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1 Thurston County Overview 
Thurston County contains a total area of 737 square miles, or 471,713 acres. Thurston County consists of 

diverse land covers ranging from the coastal lowlands and prairies to the foothills of the Cascade 

mountain range. The County’s geography includes a significant amount of shorelines, lakes, ponds, and 

rivers. The County also contains an estimated 10,335 acres of rare Puget Sound oak prairie, which used 

to be plentiful in the southern Puget Sound area but today only 3% of the prairies remain intact due to 

urban development, agriculture, and coniferous forest encroachment (Earth Economics, 2012). 

Approximately 688 square miles (440,545 acres), or 93 percent of the total area, lies in unincorporated 

Thurston County. The remaining seven percent is divided among the seven incorporated cities and 

towns of Olympia, Lacey, Tumwater, Bucoda, Rainier, Tenino, and Yelm. Major landowners in the 

unincorporated county include the State of Washington (including Capitol Forest), the federal 

government (including Fort Lewis and Nisqually Wildlife Refuge), and private timber companies. 

More than 265,000 people call Thurston County home (US Census, 2014). Thurston County is one of the 

fastest growing counties in the state and has consistently exceeded Washington State’s overall rate of 

growth. The overall average growth rate between 2000 and 2010 was 2.0% and between 2010 and 2014 

the population increased by 5.4%. Approximately 52% of Thurston County residents lived outside of 

cities in 2014, with 21% living in unincorporated Urban Growth Areas and 31% living in rural areas 

(Thurston Regional Planning Council, 2014).  

There are many problems associated with rapid population growth. Development of land for residential 

uses not only increases impervious surfaces, which damages the health of the local watersheds, but also 

reduces the amount of land available for agricultural activities. Impervious surfaces are hard surfaces 

that stop water from infiltrating into the soil. They include things like rooftops, parking lots, roads, and 

even compacted lawns. Imperviousness decreases the ability of the ground to absorb water and 

recharge aquifers. The increased volume and velocity of storm water associated with impervious area 

erodes stream banks, causing flooding, habitat loss and degradation, and fills the streams with 

sediment. Furthermore, water flowing over impervious surfaces can pick up contaminants, which can 

have a negative effect on the biotic communities living in the aquatic ecosystem and decrease overall 

stream quality, as well as reduce the safety and quality of water resources. A total of 4.9% impervious 

surfaces were estimated in Thurston County as of 2010, with a projected increase to 5.9% by 2035 

(Thurston County, 2013). 

Thurston County recognizes the importance of supporting a local natural resource based economy, 

which includes the job creating opportunities in forestry, agriculture, and aquaculture, as well as 

tourism.1 The county’s environmental quality plays an important role in the area’s economic health and 

effective management of growth can protect the variety of living styles in the county as well as the 

                                                           
1 Thurston County Comprehensive Plan (2004). Last amended by resolution 14845 on May 20, 2014. Available: 
http://www.co.thurston.wa.us/planning/comp_plan/comp_plan_home.htm 

http://www.co.thurston.wa.us/planning/comp_plan/comp_plan_home.htm
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natural environment. Conservation of the farm and forest land base is an important concern for the 

county with the vision to ensure that these areas and activities will be available to future generations. 

A local natural resource based economy relies on healthy functioning ecosystems and the services and 

benefits those ecosystems provide. In 2012, Earth Economics defined and estimated the monetary value 

of Thurston County’s natural capital as a tool to inform public policy, local land use planning, and 

enhance management and conservation goals, as well as support efforts to create a strong local 

economy and a high quality of life for residents. This study found through the initial rapid evaluation 

that Thurston County ecosystems provide between $608 million and $6.1 billion in economic benefits to 

the regional economy every year (Earth Economics, 2012). This study suggests that valuing ecosystem 

services can be used to improve natural resource management in Thurston County and it can provide 

governments, organizations, and private owners a way to calculate the rate of return on conservation 

and restoration investments. Each land cover type in Thurston County, from coastal lowlands to prairie 

to agricultural lands, was found to provide a wide variety of ecosystem services and benefits. For 

example, agricultural lands provide food and fiber as well as aesthetic, recreational, and intrinsic values, 

wildlife habitat refuge and forage, nutrient cycling, flood and disturbance regulation, and a multitude of 

other services. 

Natural resources and working lands have been a mainstay of the economy of Thurston County for over 

200 years. Forestry in particular dominated the economy until the middle of the 20th century. In the 

1950’s Thurston County was primarily farmland, and in subsequent years over 75 percent of working 

agricultural lands had been lost (WSU Thurston County Extension, 2015). The South of the Sound 

Community Farmland Trust (SSCFLT) reported that in the 5-year period from 2002 to 2007 nearly 50 

percent of the remaining working farmland had been lost. The United States Department of Agriculture 

(USDA) census in 2007 reported 80,617 acres of farmland, which decreased to 76,638 acres of farmland 

most recently reported in 2012. Furthermore, the 2012 USDA census of agriculture reported a market 

value of over 122 million dollars for agricultural products in Thurston County, which increased from the 

117 million dollar market value reported in 2007. The market value of agricultural products sold is 

divided into crops, including nursery and greenhouse crops at roughly 48 million dollars, and livestock, 

poultry, and their products at roughly 73 million dollars in 2012. However, the 2012 census reported 

that the net cash farm income of operators in Thurston County decreased from nearly 22 thousand 

dollars reported in 2007 to just over 15 thousand dollars in 2012. Furthermore, in 2012 net losses of 

farm income were reported by 1,023 farm operators in Thurston County, which increased from the 996 

farm operators that reported net losses in 2007. The census of agriculture also reported that the 

number of farms in Thurston County increased from 1,288 in 2007 to 1,336 in 2012, while the average 

size of farms decreased from 63 acres to 57 acres. 

The South of the Sound Community Farm Land Trust (SSCFLT) completed the Thurston County Farmland 

Inventory (2009) in order to better understand the amount of farmland in Thurston County and risks of 

conversion. The primary goal of the Farmland Inventory was to develop a county-wide census of 

agriculture and Geographic Information System (GIS) that could be used to determine priority 

conservation areas as well as strategies for protecting farmland. Most of the analysis was completed 

with local parcel data and GIS software as well as data from the USDA census of agriculture and utilized 
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over 30 data sets. SSCFLT calculated 68,247 acres of farmland in the inventory, which contrasted with 

the 80,617 acres reported in the 2007 USDA census of agriculture. This may be due to the fact that 

federal data is based on self-reported info from surveys and mathematical estimates, while the 

Farmland Inventory was based on actual data about features of specific parcels. The inventory found 

that a total of 90,023 acres of farmland had been lost between 1950 and 2008.  

The results from the Farmland Inventory report suggested that a majority of Thurston County’s farmland 

is at risk of being converted to other uses due to these factors: 75 percent of the farmland is within 

three miles of an urban growth boundary; approximately 51 percent of the farmland is in the open 

space tax program; the majority of farmland is not within a Long Term Agricultural zone; the average 

age of principal farm operators is 57 years old; and the majority of land in farms is rented land.  

The Farmland Inventory report also found that, along with the significant farmland base and local farm 

economy in Thurston County, an estimated 50 percent of the farmland contains or is adjacent to areas 

that provide important fish and wildlife habitat. The challenges and opportunities this presents to local 

agricultural operators is significant and highlights the need for protection strategies that will mutually 

benefit farming and critical areas. 

1.1 Background on Farmland Protection 
Prime farmlands in Washington State have been documented in the National Resources Inventory 

conducted by the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS). Lands with an ideal combination of 

physical and chemical characteristics for producing feed, forage, fiber, and oilseed crops are considered 

prime farmlands. Level, deep and well-watered soils that have no serious limitations for use and 

management constitute prime farmlands (NRCS, 2001). In Washington State, the National Resources 

Inventory has documented the gradual decrease of prime farmland as those soils are being converted to 

uses other than agriculture.  Overall, the NRCS study found that prime farmlands decreased in 

Washington by about 4.8% between 1982 and 1997. The prime farmlands have decreased the most in 

western Washington counties, including Clark, Lewis, Pierce, and Thurston and trends indicate that they 

will continue to decrease.  

Thurston County’s efforts to support and protect agriculture was formalized four decades ago. The 

Thurston County Comprehensive Plan of 1975 contained the first policy statements pertaining to the 

importance of agriculture and the goal to support and protect farming into the future (Thurston County 

Agricultural Advisory Committee, 1978). In 1976, the Thurston County Planning Commission developed a 

proposal for Agricultural Districts to be included in the Comprehensive Plan and Zoning Ordinance. 

However, concerns were expressed by the agricultural community that the proposal did not account for 

economic realities the farmers faced and the Planning Commission did not approve the amendments 

(Thurston County Agricultural Advisory Committee, 2010). In 1977, the Commissioners did include a 

“Nuisance Amendment” to the Comprehensive Plan in an effort to restrict development adjacent to 

farms.  

The same year (1977) a request was made to the Board of County Commissioners to establish a citizen’s 

committee to study agriculture in the county and provide recommendations to the Commissioners. The 
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committee was formed of 22 representatives of the agricultural community and other interested 

citizens and they provided a report to the Commissioners in 1978 titled, Agriculture in Thurston County: 

A Citizen’s Report. Recommendations  in this report included establishing the Thurston County 

Agricultural Advisory Committee, amending the Comprehensive Plan and Zoning Ordinance to set up a 

voluntary Agricultural Area, providing signage in agricultural areas, and annual tours for decision 

makers. The Agricultural Advisory Committee is still active and provides advice to the Commissioners 

and reviews development applications that are relevant to agriculture in Thurston County.  

In 1978-79 the Clean Water Act provided funding to hire field technicians and assist landowners to 

improve water quality. The Washington State Conservation Commission (WSCC) worked with state 

agencies to assist landowners. For example, per a 1988 agreement between the Department of Ecology 

and WSCC, conservation districts were allowed to help farmers voluntarily solve water pollution 

problems before the Department of Ecology took action to enforce water quality standards. The WSCC 

continues to work with conservation districts to help farmers protect natural resources through the use 

of proven, incentive-based conservation practices. Conservation districts provide both technical and 

financial incentives to landowners for the implementation of conservation practices.  

The adoption of the Growth Management Act (GMA) in 1990 provided another significant milestone in 

the efforts to support agriculture. The GMA required all counties to inventory natural resource lands and 

to support them in land use planning activities. In response, Thurston County established natural 

resource zones of long-term commercial significance. Discussions of enabling Transfer of Development 

Rights were also initiated and agricultural lands in the Nisqually Valley were qualified to participate in a 

Purchase of Development Rights program.  

In 1994, the Agricultural Advisory Committee and Thurston County Staff prepared a report on 
Agriculture in Thurston County—1994 Farm Survey and 1992 Census Report based on responses in the 
survey. Recommendations in this document were to:  

 Continue to support the Thurston County Agricultural Advisory Committee, the Washington State 
Cooperative Extension program and other agencies which assist farmers 

 Support the Farmer's Market 

 Provide assistance to farmers through a marketing brochure for direct sales of produce 

 Consider a 'locally produced' labeling program. 

 Provide public information about already enacted right-to-farm ordinances and on-farm 
marketing regulations.  

 Continue to provide public information about farming in Thurston County including signage, 
public programs, and publications. 

In 2010, the Agricultural Advisory Committee presented the Thurston County Working Lands Strategic 
Plan to the Board of County Commissioners who approved the resolution to adopt it on June 15th 2010. 
This Strategic Plan established a basis for encouraging a coordinated approach to maintain the economic 
viability of agriculture and forestry, and outlined threats, opportunities, and strategies to protect 
working lands. The Strategic Plan recognized that the most effective solutions for working lands should 
be voluntary, address sustainability and issues of perpetuity, as well as help ensure the economic 
viability of working lands. Threats and opportunities identified included: political factors such as the laws 
and regulations that affect working lands at federal, state, and local level; economic factors including 
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access to markets and infrastructure; social factors, with the largest threat being the increasing 
population and resulting urbanization pressures on rural areas; environmental factors, which concerns 
often focus on environmental laws and regulations but there are also opportunities to demonstrate the 
contributions that working lands make to protect environmentally sensitive areas, air and water quality, 
and wildlife habitat and species, among other environmental services and benefits provided by well 
managed working lands.  

Opportunities identified in the Strategic Plan related to the strong commitment in the natural resources 
arena for collaborative problem solving. The Strategic Plan also recognizes that Thurston County has 
several strengths in its effort to conserve working lands and support the people who work them. These 
strengths include: the typical land ethic and stewardship of those involved with working lands; a diverse 
agricultural base and new farmers; success of marketing efforts such as direct sales and Community 
Supported Agriculture; public support for a local agricultural economy; and legal support, including right 
to farm, the Purchase and Transfer of Development Rights programs, and the Thurston County 
Comprehensive Plan.  

Maintaining the long-term viability of agriculture is a high priority for Thurston County. Chapter 3 

(Natural Resource Lands) of the Thurston County Comprehensive Plan (2004) describes strategies for 

accomplishing the Growth Management Act (GMA) goal (as per RCW 36.70A.020) to "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" (p. 3-1). This statewide goal is implemented in Thurston County through 

policies and programs that are tailored to the local community’s vision for the future of agriculture, 

aquaculture, forestry, and mineral resources. 

The Comprehensive Plan identified the community vision for agricultural resources as well as goals and 

objectives to accomplish that vision. The community envisions “a diverse and thriving agricultural 

industry that is able to respond quickly to changing market conditions.” Thurston County residents 

recognize the importance of local food production in maintaining the quality of life and long-term 

sustainability of the community as well as the multiple benefits provided by farmland, including fish and 

wildlife habitat, flood control, and the natural resource stewardship that farmers provide. As a whole, 

the community takes responsibility for “conserving prime farm lands, promoting local markets, 

minimizing incompatible land uses, and providing other community support”. In general, agricultural 

operators take responsibility for “preserving soil fertility and ground and surface water quality, and for 

promoting a land stewardship ethic for existing and future generations”. 

The Comprehensive Plan places emphasis on protecting the economic viability of agriculture businesses 

to encourage agricultural producers to continue to serve as stewards of the land and waters of southern 

Puget Sound. Many different factors affect agricultural activities in Thurston County, including markets, 

federal, state, and local regulations, land costs, water rights issues, and the proximity of incompatible 

land uses. Agricultural activities are also affected by limited infrastructure such as processing plants and 

agricultural suppliers as well as access to local markets. Agricultural operators have specifically identified 

the need for more information about the industry, including applicable regulations, incentives and 

financial assistance programs, and technical assistance to help implement conservation practices.  
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Maintaining agricultural land for long-term farm use is a primary goal of the Comprehensive Plan in 

order to ensure that farming can continue to exist and flourish in Thurston County. Objectives and 

policies in the Comprehensive Plan for the protection of agriculture include:  

 Conserving and enhancing agricultural lands for long-term farming use;  

 Zoning to reduce conversion to other uses;  

 Directing future development towards designated growth areas;  

 Conservation easements;  

 Transfer and purchase of development rights;  

 Current-use and open-space tax programs;  

 Prioritizing conservation of agricultural lands of long-term commercial significance;  

 Providing land use and water management programs to conserve and enhance aquaculture 

areas;  

 Discouraging incompatible uses on agricultural and forest lands; 

 Providing regulations that support long-term agricultural uses;  

 Full utilization of agricultural resources;  

 Encouraging community support of local agriculture; and  

 Agritourism and other innovative strategies for the protection and enhancement of agriculture 

The Comprehensive Plan also recognizes that aquaculture is of statewide and national interest and like 

other natural resource industries, provides important economic and environmental benefit as well as 

intrinsic, aesthetic, and cultural values. The tide-flats of southern Puget Sound are a highly valued 

shellfish growing area and produce more oysters than anywhere in Puget Sound. Several land based fish 

farms also reside in Thurston County, which rely on plentiful, clean, and consistently cold water from 

aquifers. A growing population and the downstream impacts of development continue to threaten some 

shellfish growing areas. Protecting both ground and surface water quality is of utmost importance for 

commercial and recreational shellfish harvesting, which is an important aspect to quality of life in 

Thurston County. County policies also discourage encroachment from incompatible uses and form 

shellfish protection districts when shellfish growing areas are downgraded, which has increased in 

frequency in recent years (Thurston County, 2004).  

The Comprehensive Plan and this VSP Work Plan place great emphasis on protecting the long-term 

viability of agriculture, which includes promoting the economic viability of agricultural activities and 

reducing the conversion of agricultural land to other uses such as urban development. The business of 

agricultural production must remain economically viable in order to accomplish the VSP goal of 

maintaining and improving the long-term viability of agriculture. Agricultural producers are not only 

stewards of the land and natural resources but also make significant environmental, cultural, and 

economic contributions to the quality of life in Thurston County.  

An important component of economic development is to collect data on the local agricultural industry 

and understand the opportunities, challenges, and strategies for growth. In 2012, the Pacific Mountain 

Workforce Development Council (PMWDC) conducted a study to identify strategies to attract, grow, and 

diversify industries to strengthen the regional economy and increase economic stability. The region 
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consists of Greys Harbor, Lewis, Mason, Pacific, and Thurston Counties. One of the selected industry 

clusters for this data-driven analysis was food production. The food production cluster was comprised of 

industries involved in agricultural production and fishing as well as the transformation of natural 

resources into products for consumption and included the supply chain components. The primary goal 

of this study was to identify specific priority strategies that organizations can take to enhance existing 

economic development plans.  

In 2011, a collaborative planning effort called Sustainable Thurston began with a simple question: “How 

do you want your community to look, function, and feel in 2035”. Thousands of engaged residents 

helped the Sustainable Thurston Task Force develop a regional vision of sustainable development that 

encompasses land use, housing, energy, transportation, food, health, and other interconnected issues. 

The plan that was released in December of 2013, titled Creating Places—Preserving Spaces: A 

Sustainable Plan for the Thurston Region, was a result of the two-and-a-half year community 

conversation and analysis of quality-of-life issues and it’s goals is to integrate sustainability into all 

regional decision-making to achieve a healthy economy, society, and environment. The definition of 

sustainability that the plan established for the Thurston Region is, “A sustainable community will 

enhance quality of life, foster economic viability, and protect the environment while balancing our 

needs today with those of future residents” (Sustainable Thurston, 2013, p. 1). The Sustainable Thurston 

plan identifies primary issues and estimates that current local land use plans and trends would result in 

losing 32% of farmlands to urbanization, which would be approximately 15,600 acres.  

One of the priority goals and targets set by the Sustainable Thurston plan is to preserve environmentally 

sensitive lands, farmlands, forest lands, prairies, and rural lands, and to develop compact urban areas. 

The target set for this priority goal is that no more than 5% of new housing will locate in the rural areas, 

and 95% will be within cities, towns, unincorporated urban growth areas, and tribal reservations. 

Another priority goal set by the plan was to support a local food system to increase community 

resilience, health, and economic prosperity, which would include developing a local food systems plan.  

A similar collaborative project called Thurston Thrives brings together community leaders from business, 

education, city governments, neighborhoods, local charities, and social and medical care groups. 

Thurston Thrives is working to ensure that Thurston County is flourishing through collaborative efforts 

to improve the health of the community. Nine action teams have developed preliminary strategies to 

advance the community’s health. These teams continue to refine strategies, develop measures, and 

coordinate actions as the initiative moves into the implementation phase in 2015.  

One of the teams formed by Thurston Thrives is the food action team. The primary objectives of the 

food action team include strategies to teach about eating healthy local foods, increase the volume of 

produce from local farms through helping new farmers start and assisting current farmers and local 

producers to grow, better connect local farms with food vendors, grow the market for local 

commodities, and build the capacity of local farmers to meet the increasing demand for local food 

through greater access to land, financing, business support services, new markets, and effective 

networking (Thurston Thrives, 2013).  
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A regional study to evaluate farmland protection was done for the American Farmland Trust (AFT) in 

2012 titled Losing Ground: Farmland Protection in the Puget Sound Region. This report documented the 

results of a three-month study of how the twelve counties around the Sound have implemented the 

four pillars of farmland protection: land use regulation, purchase and transfer of development rights 

(PDR/TDR), property tax relief, and economic development. This study outlined important factors and 

priorities for farmland protection under these four pillars: 

1. Land use regulations 
o Ideally, at least 75 percent of farmland would be in agriculture zones, up from 51 

percent today 
o Large Min parcel sizes: at least 40 acres and preferably larger 
o Few allowable uses: restricted to farm-related businesses and other compatible uses 
o Large contiguous zones: continuous zoning with the largest areas of intact farming 

2. Development rights programs 
o Purchase development rights from farmland at larger scale (at least 30 percent) 
o Dedicated funding: the conservation futures tax and the real estate excise tax 
o Realistic TDR programs: private market fueled by urban development 

3. Property tax relief 
o provide this benefit to as much of the farm community as possible (75-100 percent) 
o county planners and elected officials actively promoting tax relief for farmers 

4. Economic development 
o Assistance with marketing: specifically permitting direct market agricultural uses 
o Help navigating county regulations: providing knowledgeable regulatory assistance 
o Support to beginning farmers: business planning, regulatory assistance, and access to 

land 
o Political advocacy for the farm industry: agricultural advisory boards 

The overall findings of the AFT study suggested that farmland has declined significantly in the Puget 
Sound with an estimated 58% loss from 1950 to 2007. The primary issue was found to be ineffective 
agricultural zoning and significant loopholes in regulations. There were also problems with land 
conservation programs not being able to keep up with development pressures. However, the authors 
acknowledged that county officials and staff continue to work hard to protect the farmland that 
remains, although state and federal assistance is limited and most programs are insufficiently funded 
(Canty, Matinsons & Kumar, 2012).  

The AFT study also evaluated each county using a scorecard system based on the criteria in the four 

pillars of farmland protection outlined above. Thurston County scored a total of 56 out of 130 possible 

points. For the land use regulations pillar Thurston County scored 19 of 66 points due mostly to their 

estimations that the majority of farmland is zoned Rural Residential/Resource (RRR), which allows one 

dwelling unit per five acres and is often surrounded by residential properties. The authors of the AFT 

study acknowledged that this zoning is generally perceived to be poorly protective of agricultural land 

from development pressures.  

Thurston County has two agricultural districts, Long-Term Agriculture (LTA) and Nisqually Agriculture 

(NA). LTA zoning only allows one dwelling unit every twenty acres and only allows agricultural 

production uses. The LTA districts are mostly located in isolated pockets in the southern portions of the 

county surrounded by RRR 1/5 zones. The NA district allows one dwelling unit per 40 acres with only 

http://ext100.wsu.edu/thurston/wp-content/uploads/sites/10/2014/01/Thurston-Co-Agricultural-Protection-AFT.pdf
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uses related to agricultural production and is mostly surrounded by Rural Residential (RR) 1/5 zoning 

located near the Nisqually River. These agricultural districts combined encompassed approximately 20 

percent of the total acreage of farmland in Thurston County at the time of the AFT study.2  

In the property rights category Thurston County earned 20 out of 38 points, primarily for the Transfer of 

Developments Rights (TDR) program as well as the Purchase of Developments Rights (PDR) program. 

Transactions in these programs have centered in the Chehalis agriculture area, preserving roughly 200 

acres of farmland in the LTA district. The County has also purchased development rights on farmland in 

LTA and NA districts around the Nisqually River, totaling approximately 950 acres.  

The relatively high score in this category was also due to the fact that Thurston County was the first in 

the state to implement a Conservation Futures Tax (CFT) in 1989. The development rights purchased by 

the county were funded by CFT while a vast majority of the 3,678 acres conserved by the funds is in 

parks and open space. For the tax incentives category Thurston County earned 5 out of 10 points for 

having approximately 51% of agricultural land enrolled in the current use (Open Space) assessment 

program.  

Thurston County earned 12 out of 16 points in the economic development category. This high score was 

due to the focus on agricultural marketing and the agritourism project sponsored by the Resource 

Stewardship Department. The Agritourism Overlay District allows for more accessory uses and simpler 

permitting for things that support farming like agritourism, wineries, breweries, farm bakeries, tours, 

and festivals with temporary accommodations for tourists. The intent of which is to strengthen the 

agricultural economy, environmental sustainability, and food security, and promote local agricultural 

activities while maintaining the areas rural heritage.  

The Agritourism Overlay District (AOD) ordinance was adopted on March 13, 2012. The AOD is located 

primarily in the southern portion of Thurston County with a portion in the northeast county within the 

Nisqually River Valley (the Nisqually Agricultural District). The planning commission had a hearing and 

work session to review the AOD and the Thurston County Development Code, Chapter 20.08G was 

amended in 2013 to expand the boundary by approximately 13% and 18,500 acres to include all areas 

zoned Long Term Agriculture and add several large farms with business plans involving new agritourism 

uses. Staff identified areas that could logically be added to the AOD based on location, land use, 

comments received, critical areas, public roads, and other features.  The AOD expansion was found to 

allow new rural, agricultural tourism opportunities and remove some existing regulatory barriers to 

accessory commercial uses on local farms.  

To better maintain and improve agricultural activities and natural resource conservation on private 

lands it is important to understand the perceptions and motivations for participation of landowners. In 

2013, a graduate student at the Evergreen State College conducted a Master’s Thesis project titled 

Assessment of Farm owners’ Perspectives and Preferred Methods to Preserve Farmland in Urbanizing 

Thurston County. This study examined farmland owner’s perspectives within areas of high development 

                                                           
2 The Losing Ground: Farmland Protection in the Puget Sound Region AFT report (2012) used the SSCFLT Farmland 
Inventory Report (2009) for the total acreage of farmland, which at the time was 68,247 acres. 

https://library.municode.com/HTML/16720/level2/TIT20ZO_CH20.08GAGOVDIAO.html#TOPTITLE
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potential close to a UGA boundary in Thurston County and their motivations to keep their land in 

continued agricultural use. The author also assessed what farmland owners perceive to be the best 

methods for farmland preservation and factors that contribute to a willingness or unwillingness to sell 

development rights (Dubois, 2013). The main results of the research were:  

1) 53% of the owners plan to keep their farmland in continued agricultural use  

2) 21% are willing to sell development rights to preserve their farmland;  

3) 70% manage pasture for beef cattle and forage;  

4) 85% of farmland owners farm part-time and rely on nonfarm income for living expenses;  

5) Farms over 200 acres are more likely to withstand development pressure even if located less 
than one mile from a UGA boundary;  

6) Farms over 200 acres are also more likely to consider placing a conservation easement or 
selling development rights to protect agricultural land; and  

7) Only 2% of farmland owners attribute economic viability as the main reason to retain 
agricultural land 

This study also found that there was more of a willingness among large and mid-size farm owners to 

favor permanent farmland protection measures (PDR or conservation easements). The overall 

perspectives included an emphasis on broad societal benefits of protecting farmland (food and national 

security, and societal and environmental benefits/open space amenity values), limitations to farmland 

protection measures (zoning and critical area regulations), and issues with zoning agricultural land and 

land value (reduction in value needs compensation).  

The results of this study suggested that the primary motivations to preserve individual ownerships of 

farmland were for conservation values, family heritage values, and economic considerations (“anything 

but development”). The participating farm owners did not agree that rural residential zoning, at a rate of 

one residence per five acres, was an effective strategy to protect agricultural lands. They also viewed it 

as negative to have lands regulated, with restrictions beyond a farm use, without compensation to the 

owner for loss of value. A conservation easement with a farm plan was preferred by farm owners as a 

way to ensure both public conservation goals and farmland goals (Dubois, 2013, p. 85). Selling 

development rights was preferred to achieve preservation goals (67% agree) but only 21% were willing 

to sell developments rights on their own land.  

This study found that the limitations to farming were primarily agricultural infrastructure, regulations, 

and socioeconomic issues. Recommendations to Thurston County from the results of this study 

included: to continue the current use (Open Space) tax program for agriculture (and other economic 

incentives); support for cluster development and planned rural resource development; support for 

Conservation Futures and keeping farmland large (un-fragmented); and strong support for the Purchase 

of Development Rights program (Dubois, 2013). 
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1.1.1 Recommended Strategies for Farmland Protection 

The Working Lands Strategic Plan presented specific strategies to conserve working lands and support 
the people who work them. The strategies were classified in four categories, which include: Working 
Lands Advocate, Economic Sustainability, Regulatory and Political, and Education and Outreach. Some of 
these strategies have been implemented such as the institution of an on-going Purchase of 
Development Rights Program (PDR), which was also included in the Comprehensive Plan. The first 
priority level strategies that have not yet been fully implemented include: 

 Thurston County should take the lead in creating a position for a Working Lands Advocate; this 
person would have the primary staff role for carrying out the strategies identified in the Strategic 
Plan. (Working Lands Advocate Strategy) 

 The Working Lands Strategic Plan argues that working lands in Thurston County might 
be stronger if a position such as this had been in place historically. This position was 
envisioned to not only provide a point of contact with the County government for 
gathering information and helping to identify the resources available and appropriate 
contacts; but would also have more of an advocacy type of role to ensure that groups 
and individuals in the agricultural community were notified of relevant issues and make 
sure they had sufficient information to recommend or decide a course of action. This 
position would act as a bridge and provide an important communication link between 
working lands constituencies and other groups, ensuring that working lands are visible 
and considered in relevant activities and decision-making. 

 Three models were presented by the Agricultural Advisory Committee for the location 
of this position: 1) Located at the County in the Board of County Commissioner’s Office, 
or 2) in the Resource Stewardship planning department. The advantages to these 
locations were described as the high level of visibility and proximity to decision-making, 
as well as the information and resources available at the County offices. 3) Centrally 
located in an agency that is involved with working lands such as the Thurston 
Conservation District or Washington State University Extension Service, and funded by 
multiple sources. The advantages of this location included that the position is at an 
“arm’s length” from the County and would have different funding sources, although the 
disadvantage is being outside the decision-making structure of the County government.  

 On May 28th 2015 the Agricultural Advisory Committee took a vote and came to 
consensus that option 3 was the preferred model for location of this position. The 
Committee also agreed that, regardless of how this position is funded or where it is 
located, this position is critical and needs to be filled as soon as possible. 

 Thurston County should give particular attention and assistance through transitional planning 
for the next generation of farmers and family forest owners in implementing these strategies as 
well as addressing other factors that may cause barriers. (Economic Sustainability) 

 This strategy focuses on people entering the working lands economic sector (i.e. new 
farmers and family forest owners). Innovative approaches, such as the FarmLink 
program, which provides a way to connect those wanting to enter the field and those 
who are ready to leave. Federal agencies, such as the Farm Service Agency and Farm 
Loan Programs also provide funds for beginning and small farmers. 

 Thurston County should investigate fees that are applied to working lands and identify ones that 
should be eliminated or modified. (Regulatory and Political Strategy) 

 One example is the current stormwater fee. It is argued that working lands usually 
mitigate stormwater by providing areas for floodwater retention, rather than contribute 



VSP Appendix F Draft| June 30, 2015 
 

 

to stormwater runoff. If this is the case, working lands should be given a tax credit for 
these services provided. 

 Thurston County should review relevant codes to determine alternative standards for working 
lands that would still protect public and workplace safety. (Regulatory and Political Strategy) 

 Often, the various County Codes apply commercial or urban standards to working lands 
structures or uses. A review of policies should define more clearly the difference and 
fully or partially exempt agricultural structures or have a wide range of fees that are 
assessed. 

 Thurston County should investigate the types of problems that might arise with the complexity of 
multiple applications and propose a solution that would address the problem the goal is to 
review working lands applications in a cohesive, comprehensive way. (Regulatory and Political 
Strategy) 

 Streamlining the process for multiple applications to different County departments. 

 Thurston County should strengthen its Transfer of Development Rights (TDR) component through 
education about what it can achieve and by providing technical advice for sending area owners 
who want to pursue a transfer of development rights. Thurston County should take the lead 
working with urban jurisdictions in the county to develop a robust TDR market and clearly 
defined process. This initiative should also include educational programs and technical advice for 
cities and those in receiving areas. (Regulatory and Political Strategy) 

 Thurston County should research and explore the use of mitigation as a tool to off-set the 
conversion of lands to urban uses. Inclusion in the comprehensive plan should be encouraged. 
(Regulatory and Political Strategy) 

 The conceptual base for this strategy is similar to wetland mitigation. In this case, when 
development or conversion affects working lands a cost is incurred. The cost can be 
addressed in multiple ways, such as cash compensation or providing other comparable 
working lands sites. This could also be instituted similarly to wetland banking. Mitigation 
measures could be applied not only to development in agricultural areas, but could also 
be applied when growth boundaries are being expanded. For example, a city or 
developer would be required to buy development rights to offset growth into a 
previously rural area, which could then be banked until used in a designated receiving 
area. 

The Working Lands Strategic Plan acknowledged that funding for implementation of these strategies is 
critical. Sources were identified and included, but were not limited to: the County budget, Conservation 
Futures allocations, Open Space Withdrawal Penalty funds, forest excise taxes, a ballot bond issue, and 
grants. It was also suggested that collaborative funding should be explored to implement these 
strategies and support working lands and those who work them as they are and will remain essential 
components and contributors to the environmental quality, social fabric, and healthy economy of 
Thurston County.  

The priority strategies for enhancing economic development that were identified in the study done by 

the Pacific Mountain Workforce Development Council (PMWDC) included to: protect the viability and 

productivity of food production; develop a food safety/food security initiative; ensure balance in critical 

areas rules to protect producers; identify potential local opportunities and develop a stop-leakage 

strategy targeting our dependence on external supplies; help market local food; and provide policy 

advocacy and technical assistance for food suppliers.  
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Implementing the PMWDC strategies involves close collaboration between regional leaders, decision-

makers, and stakeholders to determine a mutually beneficial path and to encourage initiatives that 

support local economic growth. As a collaborative program that involves a diversity of organizations, 

regional leaders, and stakeholders in the decision-making process, the VSP Work Group is in a unique 

position to take these strategies into consideration for implementation and to promote maintaining and 

improving the economic viability of agriculture. 

The Thurston Thrives program formed a collaborative strategy to address the challenges and 

opportunities related to local food systems within the Thurston region by forming a local food system 

panel from a broad representation of community leaders and others active in food production and 

distribution. This panel examined food system related issues and provided recommendations for 

meeting current and future food needs. 

The panel defined a local food system as, “the ways that the people of the Thurston Region grow, 

produce, process, distribute, access, consume, and dispose of food” (Sustainable Thurston, 2012, p. 4). 

The panel discussed objectives and strategies of a sustainable local food system, including that it would:  

 Support a stable base of family farms that use production practices that are less chemical and 

energy-intensive, and emphasize local outputs;  

 Create and foster food and agricultural policies that promote local food production, processing, 

and consumption wherever possible;  

 Foster a business environment where food, community food enterprises and agriculture-related 

business can create jobs, recirculate financial capital within the community, and contribute to 

diversifying our community’s economic development;  

 Develop marketing and processing practices that create more direct and beneficial links 

between producers and consumers, and reduces resources needed to move food;  

 Improve access to fresh foods; manage costs;  

 Educate on all aspects of food – from soil to soil;  

 Work to reduce waste through education about efficient and safe home and institutional meal 

planning, purchasing and storing;  

 Support efforts that make use of waste food as food and when it becomes waste, recover and 

compost at the home and industrial levels, using compost to enrich soils;  

 Improve access by all community members to a culturally appropriate, adequate, healthy, 

affordable food;  

 Improve working and living conditions for farm labor such that farmers and farm workers can be 

full contributing members of the community; and, 

 Eliminate food insecurity with a coordinated system of service delivery. 

The American Farmland Trust study also provided recommended strategies for Thurston County and 
opportunities for improvement to better protect farmland, which included the rezoning of land 
surrounding LTA designation to Rural 20 and Rural 10 zones rather than RRR 1/5 in order to better 
buffer these areas from development pressures. They also recommended increasing the CFT rate to the 
maximum of 6.25-cents per $1000 dollars of assessed value, with the additional funding being allocated 
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specifically to farmland purchase of development rights. As of 2012 Thurston County property tax payers 
paid 5.06-cents per $1,000 assessed value. The levy is subject to the statutory limit of 1% per year. In 
2011, the Commissioners made important changes in how the Conservation Futures Program is 
managed. The Program now operates as an annual grant program and the funding is budgeted annually 
by the Thurston County Board of County Commissioners.  

The primary recommendations for farmland protection from the AFT study were to: 

 Include all viable farmland in agricultural zones 

 Improve the protections provided within agricultural zones (i.e. increasing minimum lot sizes 
and narrowing allowable uses) 

 Purchase (or otherwise secure) development rights for critical farmland parcels 

 Provide property tax relief to all qualifying farmland 

 Provide economic and regulatory assistance to farmers 

The last recommendation from AFT (which is currently supported by the Agricultural Advisory 
Committee and the VSP Work Group) was to have a position dedicated as liaison to the agricultural 
community. The Thurston County Working Lands Strategic Plan drafted by the Agricultural Advisory 
Committee in 2010 also provided support for this idea in the recommendation to create a Working 
Lands Advocate position. This position was seen as a priority for the County to provide a staff person 
that will be able to hear and act on farmers needs and provide support and information regarding 
agricultural preservation. An agricultural ombudsman position was also recommended by the VSP Work 
Group and stakeholders involved in the process as an important component to the program’s 
implementation. 

1.1.2 Status of Farmland Protection 

To encourage the protection of agricultural lands, Thurston County has implemented a variety of 

strategies, including: the establishment of zoning regulations meant to support farmers; the 

preservation of some lands from intense development through land use designations such as low 

density zoning (Rural 1 dwelling unit per 10 acres and Rural 1 dwelling unit per 20 acres); long-term 

agricultural (LTA) zoned areas; the transfer and purchase of development rights; and the economic 

support of some landowners through programs such as the Open Space Tax Program that provides tax 

breaks for the preservation of natural resource lands.   

Properties enrolled in the Open Space Tax Program are valued at their current land use rather than their 

“highest and best” use. Agricultural landowners who voluntarily commit to continuing these uses may 

apply for current use classification, which results in significant property tax savings and helps reduce 

pressures to convert farmland. In 1970 Washington State Legislature adopted the Open Space Tax Act to 

". . . maintain, preserve, conserve, and otherwise continue in existence adequate open space lands for 

the production of food, fiber, and forest crops, and to assure the use and enjoyment of natural 

resources and scenic beauty for the economic and social well-being of the state and its citizens." The 

Legislature recognized that the market value of land used for farming, timber production or open space 

uses is often much lower than its market value for other "higher" uses, like residences or businesses. 

Since property taxes must be based on the "highest and best" use under state law, owners of farmland 

or open space often have difficulty continuing their "natural resource" uses while paying "higher" use 

taxes. Land-owners often find that in order to remain economically viable they have to convert their 
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land to the "higher" uses. This reduces the overall supply of farmlands, forest lands, and open space. In 

order to address that problem, the Legislature provided a way for County Assessors to base property tax 

assessments on the "current use value" of lands used for natural resource production or protection.  

In 2011, approximately 34,864 acres of agricultural lands were enrolled in the Thurston County 

Assessor’s Agriculture Open Space Tax program, which decreased to 33,929 in 2014 (Thurston Regional 

Planning Council, 2011). Overall, land enrolled in the Open Space Tax Program has increased to 

approximately 38,3763 acres currently enrolled in both the Assessor’s Open Space—Farm and 

Agriculture program (34,100 acres) and the Board of County Commissioner’s Open Space—Open Space 

program (4,276 acres).  

The Conservation Futures Tax (CFT) program also funds conservation easements and the purchase and 

transfer of development rights for the protection of farmland in Thurston County. To date, 

approximately 2,421 acres of agricultural land have been protected with conservation easements, 

acquisition, and the purchase and transfer of development rights using CFT funds. There is also an 

additional estimated 1,013 acres of agricultural lands that are in the process of receiving CFT funding for 

the protection of agricultural use and wildlife habitat, including riparian areas, oak woodlands, and 

prairie.4 

The amount of agricultural land designated as LTA and NA in 2012 was 15,690 acres. This number has 

increased to 15,878 acres as of 2015. The 2012 USDA Census of Agriculture for Thurston County found 

76,638 acres of land and 1,336 farms. The percentage of land protected in LTA zoning was 

approximately 20.5% of the estimated total acres of farmland in 2012.5 The total acreage of farmland 

identified by the census in 2012 indicates a decrease from the 80,617 acres reported by the 2007 Census 

of Agriculture, however only 1,288 farms were reported in 2007. This indicates that the number of small 

farms in Thurston County is increasing while the overall acreage of agricultural lands is decreasing.6 

The preservation of working farms is also accomplished through the efforts of various organizations 

dedicated to supporting local farmers and funding for farmland preservation is provided in numerous 

ways, including state funded programs. In 2005, the Washington State Legislature established a 

statewide farmland preservation program within the Washington Wildlife Recreation Program (WWRP), 

which is administered by the Recreation and Conservation Office (RCO) and funded from the State’s 

Capital Construction budget. The farmland preservation grant program primarily provides funds for the 

purchase of development rights on farmlands to protect the land from development pressures and for 

long-term protection to ensure the land is available for farming in the future. Farmland preservation 

projects include land acquisition, enhancement or restoration, combination of acquisition and 

restoration, and farm stewardship plans. Enhancement activities must improve the ecological functions 

of the farmland through activities that include: installing fences to keep livestock out of riparian areas, 

                                                           
3 Thurston County Resource Stewardship Department, personal communication (April 23, 2015) 
4 Thurston County Resource Stewardship Department, personal communication (March 25, 2015). 
5 Thurston County GIS dept. reported 15,690 acres zoned LTA in 2012 (personal communication, March 30, 2015) 
out of the 76,638 total acres of farmland reported by the 2012 USDA census of agriculture. 
6 United States Dept. of Agriculture, Census of Agriculture: Thurston County Profile, 2007. 
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replanting native vegetation on erosion-prone land along streams, restoring historic water run-off 

patterns, improving irrigation efficiency, and installing solar well pumps.  

Several Washington Wildlife Recreation Program (WWRP) farmland preservation grants were awarded 

in Thurston County in 2014. The Heernett Environmental Foundation and the South of the Sound 

Community Farmland Trust received $234,000 from the WWRP and $450,000 from CFT for conserving 

the Schweikert Farm along the Chehalis River. The Heernett Environmental Foundation, in collaboration 

with other organizations, will use the funds to buy a 113-acre farm along the Chehalis River and Scatter 

Creek in South Thurston County, conserving 27 acres of active floodplain reaches and protecting habitat 

for coho and chum salmon as well as cutthroat trout. The property has a high level of productive habitat 

and ground water connectivity and is adjacent to 48 acres of land that is already conserved for salmon 

and wildlife habitat. Conserving more than a quarter-mile of the Chehalis River and a half-mile of Scatter 

Creek, this project is a great example and will provide many long-term beneficial ecosystem functions as 

well as benefits to the community on what is planned to be a working educational farm. 

1.2 Background on Critical Areas Protection 

In the 1980s, Thurston County and the City of Olympia adopted “Environmentally Sensitive Areas” 

regulations for streams and wetlands. By the early 1990s, the state’s Growth Management Act directed 

local governments to adopt Critical Area Ordinance regulations to protect critical areas, including 

wetlands and stream corridors, in balance with managing growth. Thurston County adopted their first 

Critical Areas Ordinance in 1993. In 1995, the state amended the Growth Management Act to require 

counties and cities to include the “best available science” in developing policies and development 

regulations to protect the functions and values of critical areas. 

The Thurston County Critical Areas Ordinance addresses the following types of critical areas: critical 

aquifer recharge areas; geologic hazard areas; seismic hazard areas; volcanic hazard areas; mine hazard 

areas; frequently flooded areas (including channel migration zones); fish and wildlife habitat 

conservation areas; and wetlands. Regulations protecting Critical Areas are listed in Thurston County 

Code (TCC) Title 24, which was last updated in July, 2012. 

Conflicts surrounding the protection and enhancement on agricultural lands of environmentally critical 

areas under Washington’s Growth Management Act (GMA) have resulted in years of legal battles. 

Washington State’s Voluntary Stewardship Program (VSP) resulted from the Ruckelshaus process, a 

collaborative effort commissioned by the state Legislature to examine the relationship between 

agricultural uses and critical area regulation. The VSP provides an alternative approach for counties to 

address Growth Management requirements to protect critical areas on agricultural lands. Instead of 

enacting further critical areas regulation for agricultural activities, the VSP allows agricultural operators 

to develop voluntary, site-specific stewardship plans for the protection and enhancement of both critical 

areas and the long-term viability of agriculture. 

1.2.1 Status of Voluntary Critical Areas Protection 

Voluntary stewardship activities are already being implemented by various organizations and programs 

throughout Thurston County, including Watershed Planning Units, the Puget Sound Salmon Recovery 
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Plan, Department of Ecology’s water quality program, Thurston County Resource Stewardship 

Department, Thurston Conservation District, Natural Resources Conservation District, and Thurston 

Regional Planning Council, as well as individual landowners. See Section 2 in the VSP Work Plan for more 

information on baseline conditions of critical areas related to the intersection with agricultural activities. 


