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Purpose and Scope

• VSP in Thurston County

• The Thurston County VSP is intended to use voluntary 

incentive programs to encourage the protection and 

enhancement of critical areas within the vicinity of 

agricultural activities, while also improving the long term-

viability of agriculture and reducing farmland conversion 

to other uses.
– GMA: RCW 36.70A.700

– TC Critical Areas Ordinance: Title 24 

– TC Agricultural Activities Critical Areas Ordinance: Chapter 17.15
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http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.700
https://library.municode.com/index.aspx?clientId=16720&stateId=47&stateName=Washington
https://library.municode.com/index.aspx?clientId=16720&stateId=47&stateName=Washington


Critical Areas Background Info

• The Thurston County Critical Areas Ordinance (title 24) was 

updated in 2012  and further amended in 2013 to clarify 

that the provisions of the title do not apply to agricultural 

activities (as per RCW 36.70A.703), which are regulated 

under Chapter 17.15 of the Thurston County Code, now 

titled Agricultural Activities Critical Areas Ordinance

– For VSP we are primarily using the Agricultural Activities Critical 

Areas Ordinance (Ch. 17.15) as it applies to critical areas within 

agricultural areas.
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http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.703


Critical Areas

• The 5 critical areas, as per the GMA (RCW 
36.70A.703), the Thurston County Critical Areas 
Ordinance (Title 24), and TC 17.15

1. Critical aquifer recharge areas;

2. Geologic hazard areas;

3. Fish and Wildlife Habitat Conservation Areas;

4. Flood and channel migration hazard areas and

5. Wetlands.

The following brief descriptions of critical areas in Thurston County are from the 
counties website and the purposes are only small excerpts from title 24, for 
complete definitions and purposes please see the link above
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http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.703
http://www.co.thurston.wa.us/planning/critical_areas/adopted-ordinance/full-ordinance-unsigned-20120724.pdf


Critical Areas in Thurston County

• Critical aquifer recharge areas

• The majority of our drinking water sources are from groundwater 

aquifers. Contaminants and activities on the surface can impact 

the water quality of these aquifers.

• Thurston County seeks to protect places where water infiltrates into the 

ground and refills these aquifers, to maintain base flows in streams, and 

maintain water levels in wetlands (as per title 24)

Descriptions and images from Thurston County’s website 6

http://www.co.thurston.wa.us/planning/critical_areas/criticalareas-described.html


Critical Areas in Thurston County

• Geologically hazardous areas 

• Certain areas in Thurston County are subject to naturally occurring 

geologic events such as landslides, lahar flows, and earthquakes. 

For example, a debris flow from volcanic activity (lahar) on Mt. 

Rainier could sweep down the Nisqually River Valley causing 

damage to structures and property. 

• Thurston County seeks to avoid and minimize damage to property and 

impacts of erosion and landslide hazards on wetlands and wildlife (title 24)

Descriptions and images from Thurston County’s website 7

http://www.co.thurston.wa.us/planning/critical_areas/criticalareas-described.html


Critical Areas in Thurston County

• Fish and wildlife habitat areas

• There are many important habitats in Thurston County, including 

riparian habitat along bodies of water, and upland habitat such as 

prairies and native oak forests. These habitats are especially 

important because they provide the food, water, shelter and rearing 

areas necessary for the survival of populations of wildlife species 

that are at-risk of being lost from Thurston County.

• Thurston County seeks to protect habitat and healthy functioning 

ecosystems to support viable wildlife populations (as per title 24)

Descriptions and images from Thurston County’s website 8

http://www.co.thurston.wa.us/planning/critical_areas/criticalareas-described.html


Critical Areas in Thurston County

• Flood and channel migration hazard areas

• Flooding frequently occurs in Thurston County in a variety of ways, 

including river flooding in which the river overflows its banks, and 

groundwater flooding in which the water table rises up and fills low 

lying areas. River and stream channels may also shift into new 

areas and can impact activities and cause damage to structures on 

previously dry properties. 

• Thurston County seeks to protect the quality and quantity of water 

sustaining humans and wildlife by avoiding impacts from flooding (title 24)

Descriptions and images from Thurston County’s website 9

http://www.co.thurston.wa.us/planning/critical_areas/criticalareas-described.html


Critical Areas in Thurston County

• Wetlands

• Includes bogs, marshes, and swamps throughout Thurston County. 

There are many valuable functions associated with wetlands, 

including flood reduction by acting as a sponge for water that is 

then slowly released to rivers, streams, and aquifers, habitat for 

many native plants and animals, and the filtration of pollutants by 

wetland plants and soils.

• Thurston County seeks to achieve no net loss, minimize adverse impacts, 

and maintain wetland and buffer functions (as per title 24)

Descriptions and images from Thurston County’s website 10

http://www.co.thurston.wa.us/planning/critical_areas/criticalareas-described.html


Overview of Chehalis Basin

• Geography and Hydrology
• Second largest river basin in the state: 2,520 square miles and 

drains 2,660 square miles (12% in Thurston County)

• Groundwater aquifers provide water to local farms/residences

• Surface water flows also provide water resources and are 
primarily supported by rainfall precipitation

• Land Uses
• Upper Chehalis Basin is 77% forestland

• Lower Chehalis Basin is 91% forestland
– Most are private and government-owned property

• Agriculture is mainly located on the west side of the river
– Approximately 257 square miles, or 9.7% of the basin area

– Primarily crop production and pasture

• Urban/industrial is 3% (Eastside of the river-Centralia/Chehalis)
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Land Use and Land Cover

Image by Earth Economics Report for the Chehalis River Basin Flood Authority, 2010
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Chehalis Watershed Plans

• Main focus of basin-wide strategy (Chehalis 

Basin Partnership) is on improving salmon 

runs and reducing flood damage

– 31 salmonid stocks in the basin

• 8 are known to be depressed

– Flood and Channel Migration Hazards

• Agricultural activities (cropland and pasture) are 

primarily on the edges of the floodplains 

• Record floods in 2007 and 2009
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Chehalis Basin Existing Info

• Overview Sources

– Chehalis Basin Watershed Plan (2004) 

– Chehalis Basin Level 1 Assessment (2000)

– Flood Authority Chehalis Basin Background 

– Flood Protection and Ecosystem Services in the 

Chehalis River Basin (Earth Economics, 2010)
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http://www.chehalisbasinpartnership.org/watershed_plan/watershed_plan.html
http://www.ecy.wa.gov/watershed/pdf/chehalis basin_level 1 assessment.pdf
https://www.ezview.wa.gov/site/alias__1492/administration_background/27536/background.aspx
http://www.eartheconomics.org/Page125.aspx


Chehalis Basin Existing Info

• Water Quality Data and Plans

• Ecology-Chehalis River TMDLs

• EPA-Watershed Summary Report

• USGS Groundwater/surface water interactions

• State of the river report

• Scatter Creek Septic System Management

• Watershed Management Plans

• Chehalis Basin Watershed Plan (2004)
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http://www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/wq/tmdl/ChehalisRvrTMDLSummary.html
http://ofmpub.epa.gov/apex/STORETSummary/f?p=WatershedUI:1:0::::P1_ORG_CHAR,P1_HUC:1,17100103
http://pubs.usgs.gov/sir/2011/5160/pdf/sir20115160.pdf
http://www.chehalisbasinpartnership.org/technical/State-of-the-River JAG 10-11-09.pdf
http://www.co.thurston.wa.us/health/ehsc/
http://www.chehalisbasinpartnership.org/watershed_plan/watershed_plan.html


Chehalis Basin Existing Info

• Farmland protection data and plans
– Thurston County Farmland Inventory

– Working Lands Strategic Plan Draft

• Species recovery data and plans
– Ecology-Chehalis basin salmon habitat limiting factors

– The Chehalis Basin salmon habitat restoration and 

preservation work plan for WRIA 22 and 23
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http://www.communityfarmlandtrust.org/uploads/1/3/6/4/13649505/thurston-county-farmland-inventory1.pdf
file:///C:/Users/watersc/AppData/Local/Temp/b.	http:/www.co.thurston.wa.us/permitting/agriculture/docs/Working-Lands-Strategic-Plan-2-11-10.pdf
http://www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/wq/tmdl/ChehalisBasin/SalmonHabLimitFactors.pdf
http://www.wcssp.org/Documents/2011CBPstrategyupdatev8-10-11.pdf


Questions?

• Contact Charissa Waters, Thurston County 

Resource Stewardship Department

– watersc@co.thurston.wa.us

– (360)786-5541
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mailto:watersc@co.thurston.wa.us

