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The above criteria were applied throughout unincorporated county areas to designate 
those forest lands of long-term commercial significance.  Those lands that currently meet 
the criteria are shown on Map M-42. Future lands meeting these criteria may also be 
designated. 
 
 

 IV.  MINERAL RESOURCES 
 

Community Vision: The citizens of Thurston County recognize mining as an important 
part of the rural economy. Mineral resources such as sand and gravel supply materials for 
road maintenance and construction projects throughout the region. The community seeks a 
balance between the need for mineral resources and the need to protect the environment 
and the community from adverse impacts of mining. Good stewardship of mining 
operations, including reclamation and restoration, takes a partnership among mining 
operators, county citizens, and regulatory agencies. 
 

Background: As a result of major glacial activity in Thurston County's geologic past, major 
deposits of sand and gravel are located in Thurston County.  This geologic heritage 
provides the raw material for dozens of sand and gravel operations throughout the County. 
 The deposits are perhaps doubly significant considering their proximity to major population 
areas and construction projects that use sand and gravel. Although rich in sand and gravel, 
the County has relatively few areas of high quality basalts used in construction activities.   
 

Balancing conflicts: The extraction process does pose potential conflicts with surrounding 
uses, particularly rural residential uses and critical areas. During the process of designating 
resource lands of long-term commercial significance, the county evaluates the location and 
value of the resource as well as its proximity to existing residential areas (see below).  For 
permitting new mining activity, the county considers groundwater protection, air quality 
impacts, hazards posed by gravel truck travel, and residential densities surrounding the 
mine, among other concerns. In response to these concerns, the county implements 
conditions and BMPs through the Special Use Permit process to ensure that mining 
operations are in keeping with public health and safety and environmental protection. Just 
as sand and gravel is a natural resource, so too is the groundwater and air quality the 
county depends on.  The policies provide that generally, mining should minimize adverse 
impacts on the environment, and specifically, should minimize its effect on surface and 
groundwater and air quality. 
 
The policies also specify that mineral extraction sites should be restored as mining occurs. 
Existing, non-operating or abandoned mining sites pose a concern to many county 
residents because they may leave aquifers vulnerably exposed, and invite illegal waste 
dumping.  The action recommendations also seek to address the problem of these non-
operating sites. 
 
The policies recognize the necessity for mineral extraction to be located in rural areas of 
the county with low population densities or in industrial-zoned areas.  The movement of 
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large amounts of mineral resource necessitates good roads capable of handling significant 
numbers of heavily-loaded trucks.  Loaded trucks en route from the extraction site may 
lose a very small but potentially hazardous portion of their load, and track dirt or mud onto 
public roadways.  Therefore, the policies also respond to the need for better prevention of 
such mining impacts on county residents. 
 

Designating Mineral Resources of Long-Term Commercial Significance:  The Growth 
Management Act states that "...each county...shall designate where appropriate...mineral 
resource lands that are not already characterized by urban growth and that have long-term 
significance for the extraction of minerals." RCW 36.70A.170(1) The Act defines "minerals" 
as gravel, sand, and valuable metallic substances.  Other minerals may be designated as 
appropriate.  RCW 36.70A.060(1)(a) states that "...each county...shall adopt development 
regulations...to assure the conservation of...mineral resource lands designated under RCW 
36.70A.170." 
 
Within Thurston County, minerals of potentially long-term commercial significance include 
sand and gravel deposits, coal deposits, and a few rock resources, such as columnar 
basalt (shot rock) and sandstone.  Basalt "shot rock" is important for highway construction 
and flood control rip rap. The sandstone quarries at Tenino have provided valuable building 
material for the State Capitol and other structures around the County.  There are no known 
valuable metallic minerals within the County. 
 
Protecting these mineral deposits of long-term commercial significance for mining use is an 
important goal of the policies, as is preventing residential and other incompatible uses from 
locating adjacent to these deposits.  The County recognizes that a mining operator's 
hauling distance to the resource user is an important factor to its economic viability.  
However, the policies also provide that mining activity should not encroach on existing 
residential uses nor adversely affect the environment.  In addition, significant geologic 
features, including Mima mounds, shall not be used for mining purposes.  Additional 
significant geologic features may be identified by future study.   
 
To determine the location of mineral resource lands of long-term commercial significance, 
the County applies the criteria provided by the Washington State Department of Commerce 
(DOC). Based on the DOC Guidelines and additional considerations to protect public 
health, safety, and the environment, the County has developed the following criteria to 
designate mineral resource lands of long-term commercial significance.  
 

MINIMUM DESIGNATION CRITERIA  
 
1. Mineral Deposits.  Designated mineral resource lands should contain deposits 

consisting of sand and gravel, coal, sandstone, basalt, or other igneous rock, based 
on U.S. Geological Survey maps or site-specific information prepared by a 
geologist, or as indicated by State Department of Natural Resources (DNR) mining 
permit data. 
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2. Location.  Designated mineral resource lands shall be separated by a distance of at 
least 1,000 feet from public preserves, which include parks, national wildlife refuges, 
state conservation areas, wild life areas, and other government owned preserves, 
but excluding hunting areas. In addition, designated mineral resource lands shall be 
at least 1,000 feet from urban growth areas and rural residential areas with existing 
densities predominantly one dwelling unit per five acres or higher, in order to 
minimize land use conflicts during the long-term operation of the mine. 

 
 To qualify for a mineral resource designation, at least 60% of the area within 1,000 

feet of a proposed site must be made up of parcels 5 acres in size or larger, 
excluding parcels owned by the applicant. 

 
3. Minimum Site Size.  An area proposed for the mineral resource lands designation 

should be at least 5 acres in size. 
 
4. Marketability.  Mineral resource lands shall contain non-strategic minerals which are 

minable, recoverable and marketable in the present or foreseeable future as 
determined by a licensed professional geologist. 

 
5.  Mineral resource lands shall not include agriculture lands of long term commercial 

significance, or historical/cultural preservation sites. 
 
6. Mineral resource lands may include lands designated for long-term forestry. 
 
Designation process. 
Lands or portions of a legal lot or parcel meeting the above criteria may be designated 
mineral resource lands through a Comprehensive Plan Amendment process. Such 
designation should not be used as a basis for granting a special use permit. Where 
applicable, mineral lands of long term commercial significance that are designated in the 
comprehensive plan must also be designated under Chapter 20.30B of the Thurston 
County Code prior to applying for a special use permit for mineral extraction uses. The 
presence of critical areas on the site may prohibit or restrict mineral extraction operations. 
Mine operators must go through all required review and permitting prior to beginning any 
mining activity on designated land. Map M-43 identifies existing mining sites meeting the 
designation criteria, although this map is provided for reference only. An updated map of 
designated mineral resource lands of long-term commercial significance is the "Official 
Designated Mineral Resource Lands" map accompanying the official zoning map, available 
at the County.  This map is immediately updated following approval of a new designated 
site.  
 
Long-term commercially significant (designated) mineral deposits should be conserved for 
long-term resource extraction.  To this end, the following measures shall be implemented: 
 

  Resource use notice shall be provided to new developments within 1,000 feet of: 
1. Designated mineral lands and,  
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2. Existing mining operations outside designated mineral lands,   
     informing prospective property owners of the long-term resource use  
     nearby. 

 
These measures are intended to assure that the use of lands adjacent to designated 
mineral lands shall not interfere with the continued use, in accordance with best 
management practices (BMPs), of the designated lands for mineral extraction. 
 


