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ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT ... a vision of strong communities, a vibrant economy, a healthy environment,
Growth Management Program and respect among people — all being achieved together.
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Note:  The purpose of the discussion papers in this series is to provide a range of strategy options to start discussions for possible solutions for some key growth and quality of life issues.  Ideas represented in each paper have been written by agency staff and do not necessarily reflect the department’s position.

Vision for a Smart Growth 

Strategy in Washington

Introduction

As our state’s population grows, some of the qualities of life we appreciate most may be threatened, while other qualities may be enhanced.  A Growth Management Act (GMA) was passed in 1990 to foster good growth choices that help ensure our state’s high quality of life, especially regarding land use and development.  Yet we do not have a statewide system to measure how well this is working and to determine if any changes are needed.  The vision proposed here is to develop a strategy that will guide state efforts to make good investment decisions for Smart Growth, help the GMA work well, and measure overall progress toward those goals.  At the same time those local efforts that are already underway to grow smart and measure local progress should be commended.

Background

If current trends continue Washington’s population could double between 2000 and 2050, according to the Office of Financial Management (OFM).  Where will these people live, work, go to school, and do other activities?  How will we provide for adequate transportation, schools, water, utilities, and other public needs?  As we make way for twice as many people, how will we maintain the natural environment that makes Washington so enjoyable?  Will we be able to feel a sense of belonging and pride in our communities?  Will there be equal opportunities for everyone to get a good education?  Will we spend more daily time traveling alone in cars than we spend with our friends and family?  How affordable will living in this state be when costs for housing, transportation, energy, and other essentials are totaled up?  Will there be enough jobs and business opportunities?

Although Washington’s Growth Management Act was adopted in 1990, it took several years for the majority of counties and cities to adopt comprehensive plans for growth.  As of February 2000, 92 percent of local governments who were required to fully plan under the GMA had adopted comprehensive growth plans. 

Ten counties and their incorporated towns and cities, representing about 5 percent of the state’s total population, are not required to meet the full set of GMA requirements.  But all counties and cities must do certain things to manage growth, including designating natural resource lands as appropriate and designating and protecting critical areas.

Washington’s GMA is a framework for growth and development that includes flexibility and local discretion for many choices.  It also contains statewide goals and requirements, both procedural and substantive.  It applies in combination with other existing state and federal laws.

For the 246 jurisdictions fully planning under the GMA, 20-year population forecasts from OFM identify the number of people for which each county-wide region must plan.  The 20-year population forecast is based on U.S. Census data, combined with state information on employment trends and other factors.  Water supply is currently not considered as a factor.  The forecasts are given on a county-wide basis and each county then takes responsibility to consult with cities and allocate the expected growth to specific areas within the county.  

By September 2002, and every five years thereafter, local governments must review and take action to revise, if needed, their plans and regulations to be consistent with the GMA (including amendments).  They must also consider new population data from OFM.  The September 2002 date may pose problems for local governments, since the new population data is not expected to be ready until January 2002.  Revisions to plans and regulations will need to be decided and must go through the normal public process in just a few short months.  State agencies may also be hard-pressed to review revised plans and regulations, if all the local documents came in at once.  

While this general review is taking place, six urban counties (Snohomish, King, Pierce, Kitsap, Thurston, and Clark) and all the cities within them must do a more intensive five-year review that includes data on buildable lands and urban densities.  Buildable lands include an inventory of the supply of residential, commercial, and industrial land as well as other land use activities such as infrastructure.

As communities have worked to keep pace with day-to-day needs and plan for the future, some important topics have emerged.  For example, new listings for salmon and bull trout have been added under the federal Endangered Species Act and to some extent, these will affect habitat protection.  Habitat can be protected partly through land use choices, but many issues must be resolved along the way.

The 1999 State of Washington Local Government Infrastructure Study shows a $3.05 billion gap statewide for the next six years between needs for certain kinds of local infrastructure (roads, streets, bridges, water, sewer, and stormwater) and local ability to pay.  This is generally considered a conservative figure; it also does not include a whole range of other public needs, such as schools, parks, fire service, waste management, transit, and justice systems.

Finally, although the GMA has 14 goals, no statewide performance measures exist. Evidence of how well the GMA is working depends largely on anecdotal evidence.  However, some local governments have developed their own indicators for measuring local performance on key growth and sustainability issues.

Strategy

A Smart Growth Strategy for the 21st Century will be developed by the fall of 2000 to recommend solutions for emerging issues in our state, while building on the progress that has been made.  Solutions would be both short- and long-term and would include possible legislation.  Performance measures for key goals would also be proposed.  But first, thoughtful dialogue is needed.  A series of discussion papers will provide focus for 12 key topics related to growth and quality of life.  The topics are:

· Housing affordability

· Transportation/land use

· Natural resources

· Energy

· Health and safety

· Historic preservation

· Infrastructure

· Salmon-friendly land uses

· Economic vitality

· Livable communities

· Regional and state coordination

· Open space and greenbelts

Roundtable discussions among leaders and representatives of a cross-section of key interest groups will provide a forum for ideas on the 12 topics. They are expected to include both performance measures and solutions to emerging issues.  The ideas will help form the basis of the Smart Growth strategy.  Other input will be gathered through comments in response to the discussion papers.  The papers will be mailed to interested parties and posted on the website, http://smartgrowth.wa.gov.  CTED will lead the final strategy development in consultation with others.  Follow-up actions will take place as needed.

Comments on the above topic are welcomed and should be addressed to Shane Hope, Managing Director, Growth Management Program, Washington State Community, Trade and Economic Development, PO Box 48300, Olympia, WA  98504-8300, web: http://smartgrowth.wa.gov or by e-mail at Juliek@cted.wa.gov.

