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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.

Salmon-friendly land uses

Introduction

The natural environment is highly valued in Washington and state and local regulations encourage its protection.  Despite extensive planning efforts, we are faced with salmon and bull trout listings under the Endangered Species Act (ESA).  While debate is underway on how to best address these listings, one thing is certain:  more land will be urbanized as the state's population grows, causing habitat pressures on salmon and wildlife species to increase.  The overall loss of freshwater and nearshore habitat, for example, is significant, cumulative, and widespread.  Habitat cannot be restored easily, quickly, or cheaply.  This paper discusses a variety of land use options in response to the ESA listings. 

Background

Declines in fish populations over the past decade have challenged scientists to question their cause and ponder what can be done to reverse this trend.  For much of Washington State, the ESA listing of dozens of salmonid and trout species of fish has awakened citizens, businesses, and local governments to take action.  Both natural ocean changes and human causes – such as excessive harvests, freshwater degradation, and loss of habitat – are viewed as the culprits. 

Under the Growth Management Act (GMA) passed in 1990, local governments in the state have undertaken extensive efforts in their communities to develop 20-year plans and regulations to carry out their visions for the future.  Some have put into place effective regulatory programs for critical areas, which include wetlands, geologically hazardous areas, fish and wildlife habitat conservation areas, aquifer recharge areas, and frequently flooded areas.  By including the “best available science” in their critical areas policies and regulations, jurisdictions are able to apply the best management practices known to protect the functions and values of these fragile areas.  Since 1995, the GMA has required that cities and counties include best available science and give “special consideration” to conservation and protection measures necessary to protect anadromous fisheries.  Local governments that previously adopted critical areas ordinances will need to review and, if necessary, revise their critical areas policies and regulations by September 1, 2002, to meet this higher standard (RCW 36.70A.130).

These regulations complement non-regulatory programs that reward and provide incentives for salmon-friendly land uses.  Jurisdictions buy habitat, accept conservation easements, reduce property taxes, and prioritize public infrastructure investments to conserve remaining habitat and protect natural functions (WAC 365-190).

Jurisdictions are also working on programs for flood hazard reduction, nonpoint pollution control, and stormwater management through the adoption of technical manuals and development standards and through their infrastructure investments.  Shoreline master programs and the Puget Sound Water Quality Plan are also being carried out.  In spite of the considerable amount of growth management work being undertaken, how do local governments respond when they are told these actions are not good enough?  

Strategy options 

Here are some ideas that could be considered as part of a local, regional, or statewide strategy for Smart Growth:

A. Federal and state agencies could provide cities and counties with current biological and other inventory information about critical habitat to assist them with their land use planning and permitting decisions. 

B. Federal and state agencies could provide guidance to local governments with science-based guidelines for determining properly functioning conditions (PFC) and assist them with how to evaluate how new or existing development affects PFC.

C. Federal, state, and local governments could collectively develop and implement a landowner-stewardship educational program focused on encouraging personal responsibility for protecting and restoring salmonid habitat functions.  

D. Cities and counties could first evaluate their existing land use plans and regulations to determine if existing development regulations discourage sprawling development and are compatible with protection and restoration of aquatic, nearshore, and riparian fish and wildlife habitat.  They could make the necessary revisions to comprehensive plan policies and development regulations to ensure that habitat protection and restoration occur.

E. Locating and collectively protecting critical, open-space, riparian corridors could be a regional goal for cities, counties, land trust organizations, and private and public landowners.  

F. Land acquisition opportunities and property tax incentive programs, such as the public benefit rating system and conservation easements, could be identified and implemented.

G. County-wide planning policies and functional plans could address the goal of designing communities that preserve the natural vegetation and topography, minimize impervious surfaces, and maximize the use of water resources by on-site recharge and drought-tolerant landscaping. 

H. Long-term sustainable outcomes (low and zero impact development) could be part of site development standards.

I. Multicounty and county-wide planning policies could be used by adjoining jurisdictions in a watershed to coordinate recovery actions.

J. Capital improvement programs could identify projects and funding necessary for salmon recovery (such as construction of stormwater facilities, land acquisition funding, other necessary infrastructure operations and maintenance costs, etc.).

Possible performance measures

One or more measures could be used to track environmental factors important in providing for Smart Growth.  Examples include:

1. Number of jurisdictions that have included the best available science and special consideration for anadromous fisheries within their critical areas ordinance by September 2002.

2. Number of jurisdictions with plans and regulations for protection of critical fisheries habitat approved by the National Marine Fisheries Service and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

3. Number of jurisdictions with updated shoreline master programs that address the biological needs of fisheries.

Other performance measures could be used to track additional aspects of a healthy natural environment.  Examples include:

4. Number of all types of threatened or endangered species in Washington.

5. Air quality in all regions of the state.

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 .

