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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.

Economic vitality

Introduction

Washington state’s economy is one of the best in the nation.  According to the 1999 Report Card for the States, prepared by the Corporation for Enterprise Development, Washington’s overall score was fifth among all states and first among Pacific states.  This is great news.  But when both prosperous new businesses and declining resource industries are considered together, Washington has one of the largest gaps between urban and rural well-being.  How can the economy be improved or sustained in all areas of the state?

Background

Few of us can influence the global market forces on which our strong economy depends.  Also, differences between urban and rural well-being are common in other parts of the United States and around the world.  But the conditions that are attractive to business development and retention are generally the same conditions that contribute to the preservation and enhancement of social, environmental, and community vitality. 

Aerospace and other technology-based sectors are prominent in Washington’s industrial performance, as are the importing and exporting of products.  Other strong performers include agriculture, food-processing, and tourism.  Although the state has one of the highest tax rates on businesses, it also has one of the highest rankings for the start-up of new businesses.  The majority of new jobs are created by small business.

Ports, chambers of commerce, and economic development organizations all help support business opportunities at the local level.  At the same time, healthy economies are not the results of purely local efforts, but have regional dimensions.  Also, public/private partnerships have a role. Finally, the state has a variety of assistance programs and is currently developing a state strategy for economic vitality.

One of the goals of the Growth Management Act (GMA) is economic development.  The GMA was passed in 1990 and requires most counties and cities to adopt county-wide planning policies, comprehensive plans, and local regulations that guide growth and development.  Comprehensive plans identify lands for industry, commerce, and natural resource production.  They also contain capital facilities plans to meet infrastructure needs, based on expected growth and the local vision for development. About half of the comprehensive plans contain specific economic development elements; these elements are optional, not required.

Several years ago, a process was introduced into law for combining detailed environmental review and comprehensive planning to foster speedier, more certain permitting.  Technical assistance and funding were provided by CTED for several projects, allowing new development to go forward in selected communities.  However, grant funds for the projects came from one-time state funds and are no longer provided for this purpose.  

As Washington grows, protecting or enhancing our quality of life is a key concern.  Other concerns include the decline in natural resource industries, the impacts of an expanding economy (such as traffic congestion and high housing prices); shortage of skilled workers; slow permitting processes, water availability, brownfields (land abandoned because of environmental contamination), and need for adequate infrastructure.

Smart Growth describes an approach to future growth and development that depends on harmonizing economic, social, and environmental goals of communities.  Strategic planning and investment provides a foundation for making decisions.

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

A. Build local staff capacity to support community leaders and volunteers.  This may reflect voluntary partnerships among several jurisdictions and perhaps state assistance.

B. Take local and regional responsibility for strategic planning.  For example, develop community-based assessments that evaluate a community’s economic potential.  (Such assessments typically assess strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats.)  Develop or amend local comprehensive plans under the GMA to provide for economic vitality over the long-term.  Match each plan with a shorter-term strategy for specific actions, consistent with both the community assessment and long-term vision.

C. Encourage or require economic development elements to be included in comprehensive plans.  Such elements would identify existing and potential industries and a land use and investment strategy for encouraging them.

D. Provide incentives or subsidies to encourage brownfield re-use.  Redeveloping brownfields helps revitalize existing neighborhoods and preserve land for natural resource industries and open space.  It may also cost less than greenfields (undeveloped land) because infrastructure is already in place.  However, aging infrastructure and contaminated soils may be a problem for which help is needed.

E. Encourage faster, more predictable permitting and pre-permitting.  Complex regulatory systems have evolved over the years to protect environmental, social, and other non-economic community values.  Addressing these values through early comprehensive planning, environmental review, and infrastructure investment – prior to project proposals – can substantially reduce the time and money to obtain permit approvals when a project is proposed.  Communities that are prepared with ready-to-go, pre-permitted sites will be more attractive to businesses looking to expand or locate.  

F. Provide for downtown development and redevelopment.  Historically, the core of a community has been a thriving central business district.  A vital downtown contributes to the local “sense of community” and keeps public costs low, since basic infrastructure exists to serve it.

Possible performance measures
One or more measures could be used to track the economic vitality of communities and their success in providing for Smart Growth.  Examples include:

1. Rate of net new business formation.

2. Annual rate of employment growth, statewide and by regions.

3. Real per capita personal income as a percentage of the U.S. real per capita income.

4. Minority unemployment rate as a percentage of non-minority unemployment rate.

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.

