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MEMORANDUM 

 

 

TO: Thurston County Planning Commission 

  

FROM: Allison Osterberg, Senior Planner 

 

DATE: August 31, 2016 

 

SUBJECT:  Comprehensive Plan Update – Draft Scope of Work

 

Thurston County plans under the authority of the Growth Management Act (36.70A RCW). The Growth 

Management Act (GMA) requires counties and cities to periodically conduct a thorough review of their 

comprehensive plans and development regulations to bring them up to date with changes to the GMA and 

to respond to changes in land use and population growth. These mandatory updates occur every eight 

years. Thurston County’s periodic update was due June 30, 2016. Work on the update has been 

significantly delayed because staff resources have been directed to other projects, but is currently 

underway. 

 

Background 

The Growth Management Act contains thirteen goals to guide the development and adoption of 

comprehensive plans: 

1. Urban growth.  Encourage development in urban areas where adequate public facilities and services 

exist or can be provided in an efficient manner. 

2. Reduce sprawl.  Reduce the inappropriate conversion of undeveloped land into sprawling, low-density 

development. 

3. Transportation.  Encourage efficient multimodal transportation systems that are based on regional 

priorities and coordinated with county and city comprehensive plans. 

4. Housing.  Encourage the availability of affordable housing to all economic segments of the population 

of this state, promote a variety of residential densities and housing types, and encourage preservation of 

existing housing stock. 

5. Economic development.  Encourage economic development throughout the state that is consistent with 

adopted comprehensive plans, promote economic opportunity for all citizens of this state, especially for 

unemployed and for disadvantaged persons, and encourage growth in areas experiencing insufficient 

economic growth, all within the capacities of the state's natural resources, public services, and public 

facilities. 
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6. Property rights.  Private property shall not be taken for public use without just compensation having 

been made.  The property rights of landowners shall be protected from arbitrary and discriminatory 

actions. 

7. Permits.  Applications for both state and local government permits should be processed in a timely and 

fair manner to ensure predictability. 

8. Natural resource industries.  Maintain and enhance natural resource-based industries, including 

productive timber, agricultural, and fisheries industries.  Encourage the conservation of productive forest 

lands and productive agricultural lands, and discourage incompatible uses. 

9. Open space and recreation.  Encourage the retention of open space and development of recreational 

opportunities, conserve fish and wildlife habitat, increase access to natural resource lands and water, and 

develop parks. 

10. Environment.  Protect the environment and enhance the state's high quality of life, including air and 

water quality, and the availability of water. 

11. Citizen participation and coordination.  Encourage the involvement of citizens in the planning 

process and ensure coordination between communities and jurisdictions to reconcile conflicts. 

12. Public facilities and services.  Ensure that those public facilities and services necessary to support 

development shall be adequate to serve the development at the time the development is available for 

occupancy and use without decreasing current service levels below locally established minimum 

standards. 

13. Historic preservation.  Identify and encourage the preservation of lands, sites, and structures that have 

historical or archaeological significance. 

 

A fourteenth goal was later added concerning shoreline management. 

 

Thurston County’s Comprehensive Plan was first adopted in 1975 and the last major update took place in 

2005. The last major review of urban growth area boundaries took place in 2008 and the Housing chapter 

was updated in 2009. The Critical Areas Ordinance was updated in 2012. The Capital Facilities Plan is 

updated annually, and minor edits also have been made to the comprehensive plan through the annual 

docketing process.  

 

Scope of Work 

The plan update will take into account a 20-year planning horizon, extending out to 2035. Information on 

population growth and development in the Comprehensive Plan will be updated based on the latest 

Buildable Lands Report, which was released by Thurston Regional Planning Council (TRPC) in 2015. 

The Buildable Lands Report details development patterns in Thurston County and looks at whether there 

is adequate land supply in urban growth areas to accommodate future growth in population and 

employment. It also looks at development trends in Thurston County’s rural lands. The Buildable Lands 

analysis will need to be updated based on the outcome of the Habitat Conservation Plan – the land use 

element of the Comprehensive Plan also will need to be updated based on the results of that process, but 

that information is not likely to be complete in time to include in this update. 

 

The update process will take a minimum of two years to complete, though the actual length of the update 

can vary depending on the extent of the revisions as well as the extent of the public process that 
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accompanies the update. In addition to Thurston County’s Comprehensive Plan itself, the update will 

include review of relevant development regulations and updates to joint plans with the cities of Olympia, 

Lacey, Tumwater, Yelm, Rainier, and Tenino. 

 

The State Department of Commerce has produced a checklist which is the measure by which it will rule 

the County in compliance with GMA update requirements. Staff have reviewed that checklist along with 

other relevant information to develop a draft scope of work for the Board of County Commissioners’ 

review (see Attachment 1). There are a significant number of updates to both the comprehensive plan and 

related development regulations that are required at this time. In addition, the Board is considering a 

number of optional tasks to include in the scope of work. Adding these optional tasks will require 

additional time and budget. 

 

Public Outreach & Participation 

The Growth Management Act requires “early and continuous public participation” in the development 

and update of local comprehensive plans and regulations.  Local governments must establish and broadly 

disseminate procedures and assure that a broad variety of citizens can learn about, become engaged in and 

influence decisions about local actions.  As decisions are made, a record of public participation should be 

kept as part of the record. 

 

One of the first tasks required in the Comprehensive Plan update will be the development of a Public 

Participation Plan that will outline methods for public outreach and comment throughout the process. The 

scale of that public outreach effort will depend in part on the scale of the update approved by the 

commissioners. Staff would also like feedback from the Planning Commissioners on how best to elicit 

public participation throughout the Comprehensive Plan update. 
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Introduction 
The Comprehensive Plan describes the long-term vision for Thurston County, looking ahead to set 
direction for the county’s growth in the coming decades. It contains common goals that guide 
development within the county, including in the areas of land use, environment, transportation, public 
health, economic development and resource use.  
 
Communities planning under the Washington Growth Management Act (GMA) are required to 
periodically conduct an update of their comprehensive plan and development regulations. This 
document serves as a strategy guide for Thurston County’s Comprehensive Plan update process.  
 

Approach 
The Board of County Commissioners directed staff to take a targeted approach to updating the 
Comprehensive Plan that focuses on completing required elements of the plan to ensure compliance 
with state law, and includes a few strategic optional updates that focus on addressing current 
information and needs within the county. 
 
The State Department of Commerce has produced a checklist which is the measure by which it will rule 
the County in compliance with GMA update requirements. Staff have reviewed that checklist along with 
other relevant information to develop this scope of work. The 2014 Buildable Lands Report completed 
by Thurston Regional Planning Council provides the basis for population and development estimates 
that will be used to inform the update. The update also will be guided by the County Wide Planning 
Policies, which were first adopted in 1992 and last revised in 2015. 
 
In addition, the Comprehensive Plan update will be guided by the following principles: 

 Focus on completing required updates to bring the plan into compliance with state law 

 Capitalize on existing work in the region, rather than re-inventing new processes 

 Create accountability for included goals and policies, by establishing performance measures to 
track the plan’s implementation 

 Consider the value of ecosystem services in policy decisions 

 Consider and address impacts from climate change and incorporate adaptation strategies 

 Communicate broadly; reach out to groups in all segments of the county 

 Provide information throughout the update that is informative and readily understandable 
 
The updated plan will consider growth over a 20-year planning horizon, projecting out to 2035.  
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Work Program 
This section outlines the basic tasks included in the Comprehensive Plan Update. The deliverables and 
timelines are based on estimates to complete required elements of the update, and are subject to 
change depending on the final work plan approved by the Board. 
 

Tasks 
1. Project Management: 
This task includes oversight and direction of the entire update process, including each of the below 
stated tasks. This task ensures consistent coordination and communication throughout the project, and 
provides for the public interface for the update. This task will be on-going through adoption of the 
updated plan.  
 
2. Public Outreach 
The GMA requires early and continuous public participation in the Comprehensive Plan update. This task 
includes the development of a Public Participation Plan, and the implementation of that plan. 
Deliverables:  Public Participation Plan for adoption by Resolution.  September 30, 2016 
  Quarterly Public Participation Reports/Updates   Ongoing  
 
3. Goal and Policy Review and Revision 
This task includes review of all existing goals and policies to ensure that those included in the updated 
plan are based on the most current information, and are relevant and meaningful.  
Deliverables:  Internal review of Goals and Policies for fitness   December 1, 2016 
  Revised Goals and Policies for Planning Commission Review February 1, 2017 
  Final Goals and Policies for BoCC Review   November 2017 
 
4. Code Review and Revision 
This task includes review of relevant development codes. 
Deliverables:  Revised codes for Planning Commission Review  June 15, 2017 
  Final codes for BoCC review    December 2017 
 
5. Joint Plans Review and Revision 
This task updates the existing Joint plans currently adopted by Thurston County, in consultation with the 
relevant jurisdictions: Lacey, Olympia, Tumwater, Rainier, Tenino, and Yelm.  
Deliverables:  Internal review subarea plans    March 15, 2017 
  Revised codes for Planning Commission Review  June 15, 2017 
 
6. Map Revisions 
This task includes coordination with GIS staff to update both the Comprehensive Plan and Zoning maps 
to correspond with the updated Comprehensive Plan.  
Deliverables:  Revised Draft Comprehensive Plan and Zoning Maps June, 2017 
 
7. Alternatives Analysis 
This task includes crafting different development alternatives for review in the Environmental Impact 
Statement. These alternatives will be based on site specifics received, public input received, requests by 
Cities, and County-initiated proposals.  
Deliverable:  Three alternatives, including one no action alternative March 15, 2017 
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8. Capital Facilities Plan 
This task updates Thurston County’s Capital Facilities investment program and its components for the 
preferred alternative. The CFP will comply with the requirements of RCW 36.70A.030(3), including the 
inventory of existing public facilities, forecast of future needs for public facilities, proposed capital 
improvements with financing plan, and recommended goals and policies.  
Deliverables:  2016-2035 CFP      December 2016 
 
9. SEPA and Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) 
This task will ensure compliance with State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA) act review requirements 
(WAC 197-11). SEPA review is anticipated to occur via a determination of significance and preparation of 
an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS).  
Deliverables:  Draft EIS      February 2017 

Final EIS      September 2017 
 

 

Required and Optional Updates 
 
REQUIRED REVIEW TASKS 
The following are the minimal tasks required to be included in the update to bring the county’s 
comprehensive plan and development regulations into compliance. Tasks in bold are anticipated to 
require the most significant staff effort. 
 
Comprehensive Plan 

 Land Use Element 
o Update population projections, population densities, and building intensities based on 

future land uses 

o Update goals, policies, and objectives 

o Include planning approaches that increase physical activity (evaluate whether current 

Health chapter is sufficient) 

o Add/update policies and zoning to discourage siting of incompatible uses adjacent to 

JBLM 

o Update identification of Open Space corridors within and between UGAs 

o Add reference to VSP in relation to critical area protections 

NOTE: Substantial updates to the land use element and zoning designations will be held until the 

completion of the county’s South Puget Sound Prairie Habitat Conservation Plan. The  

 

 Natural Resource Element 

o Update goals, policies, and objectives 

o Map of designated mineral lands 

o Review and update policies for agriculturally designated lands limiting nonagricultural 

uses 
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 Housing Element 

o Update goals, policies and objectives 

o Update Inventory and analysis of existing and projected housing 

o Ensure manufactured housing is not regulated differently than site built housing  

o Develop provisions for Accessory Dwelling Units 

 

 Utilities Element 

o Update locations and capacity of existing and proposed utilities 

 

 

 Rural Element 

o Update goals, policies, and objectives 

o Review/update analysis to provide a variety of rural densities 

o Identify policies that limit urban services in rural areas 

 

 Transportation Element 

o Updated inventory of transportation facilities 

o Updated forecast of traffic and projection of state and local needs to meet 

transportation demands 

o Identification of actions to bring locally-owned transportation facilities and services to 

established LOS 

o A pedestrian and bicycle component 

Joint Plans 

 Update joint plans for Olympia, Lacey, Tumwater, Yelm, Tenino, and Rainier based on each 
city’s approved comprehensive plan 

 
Subarea Plans 

 Minor revisions to subarea plans for Nisqually Valley and Rochester/Grand Mound to update 
figures and data 

 
Development Regulations 

 Review/Update Forest Practices regulations 

 Zoning Code 

o Manufactured housing regulated the same as site built housing 

o Allowances for accessory dwelling units 

o Zoning compatible with JBLM 

o Review for a variety of rural densities 

o Review that zoning is consistent with natural resource lands designations 

o Wireless providers 
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OPTIONAL REVIEW TASKS 
The Board of County Commissioners is currently considering optional elements to include in the update. 

The following tasks are not required to meet state guidance, but would add value to the update. If 

added to the work plan, each task would require additional time from what has been estimated in the 

Work Program above. 

Update Economic Element (Chapter 8) 

Review and revise the Economic Development chapter of the Comprehensive Plan, which was last 

updated in 2004, incorporating recent work done by the Economic Development Council, Thurston 

Community Economic Alliance, and others in the region. Utilize existing data and conduct additional 

stakeholder outreach to develop a revised vision, strategies, and benchmarks for economic 

development in the county. 

 

Update Health Element (Chapter 11) 

Review and revise the Health and Human Services chapter of the Comprehensive Plan, which was 

adopted in 2013. The update would incorporate information and data from Sustainable Thurston and 

Thurston Thrives, including the Community Design, Health, and Nutrition strategies. 

 

Review and update zoning designations for Long Term Forestry  

Review and update current designation for Long-Term Forestry; contact local timber companies about 

their current and future activities, and revise zoning based on existing criteria. 

Develop an Institutional Zone 

This update would address an amendment application submitted by The Evergreen State College in 2013 

to create an Institutional Zone. Thurston County currently has an Institutional Zone identified in the 

Land Use Chapter, but would need to conduct the analysis and create development regulations to 

designate the Evergreen Campus under this zoning. 

Review criteria and designation of Agricultural Lands 

Review criteria for the designation of areas zoned for Long-Term Agriculture and update zoning map to 

better account for current distribution of agricultural activities in the county. 

 

Update Archeological and Historic Resources Element (Chapter 10) 

Update information with this chapter, last updated in 2005, incorporating new information from 

county’s historic preservation plan. The historic preservation plan itself might need updating. 

Substantial Updates to Sub Area plans 

The Nisqually Sub Area Plan was adopted in 1992, the Rochester and Grand Mound Sub Area Plans were 

adopted in 1996. Many elements of these plans are outdated and not relevant to current land uses and 

patterns. An analysis would need to be completed on whether it is necessary to keep and update the 

subarea plans, or whether the goals and policies are better incorporated into the full Comprehensive 

Plan. Depending on this analysis, the plans could be repealed or substantially updated. Substantial 

updates would require more extensive outreach work with the communities in question, as well as 

additional analyses. 




