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TOPIC 1 
Item A-10 on the, “2016-17 OFFICIAL DOCKET OF PROPOSED DEVELOPMENT 2 

CODE AMENDMENTS”.  The term “event” is not currently defined in the zoning codes, 3 

and the definition for “personal social event” has been found to be overly inclusive and 4 

inadequate to protect nearby residences.  5 
 6 

WHAT IS THE ISSUE BEING ADDRESSED? 7 
The lack of a definition for “event” and the inadequate definition for “personal social 8 
event” has caused some adverse impacts recently in the rural area. 9 

 10 
The proposed amendments would impact Chapter 20.54 of the Thurston County (Rural) 11 
Zoning Ordinance (Title 20), Chapter 21.66 of the Lacey Urban Growth Area (Title 21) 12 
for the unincorporated Lacey Urban Growth Area, Chapter 22.56 for the Tumwater UGA 13 
Zoning Ordinance (Title 22), and would not affect Chapter 23.05, .05, .06, and of the 14 

Olympia UGA Zoning Ordinance (Title 23), city code mirrors county code.   15 
 16 
BACKGROUND 17 
There have been several nuisance complaints regarding noise, and time duration for 18 

“events” and “personal social events”.  These complaints often occur on weekends.  19 
  20 
ANALYSIS 21 
‘Personal social events’ are not formally defined, but are described in the Thurston 22 
County Code (TCC) as a temporary use for all unincorporated territories including the 23 
UGAs of the three cities: Lacey, Tumwater, and Olympia. This particular land use first 24 
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appears as a permitted use under TCC 20.54.070(45.5)(a.) – Temporary Uses, and is 1 

repeated in the codes for Lacey and Tumwater UGAs.  Four or less occasions are 2 
exempt from requiring a permit, and are described as:  3 

 4 
“Properties rented or used for personal social events, such as, wedding 5 
receptions, private parties, or similar activities; and not more than four 6 
times during any one calendar year”.  7 

 8 

More than four similar events in any one calendar year require approval by the Hearing 9 
Examiner, per TCC 20.54.070(45.5),(c), and are subject to the regulations enumerated 10 
(i-vi), under (d) of same section.  These regulations state that: 11 
 12 

“d. Temporary uses are subject to the following regulations: 13 

i. No temporary use shall be permitted on public rights-of-way, unless 14 
a right-of-way obstruction permit is authorized by the public works 15 

department. 16 

ii. Approval of temporary uses is subject to written permission of the 17 
property owner on which the use is to be located. 18 

iii. The applicable approval authority may apply additional conditions to 19 

any special use permit for a temporary use in order to: 20 
(A) Ensure compliance with the intent of the Zoning Ordinance; 21 

(B) Ensure that such use is not detrimental to neighboring properties 22 
and the community as a whole; and 23 

(C) Ensure compliance with the Uniform Building Code and Uniform 24 

Fire Code. 25 
iv. Within three days after termination of the special use permit for any 26 

temporary use, such use shall be abated and all structures, signs and 27 
evidence of such use removed. The county may require a cash bond 28 

be posted by the applicant upon application to defray the costs of 29 
cleanup and repair of the property should the permittee fail to do so. 30 

v. Temporary use permits not exercised within one hundred eighty days 31 

of issuance shall be null and void. 32 
vi. Violations. In addition to any other remedy provided by this chapter, at 33 

any time when such temporary use is operated in violation of required 34 
conditions of this section, or otherwise found to constitute a nuisance, 35 
the county may revoke the temporary use permit. The permittee shall 36 

be given notice of and an opportunity to contest the revocation prior 37 
to a final determination. If, in the opinion of the department, the 38 

violation poses a life, health or safety threat, the temporary use permit 39 
may be revoked immediately, and the permittee shall be given the 40 

opportunity to request reconsideration and/or appeal.” 41 
 42 

The operable elements of this description are “properties rented or used”, and “not more 43 
than four times during any one calendar year”.  These elements make the distinction 44 

between persons exercising the use of their property for personal enjoyment, and may 45 
share the use with family and friends; and those that use their property in a more 46 
commercial fashion to generate revenue.   47 

 48 
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The Agritourism Overlay District (AOD) also allows temporary uses as “short-term 1 

events” as a matter of right up to ten days, but not for more than three consecutive 2 
days.  More than ten days in a calendar year require special use permit (SUP) approval 3 

subject to public notice as a home occupation.  More than twenty-one days must be 4 
approved as a home based industry.  All events are subject to the requirements of 5 
section 20.54.070(41.5)(d), and local public health, noise, food handling, building, 6 
parking, and other applicable regulations.  Events in this district include: food and wine 7 
festivals, art shows, weddings and similar temporary gatherings as determined by the 8 

director.  Other nonagricultural uses are also permitted “as long as they are consistent 9 
with the size, scale, and intensity of the existing agricultural use of the property and the 10 
existing buildings on the site.”  Also, the AOD limits all event activity by not allowing 11 
recreational motorized vehicles, and noise levels must be observe Title 10, Chapter 12 
10.36, Public Disturbance Noise. 13 

 14 
WHAT OTHERS ARE DOING  15 

Each jurisdiction has the authority to define special events and develop their own 16 

application type, establish permit review criteria, and compliance process.  In reviewing 17 
communities around Western Washington, staff determined that cities are more likely to 18 
regulate special events than counties, and that these regulations pertained to not only 19 

events engaged on private property, but also community-wide events such as: circuses, 20 
carnivals, fun runs, and block parties.  Applications for these types of activities, 21 

including private events, are submitted to the police department. 22 
 23 
Staff did find that, similar to temporary events described in county code, the City of 24 

Olympia provides standards governing residences rented six times, more and less in a 25 
calendar year.  In residential districts, residences may be rented up to six times in one 26 

year; and, residences rented more than six times in one year require a conditional use 27 

permit, and are only allowed in commercial zones.  The zoning standards for both 28 

Olympia’s UGA and city codes mirror each other.   29 
 30 
The City of Tumwater does not make provisions for personal social events, but requires 31 

individuals and groups to obtain a “special event” permit at least thirty days in advance.  32 
These permits are coordinated by the police department.  In the Tumwater UGA, 33 

‘personal social events’ are allowed and mirror rural county code under the Temporary 34 
Use section, 22.56.290 TCC.  35 
 36 

The Lacey UGA under section 21.66.020(G)-Temporary Uses, allows ‘personal social 37 
events’, which also mirror rural county code.  Otherwise, the City of Lacey allows open 38 

spaces and linkage areas to be used for “temporary activities for regular, intermittent, or 39 
temporary special events without further permitting…, but shall not be exempted hereby 40 

from requirements for other permits.”   41 
 42 
CONSISTENCY WITH THE COMPREHENSIVE PLAN 43 
In order to better serve the public good, the proposed regulatory modification and 44 
proposed alternatives are consistent with Chapter 36.70A RCW, the Comprehensive 45 
Plan for Thurston County, and the Thurston County ‘County-Wide Planning Policies’. 46 
 47 
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Per article XI, section 11 of the Washington State Constitution, “Any county…may make 1 

and enforce within its limits all such local police, sanitary and other regulations as are 2 
not in conflict with general laws”.  The County, in the interest of serving the public 3 

health, safety, and general welfare may set additional standards to those of the state in 4 
relation to permitting certain uses by zoning district and their accompanying controls, 5 
such as: bulk regulations, i.e.- height, minimum setbacks, which then would influence 6 
minimum lot size, and development coverage 7 
 8 

Thurston County’s Comprehensive Plan provides the rational and authority to 9 
implement development standards.  The Comprehensive Plan for Thurston County 10 
enumerates the goals, objectives, and policies for land use, and defines each of the 11 
land use designations.  Staff identified the following Goals, and associated Objectives 12 
and Policies to be applicable, and did not find the proposed regulatory alternatives to be 13 

inconsistent with the goals and policies in the Thurston County Comprehensive Plan 14 
and joint plans with the affected cities, staff found the following to be applicable: 15 

 16 

Comprehensive Plan: 17 
Chapter Two—Land Use;  18 
Goal 3:  Land Use Planning and decision making should ensure the highest degree of 19 

public health, safety, and general welfare within a quality living environment without 20 
unduly jeopardizing the rights of the individual.   21 

Objective C:  Implementation of the Comprehensive Plan – Implement the 22 
Comprehensive Plan through county programs and regulations.   23 
Policies: 3. Certainty, understanding, and efficiency of the permitting process should be 24 

promoted.   25 
 26 

County-Wide Planning Policies:   27 
The County, in association with its seven cities and towns, developed and adopted 28 

GMA-required County-Wide Planning Policies. These now provide the planning 29 
framework that allows community individuality while ensuring regional consistency on 30 
major policy issues.  31 

 32 
General Policies –1.6 Translate vision to policy and act on adopted local plans and 33 

policies. Consider the effects of decisions on achieving this vision, while balancing 34 
individual property rights with broader community needs and goals. 35 
 36 

FINANCIAL IMPACT 37 
No financial impacts have been identified at this time. 38 

 39 
SUMMARY 40 

It is difficult to determine the validity of, and enforce on complaints that occur during 41 
times when a code compliance officer is not available, i.e.-weekends and holidays.  42 
Particularly when there is no record of the event because it is exempt.  Issues 43 
surrounding ‘personal social events’ are due in part to the lack of distinction between 44 
personal events enjoyed by family members of a property owner, and property owners 45 
who want to regularly utilize their property to generate revenue. 46 
 47 

http://leg.wa.gov/LawsAndAgencyRules/pages/constitution.aspx
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Some possible options may include defining social events by total number of days 1 

allowed, numbers of persons, hours of activity, allowable parking, increased need for 2 
public services…; and would these options apply to both rather than one or the other. 3 

The City of University Place, defines special events as being more than 50 persons, and 4 
is considered a major event if more than 300 persons.  Another option is to condition, 5 
rather than define events by moving them to administrative review and require a special 6 
use permit that can be conditioned case-by-case based on existing site conditions.  7 
Better definition could mean separating the events along the lines of personal and 8 

rented; allowing personal events to be allowed without a permit no more than four times 9 
per year; while, properties rented for events require special use permit, and public 10 
notice.  In addition, events may be defined by limiting the number of persons, not 11 
allowing camping, or prohibiting advertisement to the general public.   12 
 13 

It is assumed that personal events would be less intensive than hired events which may 14 
require: signs, catering, sound systems, tents, lights, overflow parking and other 15 

services associated with commercial endeavors.   16 

 17 
OPTIONS 18 
A: Separate and better define, “personal events” from “properties rented for social 19 

events”; and, move ‘properties rented…four or less times” to require an 20 
Administrative Special Use Permit”.  21 

Pros:  22 

 Provides a clear path for “personal” social events.  23 

 Allows those who wish to use their property for large, and/or more frequent 24 
events, an application process that provides public notification.  25 

Cons:  26 

 Potential for abuse. 27 

 Possible that property not rented could be used for events as frequently as 28 

property that is rented. 29 

 Difficult to enforce, would require visual inspection during irregular hours. 30 
 31 
B: Move “personal social events…not more than four times” per year from “exempt” to 32 

require an “administrative special use permit”. 33 
Pros:  34 

 Would require all social events to obtain an Administrative SUP, and provide 35 

notice to neighboring properties.  36 
Cons:  37 

 Susceptible to abuse. 38 

 Difficult to enforce, would require visual inspection during irregular hours. 39 

 Does not provide relief for properties adjacent to those who may frequently host 40 
events. 41 

 42 
C: Better define “personal”, “social”, and “events” by: hours/days of activity, number of 43 

persons (per event/acre?), parking; or ... 44 
Pros:  45 

 More definition may control the impact of individual events on neighboring 46 
properties. 47 
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Cons:  1 

 Some property owners may feel that they are being treated unfairly. 2 

 Difficult to enforce, would require visual inspection during irregular hours. 3 
 4 
DEPARTMENT RECOMMENDATION 5 
Staff recommends Option A, and requests the Planning Commission set a public 6 
hearing for, December 7, 2016 at 7:00 p.m. (or soon thereafter) to receive public 7 
testimony on proposed amendments regulating ‘Temporary-Personal and Social 8 

Events’. 9 
 10 
SEPA 11 
An environmental determination is required pursuant to WAC 197-11-704 prior to 12 
adoption of any amendment to the code.  This would likely be completed following the 13 

Planning Commission recommendation on the proposed amendments.  14 
 15 

NOTIFICATION 16 

This briefing was posted online and sent to the Resource Stewardship Department Long 17 
Range Planning Division’s webmail subscribers, and interested parties on file with this 18 
action.   19 

 20 
After Planning Commission sets the date for public hearing, notification will be posted 21 

online and published in the Olympian and sent to webmail subscribers at least twenty 22 
(20) days prior to the scheduled hearing.   23 
 24 

OUTREACH TO STAKEHOLDERS 25 
This staff has or will provide information for this project to the following stakeholders.  26 

Project information is also available on the county’s web site.  27 
 28 

Master Builders 29 
Futurewise 30 

Thurston County Realtors Association 31 
Thurston Economic Development Council 32 

The Thurston County Chamber of Commerce 33 
Thurston Regional Planning Council 34 
The City of Lacey 35 
The City of Tumwater 36 
The City of Olympia 37 

 38 

PUBLIC COMMENT 39 

None at this time. 40 
 41 
SOURCES 42 
The following organizations were sourced for this report: Thurston Long Range Planning 43 
(LRP), Municipal Research Services Center (MRSC), and Various Local Jurisdictions in 44 

Western Washington. 45 
 46 
ATTACHMENTS 47 

N/A 48 

http://www.co.thurston.wa.us/planning/default.html
http://mrsc.org/Home.aspx

