue to inventory and evaluate exemplary poli-
cies, pilot projects, legislation, etc.
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3.   Working waterfronts are difficult to define  

and measure, and thus to protect.

This section synthesizes the opportunities identified at 
the symposium highlighted in Section III above with 

recommendations from the Sustainable Working Waterfronts 
Toolkit, the project federally funded by the EDA and de-
scribed in Section I. The resulting synthesis provides a blue-
print for action. The Toolkit recommends, and this report 
affirms, three overarching findings:

1.	 Working waterfronts are economically and culturally 
important. 

2.	 Working waterfronts are changing, as are the threats 
they face.

3.	 Working waterfronts are difficult to define and mea-
sure, and thus to protect.

These three categories of recommendations capture all four 
of the themes identified in the previous section and build 
upon and clarify those opportunities identified during 
the 2013 National Working Waterfronts and Waterways 
Symposium. 

Recommendations
•	 Maintain the nation’s inventory of working waterfronts to 

meet the current and emerging needs of waterfront uses.
•	 Recognize the importance of working waterfronts at the 

highest levels of government in policies and guidance 
documents, and in federal actions that affect working 
waterfronts.

•	 Identify and explore the cultural aspects of working 
waterfronts and their role in coastal communities.

•	 Identify tools used in other place-based industries that 
could serve as models for federal and state support for 
working waterfront preservation at the local level.

•	 Facilitate the sharing of information, ideas and best prac-
tices about working waterfront preservation.

Recommendations 
•	 Recognize the inability of local communities to 		

address large-scale drivers of change, and focus federal 
efforts on minimizing impacts on working waterfronts. 

•	 Incentivize the return of non-working waterfront land, 
particularly historic working waterfront infrastructure, to 
working uses. 

•	 Develop a body of literature that analyzes the best gov-
ernment policies to protect current uses and the effective-
ness of current programs, such as current use taxation, 
and identify best practices for implementation. 

•	 Identify strategies for revitalizing or protecting working 
waterfronts that are no longer in use but have potential 
future uses. 

•	 Continue researching drivers of change on the nation’s 
working waterfronts, especially small-scale waterfronts. 

•	 Develop a better understanding of the impacts of envi-
ronmental forces, such as storms and climate change, on 
working waterfront infrastructure.

•	 Facilitate a national conversation about the shifting 
nature of the changes affecting working waterfronts and 
the best ways to address them.

2.   Working waterfronts are changing,  

as are the threats they face.

IV. Looking to the Future

Recommendations
•	 Develop a consensus definition of working waterfronts to 

guide federal, state and local decision-making, policy and 
programs. 

•	 Establish working waterfronts as a national priority and 
develop a mechanism to ensure coordination between 
federal agencies. 

•	 Encourage use of underutilized financing mechanisms 
and/or develop new mechanisms to finance investment in 
existing working-water¬front infrastructure. 

•	 Identify key socioeconomic metrics for small-scale work-
ing waterfronts and develop systems to compile and track 
data on them. 

1.   Working waterfronts are economically  

and culturally important.
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We are grateful to the sponsors of the 2013 National Working Waterfronts and Waterways 
Symposium and look forward to future collaboration. 




