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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.

Natural resources

Introduction

Agriculture and timber industries have long been a large part of Washington’s economy.  As the 21st Century begins, industry owners face many difficulties in managing natural resources both profitably and sustainably in a rapidly-changing global market and regulatory environment. At the same time, the booming real estate market offers an appealing opportunity to sell natural resource lands and convert them to urban and suburban development.  Keeping farm and forest lands in production is important to Smart Growth efforts, but it is an enormous challenge.

Background

Washington’s agricultural base is threatened by sprawl in many areas of the state, including Western and Central Washington, the Columbia Basin Plateau area, and other locations.  Washington ranks 15th among states in the nation in farmlands lost between 1992 and 1997.  The state’s average annual conversion rate during those years was 70,000 acres, according to the U.S. Department of Agriculture Farmland Protection Program.  Farmlands decreased 3 percent statewide from 15,726,007 acres in 1992 to 15,179,710 acres in 1997, according to the 1997 Washington Census of Agriculture.  

In 1970, Washington had 23.1 million acres of forests, according to the Washington State Department of Natural Resources publication Our Changing Nature – Natural Resource Trends in Washington State.  In a follow-up survey done in 1992, there were 20.9 million acres, a decrease of at least 2.2 million acres.

In addition to providing valuable economic benefits, forests and farms provide fish and wildlife habitat, recreational opportunities, scenic beauty, and rural lifestyles.  They serve other important functions such as providing oxygen and removing carbon dioxide and other pollutants from the atmosphere.  Also, forests help protect water quality by absorbing and slowing water running down slopes, thus minimizing soil erosion.

Between 1990 and 1999 approximately 805,000 new residents were added to our state’s population, according to the state Office of Financial Management.  During this same time period, local governments fully planning under the Growth Management Act (GMA) worked to complete comprehensive plans and development regulations that furthered each of the 14 goals of the GMA.  Goal eight of the GMA is to conserve the state’s natural resources and to maintain or enhance natural resource industries, including timber, agriculture, and fisheries.  

To carry out this goal, all 29 fully-planning GMA counties are required to identify and conserve forest and agricultural lands of long-term commercial significance.  As intended, each county adopts its own strategies to implement the GMA and conserve forest and agricultural lands.  (In the 10 counties with fewer GMA planning requirements, forest and agricultural lands are designated but not necessarily conserved.)

Under the GMA, local governments must ensure that nearby uses will not interfere with the continuation of natural resource industries in the accustomed manner and in accordance with best management practices [RCW 36.70A.060(1)].  They are required to see that plats and development and building permits issued for development activities on or near lands designated as either agricultural or forest lands, contain a notice that the property is within or near these lands.  Under the rural element provisions of the GMA, counties are to protect against conflicts with the use of agriculture and forests.  Finally, cities and counties are to designate open space and greenbelts that would help buffer resource lands from urban uses.  

Although the GMA allows urban development only to be permitted in urban growth areas, many subdivisions and development permits in rural areas were issued prior to the GMA taking effect.  Under the state’s vesting laws, these permits remained valid.

Local governments have taken a variety of approaches to conserve or enhance natural resource-based industries.  One example is right-to-farm ordinances.  The ordinances discourage nuisance claims against common agricultural practices and promote agriculture, farm forestry, and dependent rural communities.  These ordinances may be weak in the face of actual demand from suburban residents to limit the odors and noise of natural resource production, but it's a good start.

The loss of farm and forest lands through conversion to other uses has significant consequences.  It could cost as much as $2.4 billion, according to the Washington State Department of Natural Resources, to build a stormwater system equivalent to that provided by the forests converted to other uses just in the last decade.  Yet the demand for “greenfields” (land that is undeveloped or minimally developed) is usually unconstrained by any requirements to bear the long-term cost for converting these lands.   When greenfields are developed, even the shorter-term costs of paying for public infrastructure or government services, such as snowplowing, are often not analyzed.

Farming communities also are affected by the long-standing weakness in a wide variety of agricultural markets.  This weakness accentuates the need for long-term solutions to make the agricultural operations more economically feasible in many regions of the state.  

Other fundamental challenges are apparent.  For example, as the population has grown, along with an accompanying demand for large lawns and golf courses, there is more competition for water use.  This is complicated further by the fact that human demand for water is affecting an increasing list of endangered species.  Disputes over water supply, water quality, and water rights have been highly charged over this last decade.  These disputes have not been solved, especially for agriculture.  Increasing concerns about salmon and trout recovery make this more apparent.

Strategy options
What more can be done?  Here are some ideas that could be considered as part of a local, regional, or statewide Smart Growth strategy for encouraging sustainable natural resource industries.

A. Local governments could enforce and promote existing plans, regulations, tax incentives, and partnerships that are available and monitor their effectiveness at controlling sprawl.  They could reassess the tools being used or consider new ones, if the vision for natural resource industries is not being achieved.  For example, they could:

1. Provide transfer of development rights programs where feasible. 

2. Ensure regulatory and non-regulatory programs are in place that will conserve the natural resource land base both as a land use and a healthy, economically-viable system.

3. Ensure each element of the comprehensive plan is supportive of agricultural and forestry needs and is linked to a broader vision of sustainability, economic development, and social stability.

4. Identify planning key infrastructure investments necessary for agriculture and forestry to flourish on a sustainable basis through capital facilities.  

B. More certainty for an adequate and predictable water supply, along with conservation measures for agriculture use, could be established.  This might include an incentive-based approach that gives special consideration for designated resource lands of long-term commercial significance.

C. The 10 counties not fully planning under the GMA could be required to conserve, not just classify, forest and agricultural lands of long-term commercial significance. 

D. Communities could make certain their county-wide planning policies recognize agricultural and forest lands as an economic vitality tool.  They could ensure economic development plans recognize, address, and assist agriculture-based development and sustainable forestry.

E. The GMA, Forest Practices Act, and other laws could be reviewed to determine if they are adequately conserving forest and agricultural lands.

F. More analysis could be required before allowing farm and forest lands to be converted to other uses.  This would include consideration of the long-term fiscal, environmental, and community costs of conversion.

G. Local governments, along with appropriate partners, could set up assistance programs for small resource lands owners regarding available options, including easements and tax credits to maintain or enhance natural resource industries.

H. Communities could provide support for farmers’ markets encouraging the sale of locally-grown produce directly to city dwellers.  Local organizations could promote agriculture as a sustainable source of food and fiber.

I. Nonprofit groups and government agencies could work together to identify specific challenges, opportunities, and incentives to agriculture and forestry in their region.

J. New financial resources, in addition to existing authority for real estate taxes, could be made available to counties that have adopted and are enforcing policies that adequately conserve natural resource lands and reduce urban sprawl.

K. A statewide strategy could be developed for conserving natural resource land.

L. A conservation futures program could be promoted that supports purchase of development options for land in long-term agricultural and forest production.

M. County and city governments could use their authority to regulate forest practices/conversion of forest lands (Class IV general).  This is allowed pursuant to successful negotiations with the Washington State Department of Natural Resources before December 31, 2001.

N. Sustainable agriculture and forestry could be promoted and value-added agricultural and forest projects can be encouraged that strengthen local natural resource industries.

O. The GMA criteria for the creation of master planned resorts could be re-examined so large residential communities cannot be established on viable forest or agricultural land.

P. Legislation could be adopted, e.g., based on recommendations from the Local Governance Study Commission, to reduce competition among local governments for revenues from urban growth.

Possible performance measures

One or more measures could be used to track the conservation of natural resource lands or the value of agriculture and forestry to the economy as the state grows in population.  Examples include:

1. Total acres of farm and forest lands.

2. Total number of farms and total number of commercial forest acreage.

3. Average size of farms in acres.

4. Total acres of farm and forest lands enrolled in the Open Space (Current Use) Tax Program.

5. Total value of agricultural products produced annually.

6. Total board feet of timber harvested annually.

7. Gross farm and ranch sales.

8. Number of acres of natural resource lands with preserved development rights.

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.
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