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1 Introduction 

The Voluntary Stewardship Program (VSP) was enacted by the Legislature in 2011 to create a voluntary 

process which counties could “opt into” as an alternative to traditional regulatory approaches to achieve 

Growth Management Act (GMA) goals (RCW 36.70A.700-760). Instead of enacting further critical areas 

regulations for agricultural activities, the incentive-based VSP allows the county to work closely with 

participants to develop voluntary, site-specific Stewardship Plans to protect critical areas while maintaining 

and improving the long-term viability of agriculture. 

The VSP is designed to rely on voluntary actions by agricultural operators for the protection and voluntary 

enhancement of critical areas, while also maintaining and enhancing the long-term viability of agriculture 

and reducing the conversion of farmland to other uses. The VSP applies to all agricultural activities that 

occur within critical areas. 

Thurston County opted into the VSP, and reached out to stakeholders to form a VSP Work Group.  The 

VSP Work Group prepared this Work Plan to provide goals, measurable benchmarks, and incentives, 

leveraging existing information from watershed plans and other programs, to protect critical areas and 

promote agriculture.  

In enacting the Voluntary Stewardship Program, the Legislature intended counties and VSP Work Groups 

to “focus and maximize voluntary incentive programs to encourage good riparian and ecosystem 

stewardship as an alternative to historic approaches used to protect critical areas”  (RCW 36.70A.700).  

As an alternative to the litigious and costly regulatory approach of the past, VSP is a voluntary approach 

to 1) protect critical areas, 2) maintain and enhance the viability of agriculture, and 3) promote the 

voluntary enhancement of critical areas through incentive-based measures. 

1.1 Purpose and Goals 

According to RCW 36.70A.700, the purposes of the VSP are to: 

(a) Promote plans to protect and enhance critical areas within the area where agricultural 
activities are conducted, while maintaining and improving the long-term viability of 
agriculture in the state of Washington and reducing the conversion of farmland to other uses 
and;  

(b) Focus and maximize voluntary incentive programs to encourage good riparian and ecosystem 
stewardship as an alternative to historic approaches used to protect critical areas 

(c) Rely upon RCW 36.70A.060 for the protection of critical areas for those counties that do not 
choose to participate in this program;  

(d) Leverage existing resources by relying upon existing work and plans in counties and local 
watersheds, as well as existing state and federal programs to the maximum extent 
practicable to achieve program goals; 

(e) Encourage and foster a spirit of cooperation and partnership among county, tribal, 
environmental, and agricultural interests to better assure the program success; 

(f) Improve compliance with other laws designed to protect water quality and fish habitat; and 

(g) Rely upon voluntary stewardship practices as the primary method of protecting critical areas 
and not require the cessation of agricultural activities. 

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.700
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.060
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1.2 Overview and History  

In 2006, voters considered and subsequently rejected Initiative 933, a measure focused on regulatory 

takings of private property due to development regulations. Although the measure failed, the following 

year, the legislature continued the public discourse related to these tensions.  

In 2007, the legislature adopted Substitute Senate Bill 5248, which included the following provisions: 

 Required the Ruckelshaus Center (a non-profit think tank based in Seattle) to look into the conflicts 
between critical areas regulations and agricultural uses. The Ruckelshaus Center was tasked to 
conduct a fact finding mission, bring together stakeholders on this issue for discussion of the issues, 
and develop a recommendation to the legislature. 

 Enacted a moratorium on new critical areas regulations on agricultural uses defined in the bill 
between May 1, 2007 and June 30, 2010. In 2010, the moratorium was extended until June 30, 
2011 so the work could be completed. 

The hard work undertaken by the parties brought together by the Ruckelshaus Center concluded in early 

2011 with an agreement submitted to the legislature in the form of HB 1886. 

The legislature subsequently enacted Engrossed Substitute House Bill (ESHB) 1886. This bill amended the 

Growth Management Act (RCW 36.70A) to allow options for protecting critical areas: 

 Permits the County to use a voluntary stewardship program in conjunction with stakeholders in lieu 
of enacting further critical areas regulations in regards to agricultural uses. At the state level, the 
voluntary stewardship program is to be administered by the Washington Conservation 
Commission. 

 Continue under existing law and update critical areas regulations for agricultural uses by July 22, 
2013. 

 Limit the voluntary stewardship program to certain watersheds in the county, and update the 
critical areas regulations for other watersheds.  

The VSP was added to the Growth Management Act (RCW 36.70A.700 to 760) in 2011 for the 

protection of critical areas in relation to agricultural activities. Once a VSP Work Plan has been developed 

for Thurston County, an agricultural operator may choose to participate in the program. 

The Thurston County Critical Areas Ordinance (Title 24) was updated in 2012 and further amended in 

2013. Because of the legislative action that directed the Ruckelshaus process, the provisions of Title 24 do 

not apply to agricultural activities. Agricultural activities as defined under RCW 36.70A.030 are still 

regulated under Chapter 17.15 of the Thurston County Code, now titled Agricultural Activities Critical 

Areas Ordinance. The Agricultural Activities Critical Areas Ordinance (Ch. 17.15) applies to agricultural 

activities within critical areas and Title 24 applies to all other uses. 

VSP statutes do not grant counties or state agencies any additional regulatory authority to protect critical 

areas on lands used for agricultural activities (RCW 36.70A.702). In order to promote producer 

participation and productive discussion among VSP Work Group members, the statutes prohibit county 

promulgation of new critical area regulations related to Ag activities during the VSP process (narrow 

exceptions apply) (RCW 36.70A.130(8)(a)). Further, nothing in the VSP statutes requires participation from 

agricultural operators, which is voluntary only (RCW 36.70A.705).  

With regard to conservation programs, VSP is not to be administered in a manner that prevents operator 

eligibility for environmental incentives (RCW 36.70A.702), and “agricultural operators implementing an 

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.700
https://library.municode.com/HTML/16720/level1/TIT24CRAR.html#TOPTITLE
https://library.municode.com/HTML/16720/level2/TIT17EN_CH17.15AGACCRAR.html#TOPTITLE
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individual stewardship plan consistent with a work plan are presumed to be working toward the protection 

and enhancement of critical areas” (RCW 36.70A.750). Ag operators volunteering to participate may 

withdraw from the program at any time (RCW 36.70A.702). Also, VSP may not require participating 

operators who voluntarily enter conservation contracts to protect or enhance critical areas to continue such 

voluntary measures after expiration of the applicable contract (RCW 36.70A.760). 

The VSP Work Plan is to rely on voluntary stewardship “as the primary method of protecting critical areas 

and not require cessation of agricultural activities” (RCW 36.70A.700). And the County, and the VSP 

Work Plan, may not “require an agricultural operator to discontinue agricultural activities legally existing 

before July 22, 2011” (RCW 36.70A.702). 

1.3 Definitions 

As per the GMA statute (RCW 36.70A.703), the VSP utilizes the definitions of the SMP (RCW 90.58.065) 

for agricultural activities. Other relevant definitions from the CAO (Ch. 24) and the Agricultural Activities 

CAO (Ch. 17.15) are also presented here. 

"Agricultural activities" (as per RCW 90.58) means agricultural uses and practices including, but not limited 

to: Producing, breeding, or increasing agricultural products; rotating and changing agricultural crops; 

allowing land used for agricultural activities to lie fallow in which it is plowed and tilled but left unseeded; 

allowing land used for agricultural activities to lie dormant as a result of adverse agricultural market 

conditions; allowing land used for agricultural activities to lie dormant because the land is enrolled in a 

local, state, or federal conservation program, or the land is subject to a conservation easement; conducting 

agricultural operations; maintaining, repairing, and replacing agricultural equipment; maintaining, 

repairing, and replacing agricultural facilities, provided that the replacement facility is no closer to the 

shoreline than the original facility; and maintaining agricultural lands under production or cultivation;  

"Agriculture" (as per Ch. 17.15) means use of a tract of land for the following: 

1. The tilling of the soil; 

2. The raising, harvesting and processing of crops or plant growth of any kind, including forestry; 

3. Pasturage; 

4. Horticulture; 

5. Dairying; 

6. Raising of poultry and livestock; 

7. Shellfish or fish farming, including finfish in upland hatcheries; or 

8. Raising, harvesting and processing of clams, oysters, and mussels. 

"Agricultural land" (as per RCW 90.58) means those specific land areas on which agriculture activities are 

conducted. 

"Agricultural products" (as per RCW 90.58) includes but is not limited to horticultural, viticultural, 

floricultural, vegetable, fruit, berry, grain, hops, hay, straw, turf, sod, seed, and apiary products; feed or 

forage for livestock; Christmas trees; hybrid cottonwood and similar hardwood trees grown as crops and 

harvested within twenty years of planting; and livestock including both the animals themselves and animal 

products including but not limited to meat, upland finfish, poultry and poultry products, and dairy products. 

"Agricultural equipment" and "agricultural facilities" (as per RCW 90.58) includes, but is not limited to: (i) 

The following used in agricultural operations: Equipment; machinery; constructed shelters, buildings, and 

ponds; fences; upland finfish rearing facilities; water diversion, withdrawal, conveyance, and use 

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.703
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=90.58.065
https://library.municode.com/HTML/16720/level2/TIT24CRAR_CH24.03DE.html#TIT24CRAR_CH24.03DE_24.03.010DE
https://library.municode.com/HTML/16720/level2/TIT17EN_CH17.15AGACCRAR.html#TOPTITLE
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equipment and facilities including but not limited to pumps, pipes, tapes, canals, ditches, and drains; (ii) 

corridors and facilities for transporting personnel, livestock, and equipment to, from, and within agricultural 

lands; (iii) farm residences and associated equipment, lands, and facilities; and (iv) roadside stands and 

on-farm markets for marketing fruit or vegetables. 

“Critical areas” means the following areas, as per RCW 36.70A: 

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 
 
“Critical aquifer recharge area” means an area with a critical recharging effect on aquifers used for 

potable water, including areas where an aquifer that is a source of drinking water is vulnerable to 

contamination that would affect the potability of the water, or is susceptible to reduced recharge. 

"Enhance" or "enhancement" (as per RCW 36.70A.703) means to improve the processes, structure, and 

functions existing, as of July 22, 2011, of ecosystems and habitats associated with critical areas. 

"Fish and wildlife habitat conservation areas" are areas that serve a critical role in sustaining needed 

habitats and species for the functional integrity of the ecosystem, and which, if altered, may reduce the 

likelihood that the species will persist over the long term. These areas may include, but are not limited to, 

rare or vulnerable ecological systems, communities, and habitat or habitat elements including seasonal 

ranges, breeding habitat, winter range, and movement corridors; and areas with high relative population 

density or species richness. These also include locally important habitats and species.  

"Frequently flooded areas" means lands in the flood plain subject to at least a one percent or greater 

chance of flooding in any given year or areas within the highest known recorded flood elevation, or within 

areas subject to flooding due to high ground water. This includes all areas within unincorporated Thurston 

County identified on flood insurance rate maps prepared by the Federal Insurance Administration, as 

supplemented by "The Flood Insurance Study for Thurston County," dated November 17, 1980, as 

amended. (These maps and the referenced report shall be on file with the department at the Thurston 

County Permit Assistance Center). Frequently flooded areas may include special flood hazard areas as 

defined in Chapter 14.38 TCC or high ground water flood hazard areas, where high ground water forms 

ponds on the ground surface, or may overlap with other critical areas, such as streams, rivers, lakes, 

coastal areas, and wetlands. 

"Functions and values" or "functions" means the beneficial roles served by critical areas. For example, 

functions and values associated with wetlands include: water quality protection and enhancement, fish and 

wildlife habitat, food chain support, flood storage, conveyance and attenuation, groundwater recharge 

and discharge, erosion control, wave attenuation, aesthetic value and recreation.  

"Geologically hazardous areas" means areas that because of their susceptibility to erosion, sliding, 

earthquake, or other geological events, are not suited to the siting of commercial, residential, or industrial 

development consistent with public health or safety concerns.  

"Protect" or "protecting" (as per RCW 36.70A.703) means to prevent the degradation of functions and 

values existing as of July 22, 2011. 

https://library.municode.com/HTML/16720/level2/TIT14BUCO_CH14.38DEFLHAAR.html#TIT14BUCO_CH14.38DEFLHAAR
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"Wetland" or "wetlands" means areas that are inundated or saturated by surface water or groundwater 

at a frequency and duration sufficient to support, and that under normal circumstances do support, a 

prevalence of vegetation typically adapted for life in saturated soil conditions. Wetlands generally 

include swamps, marshes, bogs, and similar areas. Wetlands do not include those artificial wetlands 

intentionally created from non-wetland sites, including, but not limited to, irrigation and drainage ditches, 

grass-lined swales, canals, detention facilities, wastewater treatment facilities, farm ponds, and landscape 

amenities, or those wetlands created after July 1, 1990, that were unintentionally created as a result of 

the construction of a road, street, or highway. Wetlands may include those artificial wetlands intentionally 

created from non-wetland areas in order to mitigate conversion of natural wetlands. Areas below the 

ordinary high water mark (OHWM) of a water body, including but not limited to marine waters, lakes, 

ponds, streams, and rivers, may also qualify as wetlands if they meet the criteria of the 1987 U.S. Army 

Corps of Engineers Wetlands Delineation Manual and the 2008 Interim Regional Supplement to the Corps 

of Engineers Wetland Delineation Manual: Western Mountains, Valleys, and Coast Region. 

1.4 Project Details 

The Thurston County Commission opted in to protect critical areas through the Voluntary Stewardship 

Program on January 12, 2012. All five watersheds in the county were nominated to be considered as 

“priority watersheds” pursuant to RCW 36.70A.210. This law also required the County to gather 

information and consider a number of factors for each watershed in making these designations.1 The 

watersheds include: 

 Chehalis Lower and Upper, Watershed Resource Inventory Areas 22 and 23 

 Nisqually, Watershed Resource Inventory Area 11 

 Deschutes, Watershed Resource Inventory 13 

 Puget Sound (Kennedy-Golsbourgh), Watershed Resource Inventory Area 14 
 
In 2013, Thurston County became one of two counties selected by the State Legislature to implement the 

VSP. The State Legislature appropriated funding for VSP pilot projects in Thurston and Chelan counties. 

Thurston County accepted the funding and the contract was fully executed on January 14, 2014. The VSP 

                                                 
1Designating Watersheds. In identifying watersheds to participate in the program, a county must consider:  
(a) The role of farming within the watershed, including the number and acreage of farms, the economic value of crops 
and livestock, and the risk of the conversion of farmland;  
(b) The overall likelihood of completing a successful program in the watershed; and  
(c) Existing watershed programs, including those of other jurisdictions in which the watershed has territory.  
Designating Priority Watersheds. In identifying priority watersheds, a county must consider the following:  
(a) The role of farming within the watershed, including the number and acreage of farms, the economic value of crops 
and livestock, and the risk of the conversion of farmland;  

(b) The importance of salmonid resources in the watershed;  
(c) An evaluation of the biological diversity of wildlife species and their habitats in the geographic region including 
their significance and vulnerability;  
(d) The presence of leadership within the watershed that is representative and inclusive of the interests in the 
watershed;  
(e) Integration of regional watershed strategies, including the availability of a data and scientific review structure 
related to all types of critical areas;  
(f) The presence of a local watershed group that is willing and capable of overseeing a successful program, and that 
has the operational structures to administer the program effectively, including professional technical assistance staff, 
and monitoring and adaptive management structures; and  
(g) The overall likelihood of completing a successful program in the watershed.   
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encourages good stewardship, with a statutory goal of fostering cooperation among agricultural, tribal, 

environmental, and county interests (RCW 36.70A.700).  

1.4.1 Work Group Structure and Roles 

Thurston County conferred with tribes and stakeholders before creating the VSP Work Group, designating 

representatives of agriculture, the environmental community, and the local Tribes to serve as members (aka 

“stakeholders”) and retained the services of the University of Washington’s Division of Governmental 

Studies and Services to assist the Watershed Work Group in developing a Work Plan. 

The Thurston County VSP Work Group conducted its first meeting on May 28, 2014 and has continued to 

meet on approximately a twice-monthly basis since then. The Work Group has welcomed the participation 

of interested parties and has drawn a distinction between the Stakeholders and the public agency 

representatives who attend the meetings as “consultants”. This is to clarify the decision-making process for 

developing a Work Plan, to encourage the public agencies to provide technical assistance to Stakeholders, 

and to maintain the neutrality of these agencies within the VSP process. 

The County. The County has the initial authority to opt-in to the VSP program, designate participating 

watersheds, recommend priority watersheds, convene and confer with stakeholders, and designate the VSP 

Watershed Work Group and Administrative Entity. If a VSP Work Plan is not approved within 3 years of 

initial funding, or if plan goals and benchmarks are not met after adaptive management efforts, the 

County maintains the responsibility for protecting critical areas under the GMA. 

The VSP Work Group. The VSP Watershed Work Group is responsible for developing and agreeing to 

this Work Plan, designating technical assistance providers, identifying outreach and implementation 

approaches, setting goals and benchmarks, establishing a monitoring plan, regular reporting and adaptive 

management toward those goals. The Work Group is responsible for developing and administering the 

Work Plan on an ongoing basis throughout implementation and monitoring.  

Lead Agency and Technical Assistance. The contract for the VSP Work Plan development is between the 

Washington State Conservation Commission (“commission”) and Thurston County. The commission has 

provided funding to Thurston County as the VSP lead agency for the development of the Work Plan as 

required for the implementation of the VSP, consistent with RCW 36.70A.700-760 and related statutes. 

The Thurston Conservation District (TCD) has been selected by the work group as the technical lead to 

provide assistance to landowners, subject to the availability of adequate funding. TCD is a non-regulatory 

local agency which already works closely with rural landowners to develop voluntary conservation plans 

for individual parcels. TCD then helps connect landowners with grants and loans to help them implement 

the conservation plan in a manner that helps conserve natural resources and support agriculture. 

1.4.2 Work Group Duties and Work Plan Requirements 

The VSP legislation at RCW 36.70A.720 specifically outlines the duties of the Work Group and 

requirements of this VSP Watershed Work Plan (Plan). These are:  

(1) A watershed group designated by a county under RCW  36.70A.715 must develop a work plan to 

protect critical areas while maintaining the viability of agriculture in the watershed. The work plan must 

include goals and benchmarks for the protection and enhancement of critical areas. In developing and 

implementing the work plan, the watershed group must: 

(a) Review and incorporate applicable water quality, watershed management, farmland protection, 

and species recovery data and plans; 
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(b) Seek input from tribes, agencies, and stakeholders; 

(c) Develop goals for participation by agricultural operators conducting commercial and 

noncommercial agricultural activities in the watershed necessary to meet the protection and 

enhancement benchmarks of the work plan; 

(d) Ensure outreach and technical assistance is provided to agricultural operators in the watershed; 

(e) Create measurable benchmarks that, within ten years after the receipt of funding, are designed to 

result in (i) the protection of critical area functions and values and (ii) the enhancement of critical 

area functions and values through the voluntary, incentive-based measures; 

(f) Designate the entity or entities that will provide technical assistance; 

(g) Work with the entity providing technical assistance to ensure that individual stewardship plans 

contribute to the goals and benchmarks for protection; 

(h) Incorporate into the work plan any existing developmental regulations relied upon to achieve the 

goals and benchmarks for protection; 

(i) Establish baseline monitoring for: (i) Participation activities and implementation of the voluntary 

stewardship plans and projects; (ii) stewardship activities; and (iii) the effects on critical areas and 

agriculture relevant to the protection and enhancement benchmarks developed for the watershed; 

(j) Conduct periodic evaluations, institute adaptive management, and provide a written report of the 

status of plans and accomplishments to the county and to the commission within sixty days after the 

end of each biennium; 

(k) Assist state agencies in their monitoring programs; and 

(l) Satisfy any other reporting requirements of the program. 

1.4.3 Elements of the Work Plan 

The VSP Work Group is responsible for submitting the Work Plan to the Director of the Washington State 

Conservation Commission, who gives it to the Technical Panel (Departments of Fish and Wildlife, Ecology, 

and Agriculture) for approval. The Technical Panel has 45 days to make a recommendation. The Technical 

Panel will apply the following statutory test in determining whether or not to approve the VSP Work Plan: 

“… at the end of ten years after receipt of funding, the work plan, in conjunction with other existing 

plans and regulations, will protect critical areas while maintaining and enhancing the viability of 

agriculture in the watershed.” 

RCW 36.70A.725 

If the Technical Panel determines the proposed Work Plan will meet the above test it must recommend 

approval of the Work Plan to the director of the commission, who must then approve the Work Plan. If the 

Technical Panel determines the proposed Work Plan will not meet the requirements they must identify the 

reasons for its determination and the director must advise the Work Group of the reasons for disapproval. 

The Work Group may modify and resubmit its Work Plan for review and approval. The Work Plan must 

be approved within three years after receipt of funding if the above test is met, as determined through the 

VSP Work Plan approval process. 

The Work Group must also create measurable ten-year benchmarks designed to promote voluntary, 

incentive-based measures 1) to provide long-term protection of critical areas and 2) to encourage 

voluntary enhancements to improve critical areas. 

Together these voluntary incentive-based efforts reflect the three core “test” elements of an approvable 

VSP Work Plan: 1) protection of critical areas; 2) maintenance and enhancement of agricultural viability; 

and 3) voluntary enhancement of critical areas through promotion of incentive-based measures. 



 

VSP WORK PLAN DRAFT 8 

 

Table 1. Plan Organization and VSP Requirements 

Plan Section Work Plan Requirements  
(RCW 36.70A.720(1) a through l  

unless stated) 

Introduction b 

Protect Critical Areas Test RCW 36.70A.725 

Maintain and Enhance Ag Viability Test RCW 36.70A.725 

Create Protection and Enhancement Goals and Benchmarks RCW 36.70A.720 (1) 

Background Information, Other Plans, and Regulations a, h 

Baselines and Measurable Benchmarks c, e, i 

Technical Assistance d, f, g 

Monitoring, Reporting, and Adaptive Management j, k, l 

Meet the “Protect  Critical Areas” Test  

This Work Plan must detail how Thurston County through VSP will protect critical areas while maintaining 

and enhancing the viability of agriculture in the watershed. See section 1.4 for the definition of 

“protection” under the VSP legislation. Important elements of this definition include preventing the 

“degradation” of “functions and values” below the existing conditions of critical areas as of the baseline 

date of July 22, 2011.  

To help guide how the Work Plan would provide “protection” of critical areas, this section references the 

Washington Supreme Court’s Swinomish decision (Swinomish Indian Tribal Community v. Ecology, 178 

Wn.2d 571, 311 P.3d 6 (2013)), which has interpreted “degradation” and other key terms in critical area 

context of existing agricultural activities under GMA (chapter 36.70A RCW). The Swinomish court clarified 

that critical area protection requirements are satisfied where existing agricultural activities do not cause 

additional harm or degradation to the “functional values” of the critical area.   Thus the VSP standard for 

protection of critical areas is the maintenance of existing conditions.  

The 2011 VSP statutes effectively codified the Swinomish court’s “no new harm/no further degradation” 

standard into the VSP sections of the GMA, setting critical area conditions “existing as of July 22, 2011” 

as the protection baseline. Following Swinomish, the VSP statutes encourage but do not require 

improvements or enhancements to critical areas already in a degraded condition. The VSP requirement "to 

protect critical areas" is met where a critical area is protected, at the aggregate or watershed level, from 

new harms or degradations. Swinomish Indian Tribal Community v. Western Washington Growth 

Management Hearing Board, 161 Wn.2d 415 (2007).  

A reference to the Swinomish case was recently made in a Washington Court of Appeals decision 

regarding Whatcom County v. Western Washington Growth Management Hearing Board (February 23, 

2015; No. 70796-5-1 [consolidated with Nos. 72132-1-1 and 70896-1-1]). The case addressed GMA 

provisions regarding the protection of natural surface water flows and groundwater and surface water 

recharge and discharge areas. The Court of Appeals indicated: “The requirement under the GMA to 

"protect" critical areas is met when local governments prevent new harm to critical areas; the ‘no harm’ 

standard protects critical areas by maintaining existing conditions.” 

Meet the “Maintain and Enhance Agricultural Viability” Test  

The VSP Work Plan must “maintain and enhance” agricultural viability to receive approval. RCW 36.70A.725.  

http://www.mrsc.org/mc/rcw/rcw%20%2036%20%20title/rcw%20%2036%20.%2070A%20chapter/rcw%20%2036%20.%2070A%20chapter.htm
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Some VSP statutory sideboards implicitly help to maintain agricultural viability. For instance, the VSP Work 

Plan is to rely on voluntary stewardship “as the primary method of protecting critical areas and not require 

cessation of agricultural activities.” (RCW 36.70A.700). The County, and the VSP Work Plan, may not 

“require an agricultural operator to discontinue agricultural activities legally existing before July 22, 

2011.” RCW 36.70A.702. 

Also, VSP statutes do not grant counties or state agencies any additional regulatory authority to protect 

critical areas on lands used for agricultural activities (RCW 36.70A.702). In order to promote producer 

participation and productive discussion among Work Group members, VSP statutes prohibit county 

promulgation of new critical area regulations related to agricultural activities during the VSP process 

(narrow exceptions apply). (RCW 36.70A.130(8)(a)). Further, nothing in the VSP statutes requires 

participation from agricultural operators, which is voluntary only. (RCW 36.70A.705)). 

With regard to conservation programs, VSP is not to be administered in a manner that prevents operator 

eligibility for environmental incentives (RCW 36.70A.702), and volunteer “agricultural operators 

implementing an individual stewardship plan consistent with a work plan are presumed to be working 

toward the protection and enhancement of critical areas.” (RCW 36.70A.750). Agricultural operators 

volunteering to participate may withdraw from the program at any time (RCW 36.70A.702). Also, VSP 

may not require participating operators who voluntarily enter conservation contracts to protect or enhance 

critical areas to continue such voluntary measures after expiration of the applicable contract (RCW 

36.70A.760). 

In addition to these statutory elements, the VSP Work Group has identified potential activities to be 

implemented in the Work Plan that are designed to maintain and improve the long-term viability of 

agriculture (see section 3.3). 

Create and Meet Protection and Enhancement Benchmarks 

VSP statute requires the Work Group to:  

“Create measurable benchmarks that, within ten years after the receipt of funding, are designed to 

result in (i) the protection of critical area functions and values and (ii) the enhancement of critical area 

functions and values through voluntary, incentive-based measures.”  

RCW 36.70A.720(2)(b). 

The VSP legislation further states the “Program shall be designed to protect and enhance critical areas on 

lands used for agricultural activities through voluntary actions by agricultural operators.” (RCW 

36.70A.705(1)). Failure to meet a goal or benchmark set in the Work Plan will result in plan failure and 

will trigger a regulatory approach to critical areas protection. (RCW 36.70A.720(2); RCW 36.70A.735; 

RCW 36.70A.130(8)). Though critical area enhancement is not part of the initial VSP Work Plan approval 

test, the Work Plan must also include benchmarks for promotion and implementation of voluntary actions 

designed to protect and enhance critical areas.  

If voluntary critical area enhancements have been implemented since July 22, 2011, the County can take 

credit for such improvements. These credits can help the County meet its statutory obligation to protect 

critical areas and keep the aggregate level of critical area protection from degrading below the July 22, 

2011 VSP protection baseline. 

The five-year “goal and benchmark” testing and reporting process is separate from the “plan approval” 

test and reporting process. If goals and benchmarks, as described in the Work Plan, are not met after five 
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years the Work Group must go through an adaptive management process. The Work Group must propose 

and submit an adaptive management plan to achieve the goals and benchmarks that were not met, which 

includes identifying additional voluntary actions needed and funding necessary to implement these actions. 

Regulatory enforcement may be part of the adaptive management process: “Following approval of a 

work plan, a county or watershed group may request a state or federal agency to focus existing 

enforcement authority in that participating watershed, if the action will facilitate progress toward 

achieving work plan protection goals and benchmarks.” (RCW 36.70A.720).  

If adaptive management is not successful, the county must comply with the regulatory requirements for 

critical area updates and agricultural activities under RCW 36.70A.735. If the protection goals and 

benchmarks have been met the Work Group shall continue to implement the Work Plan, with reporting, 

evaluation and, if necessary, adaptive management every five years.  

2 Baseline Conditions 

The effective date of the VSP legislation is July 22, 2011. This is the statutory date for identifying the 

applicable baseline for county requirements related to protecting a particular critical area, and for 

maintaining and enhancing agricultural viability. This baseline also delineates the assessment line between 

critical area protection and voluntary enhancement that may be promoted where needed, through 

incentive-based measures, to improve critical area functions and values above the July 22, 2011 

protection baseline. (RCW 36.70A.703) 

This is also the date from which the County will measure progress in implementing the Work Plan 

measurable benchmarks. VSP programmatic assessments should occur at the watershed scale (not farm by 

farm or ranch by ranch), as all VSP participation by agricultural operators is voluntary. “Program shall be 

designed to protect and enhance critical areas on lands used for agricultural activities through voluntary 

actions by agricultural operators.” (RCW 36.70A.705(1)) 

VSP law calls for: 

…goals and benchmarks for the protection and enhancement of critical areas (RCW 36.70A.720 (1) 

Create measurable benchmarks that, within ten years after the receipt of funding, are designed to 

result in (i) the protection of critical area functions and values and (ii) the enhancement of critical area 

functions and values through voluntary, incentive-based measures; RCW 36.70A.720 (2) (e) 

Establish baseline monitoring for: (i) Participation activities and implementation of the voluntary 

stewardship plans and projects; (ii) stewardship activities; and (iii) the effects on critical areas and 

agriculture relevant to the protection and enhancement benchmarks developed for the watershed 

(RCW 36.70A.720 (2)(i)) 

The baseline status of critical areas and their intersection with agricultural activities are identified below. 

Goals and measurable benchmarks relating to those critical areas, participation, and stewardship activities 

are also listed in section 3.  

Suggested activities relating to the maintenance and enhancement of agricultural viability are included in 

section 3.3. Though measurable benchmarks for agricultural viability are not directly required by the VSP 

legislation and do not form requirements for program compliance, these suggested activities should be 

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.703
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.705
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considered throughout plan implementation to further the combined goals of “protect[ing] critical areas 

while maintaining and enhancing the viability of agriculture in the watershed” (RCW 36.70A.725).  

Table 2 exhibits restoration and conservation actions taken since 2011, as documented in the Habitat 

Work Schedule data system. These results illustrate implementation of some of the watershed plan 

strategies that have implicit protection and enhancement objectives. Land acquisition and conservation 

easements represent protection of critical areas while restoration and enhancement actions would improve 

the quality of critical areas functions and values. These actions are not limited to areas with agricultural 

activities, although activities related to agriculture are highlighted. Going forward, the Work Group should 

track such conservation and restoration actions based on the intersection of critical areas with agricultural 

activities. Table 2 does not provide an exhaustive list as there are numerous restoration and protection 

activities that may not be tracked in the Habitat Work Schedule data system. The extensive restoration 

and conservation actions are listed below with the recognition that critical areas functions and values 

include conditions and processes that support the ecosystem at more than a site-specific scale. These 

stewardship activities are examples of measurable actions that can be included and monitored in VSP 

stewardship plans and demonstrate protection of critical areas and farmland in Thurston County. 

Table 2. Restoration and Conservation Actions since 2011—Habitat Work Schedule 

Activity Metric Critical Area 

Land Acquisition and Conservation Easements     

Acres of farmland protected via easements 558  
Acres of habitat protected via easements 13.85 Fish and Wildlife Habitat 
Acres of undeveloped land acquired 59 Fish and Wildlife Habitat 
Riparian feet protected via easements 4,700 Riparian/F&W Habitat 
Acres riparian and wetland habitat acquired 252 Riparian/wetland 
Feet of riparian habitat acquired 5000 Riparian/F&W Habitat 
Acres upland habitat protected 7.85 Upland habitat 
Acres of floodplain protected 46 Flooded areas/F&W habitat 
Miles of streambank protected  0.59 Flooded areas/F&W habitat 

Irrigation and Streamflow Enhancement     

Acre feet of active water rights 70 Water Quantity/F&W habitat 
Fish Passage Improvement     
Barriers removed/blockages corrected 8 Fish and Wildlife Habitat 
Acres of upstream habitat opened 5 Fish and Wildlife Habitat 
Miles upstream habitat opened 5.7 Fish and Wildlife Habitat 
In-stream structures installed 5 Fish and Wildlife Habitat 
Pools created 1 Fish and Wildlife Habitat 

Estuarine and Near-shore Enhancement     

Beach nourishment (cubic yards) 300 Fish and Wildlife Habitat 
Miles of beach nourishment 0.2 Fish and Wildlife Habitat 
Acres restored 11.49 Fish and Wildlife Habitat 
Miles of dike removal 0.1 Flooded areas/F&W habitat 
Miles of shoreline armor removal 0.13 Flooded areas/F&W habitat 
Tidegates removed 4 Flooded areas/F&W habitat 
Acres treated for contaminant removal 0.05 Water Quality/F&W habitat 
Acres treated for overwater structure removal 0.4 Fish and Wildlife Habitat 
Acres of fill removal 0.2 Flooded areas/F&W habitat 
Acres treated for structure/road removal 2 Flooded areas/F&W habitat 
Acres treated for invasive species control 3 Fish and Wildlife Habitat 
Acres native vegetation planted 5 Fish and Wildlife Habitat 
Riparian Enhancement     
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Acres planted 3.05 Fish and Wildlife Habitat 
Acres treated for plant removal/control 0.5 Fish and Wildlife Habitat 
Floodplain Restoration     
LWD (log with rootwad) placement 25 Flooded areas/F&W habitat 
Acres floodplain planted 0.23 Flooded areas/F&W habitat 
Miles of riparian streambank treated 0.27 Flooded areas/F&W habitat 

Source: Habitat Work Schedule (http://hws.ekosystem.us/)  

Another source of information about programs that can protect critical areas and improve the viability of 

agriculture include application of NRCS Conservation Practices. Both NRCS and the Thurston Conservation 

District track activities by Conservation Practice and maintain confidentiality of detailed information. The 

implementation of conservation practices could result in changes to baseline conditions of critical areas at a 

site or watershed scale. The NRCS conservation practices implemented since 2011 (Table 3) demonstrate 

progress of conservation and restoration actions and critical areas protection strategies in Thurston County.  

Between 2011 and 2015 a total of 15,758.6 acres of NRCS conservation practices were implemented in 

Thurston County. Furthermore, Thurston Conservation District has implemented 28 Conservation Plans 

between 2012 and 2015 as well as five Dairy Nutrient Management Plans and one Conservation Reserve 

Enhancement Program (CREP) plan.2  

These stewardship activities are examples of measurable actions that can be monitored in VSP 

Stewardship Plans and demonstrate protection and voluntary enhancement of critical areas as well as 

maintenance and improvement of agriculture in Thurston County beyond the 2011 baseline for VSP.  

 

Table 3. NRCS Conservation Practices Implemented since 2011 

Program Range of Practices Year 
Start 

Year 
End 

# 
Contracts  

Approx. 
Acreage 

Wildlife Habitat 
Incentives 
Program (WHIP) 
2002-2008 
 

Restoration of rare and declining habitats (643) 
Brush Management (314) 
Conservation Cover (327) 
Herbaceous Weed Control (315) 
Tree/Shrub Establishment (612) 
Forest Stand Improvement (666) 

2005 2013 14 1,551 

Environmental 
Quality 
Incentives 
Program (EQIP) 
2006 

Pipeline (516)  
Irrigation Water Pipeline (430DD)  
Irrigation Water Management (449)  
Prescribed Grazing (528)  
Nutrient Management (590)  
Watering Facility (614)  
Cover Crop (340)  
Pasture and Hayland Planting (512)  
Fence (382)  
Forest Site Prep (490)  
Tree/Shrub Establishment (612)  
Upland Wildlife Habitat Management (645)  
Pumping Plant (533)  
Pest Management (595)  
Micro Irrigation System (449)  
Forest Stand Improvement (666)  
Compost Facility (317  
Roof Runoff Structure (558)  
Underground Outlet (620)  

2006 2012 11 2,191.5 

                                                 
2 Thurston Conservation District, personal communication, June 2015. 

http://hws.ekosystem.us/
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Access Control (472)  
Waste Utilization (633)  

 

Environmental 
Quality 
Incentives 
Program (EQIP) 
2007 

Cover Crop (340)  
Irrigation Water Management (449)  
Fence (382)  
Access Control (472)  
Prescribed Grazing (528)  
Nutrient Management (590)  
Tree/Shrub Establishment (612)  
Forest Stand Improvement (666)  
Pipeline (516)  
Watering Facility (614)  
Tree/Shrub Site Preparation (490)  
Roof Runoff Structure (558)  
Heavy Use Protection (561)  
Underground Outlet (620)  
Wetland Restoration (657)  

2007 2014 5 378.8 

Environmental 
Quality 
Incentives 
Program (EQIP) 
2008 

Irrigation Water Management (449)  
Pest Management (595)  
Tree/Shrub Site Preparation (490)  
Tree/Shrub Establishment (612)  
Nutrient Management (590)  
Restoration of Rare and Declining Habitats (643)  
Forest Stand Improvement (666)  
Access Road (560)  
Fence (382)  
Access Control (472)  
Pipeline (516)  
Watering Facility (614)  
Upland Wildlife Habitat Management (645)  
Prescribed Grazing (528)  
Micro Irrigation System (449)  
Irrigation Water Pipeline (430DD)  
Cover Crop (340)  
Road/Landing Removal (722)  

2008 2014 8 1,278 

Environmental 
Quality 
Incentives 
Program (EQIP) 
2009 

Irrigation Water Management (449) 
Cover Crop (340) 
Conservation Crop Rotation (328) 
Pest Management (595) 
Nutrient Management (590) 
Forest Slash Treatment (384) 
Restoration of Rare and Declining Habitats (643) 
Access Road (560) 
Forest Trails and Landings (655) 
Road/Trail/Landing Closure and Treatment (654) 
Tree/Shrub Site Preparation (490) 
Tree/Shrub Establishment (612) 
Forest Slash Treatment (384) 
Forest Stand Improvement (666) 
Micro Irrigation System (449) 

2009 2014 5 394.3 

Environmental 
Quality 
Incentives 
Program (EQIP) 
2010 

Tree/Shrub Establishment (612) 
Tree/Shrub Site Preparation (490) 
Field Border (386) 
Irrigation Water Management (449) 
Nutrient Management (590) 
Pest Management (595) 
Cover Crop (340) 
Irrigation System Sprinkler (442) 
Fence (382) 
Prescribed Grazing (528) 
Waste Transfer (634) 
Restoration of Rare and Declining Habitats (643) 
Forest Stand Improvement (666) 
Pipeline (516) 
Seasonal High Tunnel (798) 
Pasture and Hayland Planting (512) 

2010 2015 16 2,889 
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Forest Stand Improvement (666) 
Forest Slash Treatment (384) 
Compsting Facility (317) 
Waste Transfer (634) 
Underground Outlet (620) 
Watering Facility (614) 

Environmental 
Quality 
Incentives 
Program (EQIP) 
2011 

Pest Management (595) 
Forest Stand Improvement (666) 
Restoration of Rare and Declining Habitats (643) 
Agricultural Energy Management Plan Headquarters 
(122) 
Fence (382) 
Roof Runoff Structure (558) 
Fence (382) 
Forest Management Plan (106) 
Cover Crop (340) 
Tree/Shrub Site Preparation (490) 
Nutrient Management (590) 
Tree/Shrub Establishment (612) 
Irrigation Pipeline (430DD) 
Forage Biomass Planting (512) 
Pumping Plant (533) 
Waste Transfer (634) 
Waste Storage Facility (313) 
Underground Outlet (620) 
Seasonal High Tunnel (798) 

2011 2015 23 2,240 

Environmental 
Quality 
Incentives 
Program (EQIP) 
2012 

Restoration of Rare and Declining Habitats (643) 
Hedgerow Planting (422) 
Tree/Shrub Site Preparation (490) 
Early Successional Habitat Development (647) 
Seasonal High Tunnel (798) 
Tree/Shrub Pruining (660) 
Cover Crop (340) 
Prescribed Grazing (528) 
Tree/Shrub Establishment (612) 
Roof Runoff Structure (558) 
Underground Outlet (620) 
Compost Facility (317) 
Forage Biomass Planting (512) 
Pipeline (516) 
Heavy Use Protection (561) 
Nutrient Management (590) 
Watering Facility (614) 
Early Successional Habitat Development (647) 
Hedgerow Planting (422) 
Riparian Forest Buffer (391) 
Agricultural Energy Management Plan Landscape (124) 

2012 2015 19 1,768 

Environmental 
Quality 
Incentives 
Program (EQIP) 
2013 

Agricultural Energy Management Plan Headquarters 
(122) 
Agricultural Energy Management Plan Landscape (124) 
Farmstead Energy Improvement (374) 
Pumping Plant (533) 
Seasonal High Tunnel (798) 
Fence (382) 
Forage Biomass Planting (512) 
Irrigation Pipeline (430DD) 
Micro Irrigation System (449) 
Heavy Use Protection (561) 
Prescribed Grazing (528) 
Access Control (472) 
Brush Management (314) 
Tree/Shrub Site Preparation (490) 
Tree/Shrub Establishment (612) 
Fish and Wildlife Structure (734) 
Forest Management Plan (106) 
Riparian Forest Buffer (391) 

2013 2015 24 2,366 
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Mulching (484) 
Forest Stand Improvement (666) 
Restoration of Rare and Declining Habitats (643) 

Environmental 
Quality 
Incentives 
Program (EQIP) 
2014 

Access Control (472) 
Restoration of Rare and Declining Habitats (643) 
Forest Stand Improvement (666) 
Cover Crop (340) 

2014 2015 1 617 

Conservation 
Security 
Program (CSP) 
2005-2013 
 

Enhancement _ Energy Management (EEM) 
Enhancement _ Soil Management (ESM) 

2005 2015 2 85 

Total     15,758.6 

Note:  Forestry is not covered by VSP though listed in part above. Agricultural activities, however, include “Christmas trees; 

hybrid cottonwood and similar hardwood trees grown as crops and harvested within twenty years of planting” (RCW 

90.58.065 (2)(b)). NRCS practices regarding forest management can create a healthier forest that retains soil and 

water processes; where activity destroys cover, soils may wash downstream and affect agricultural activities.  

Source: NRCS, West Area Office Olympia Service Center, June 2015 

2.1 Critical Areas Intersection with Agricultural Activities 

In order to establish baseline monitoring of critical areas and agriculture activities within the watershed, an 

inventory of agriculture and critical area resources was conducted. Due to the general nature of the 

definition for agricultural activities (see section 1.3), the extent had not previously been mapped. In 

mapping agricultural activities, a variety of data sources were used in an attempt to understand not only 

the designated agricultural lands in Thurston County (as previously mapped) but the overall estimated 

areas with agricultural activities.  

Data Sources for Agriculture 

Agriculture extent was determined by combining (through an additive process, i.e. using everything 

classified as agriculture in at least one source): National Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS) Cropscape 

data from 2011; USGS GAP land cover data from 2011; National Land Cover Database (NLCD) 2011 

land cover data; and windshield survey and mailing lists from the Thurston Conservation District, as well as 

by selecting parcels from Thurston County parcel data owned by entities including the word “Farm”.  

Grassland data from the NASS Cropscape layer was deemed to be too broad to consider strictly 

agriculture and excluded. 

Data Sources for Critical Areas 

The critical areas in Thurston County were previously mapped for VSP based on data from the 2012 CAO 

update,3 however additional sources of data were used to map the intersection of agriculture and critical 

areas. This may result in differences between the areas mapped previously and the areas mapped for 

intersection.  

Wildlife Habitat Conservation areas extent was determined through a combination of prairie- and 

Mazama Pocket Gopher-associated soils (from Thurston County) with Washington Department of Natural 

Resources (WaDNR) Oak stand, high-quality habitat, and native and non-native grassland data. Geologic 

Hazard Areas data used a pre-classified slope stability layer from WaDNR, using areas with moderate or 

high slope stability risks. Critical Aquifer Recharge Area data came from Thurston County. Wetlands data 

                                                 
3 For VSP Maps of critical areas visit the Thurston County website at 
http://www.co.thurston.wa.us/planning/vsp/voluntary-stewardship-maps.html  

http://www.co.thurston.wa.us/planning/vsp/voluntary-stewardship-maps.html
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was also sourced from Thurston County. Flood zone data was sourced from the Federal Emergency 

Management Agency (FEMA).  

Table 4 details the approximate acreage of agricultural activities and the percentage of agricultural 

activities intersecting with each critical area throughout Thurston County. 

Table 4. Intersection of Agricultural Activities and Critical Areas 

 

 

Critical Area 

Agricultural Activities 

Total Acreage  

 

Percentage of Intersection 

Total 117,135.134 -- 

Wildlife Habitat Conservation Areas 70,369.124 60.1% 

Geologic Hazard Areas 4,414.35 3.8% 

Critical Aquifer Recharge Areas 106,915.548 91.3% 

Frequently Flooded Areas (FEMA Flood Zones) 17,989.519 15.4% 

Wetlands 15,511.305 13.2% 

 

Other information for baseline conditions of agricultural activities include census data from the USDA 

National Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS), data from Thurston County, and Thurston Regional Planning 

Council. The 2012 agricultural census found 1,336 farms and 2,165 principal operators with an average 

age of 58.9 in Thurston County. The market value of agricultural products was $122,423,000 and 40 

percent ($48,843,000) of that was from crops while 60 percent ($73,581,000) was from livestock.  

Programs to protect farmland in Thurston County include the Open Space Tax Program, which provides 

current-use tax breaks, and zoning of Long Term Agriculture (LTA) and Nisqually Agriculture (NA). In 2011, 

approximately 34,864 acres of agricultural lands were enrolled in Thurston County’s Open Space Tax 

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

2012 USDA Census of Agriculture for Thurston County found 76,638 acres of farmland. The percentage of 

land protected in LTA zoning was approximately 20.5% of the estimated total acres of farmland in 

2012.4 The percentage of agricultural land enrolled in the Open Space Tax Program was 45.5% in 2012. 

See section 2.1.2 for more information on the status of farmland protection and Table 5 for the 2011 

baseline and current (2015) acreage of designated agricultural lands in Thurston County.  

Table 5. Baseline Acreage and Current Status of Designated Agricultural Lands 

Farmland Protection Program 2011 Baseline Percent of Total Farmland 

(2012) 

Current (2015) 

Open-Space Ag 34,864 acres 45.5% 34,100 acres 

Long Term and Nisqually Ag  15,690 acres 20.5% 15,878 acres 

Source: Thurston County Resource Stewardship Department and Thurston Regional Planning Council 

                                                 
4 Thurston County GIS department reported 15,690 acres zoned LTA in 2012 (personal communication, March 30, 
2015) and the Thurston County Assessor’s Office reported 34,864 acres of Open Space Ag in 2011. Percentages of 
total farmland are based on the 2012 USDA census of agriculture, which reported 76,638 acres of land in farms. 
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3 Goals and Measurable Benchmarks 

The benchmarks and measurements presented here are designed to meet the overall Voluntary 

Stewardship Program (VSP) goals to 1) protect and voluntarily enhance critical area functions and values, 

and 2) maintain and improve the long-term viability of agriculture and reduce the conversion of farmland 

to other uses.  

The benchmarks include metrics that serve as criteria for monitoring the impacts and progress made 

towards the goals from the implementation of the VSP. Benchmarks represent steps in the desired direction 

measured over time and metrics are the tools for measurement. After implementation of the VSP Work 

Plan, metrics will be reviewed on an annual or biannual basis and benchmarks will be reviewed every 5 

years after receipt of funding (January 2014).  

As per RCW 36.70A.720, for reporting on the progress of the VSP the Work Group must:  

“Create measurable benchmarks that, within ten years after the receipt of funding, are designed to 

result in (i) the protection of critical area functions and values and (ii) the enhancement of critical area 

functions and values through voluntary, incentive-based measures.” RCW 36.70A.720 (1)(e). 

The scope of some of these metrics are at the parcel level and will be tracked in the Stewardship Plans 

while others are designed for the watershed level to measure the progress in the watershed as a whole.  

Agricultural viability objectives and monitoring activities are presented to encourage and measure 

progress towards program goals of “maintaining and enhancing the viability of agriculture in the 

watershed” (RCW 36.70A.725). These are not formal measureable benchmarks, nor do they determine 

whether the plan meets compliance. Their purpose is to meet the agricultural viability goal and to help 

improve the local agricultural economy. These should be considered throughout implementation, monitoring, 

and adaptive management of the VSP Work Plan. 

Table 6. Overarching Agricultural Viability Goal, Objectives, and Measurements 

Agricultural Viability (RCW 36.70A.720 (1)(e)(i) and (i)(iii)) 

Goal Ag Goal-I. Maintain and improve the long-term viability of agriculture and reduce 
the conversion of farmland to other uses.  

Objectives 1. Maintain or improve a vibrant agricultural economy. 
2. Develop process for regulatory and tax reform (i.e. Ag Viability Committee) 
3. Maintain or increase agricultural production. 
4. Maintain or increase land used for agricultural production. 
5. Maintain or increase participation and conservation practices to enhance 

agricultural activities. 
6. Assess adequate agricultural infrastructure. 
7. Provide adequate technical assistance and information 

Measurement 
and Monitoring 

a) The County baseline agricultural activities mapping may be repeated 
for each reporting period and significant changes in extent or amount of 
agricultural activities identified 

b) Agricultural production and economic value. 

c) Designated agricultural land continues to be protected. 

d) Programs to improve Ag viability (marketing, financial incentives, etc.). 

e) Infrastructure available to support agricultural operations. 

f) Number of agricultural operators, average age (NASS census data). 

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.720
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g) Number of agricultural operators provided technical assistance, 
resources and information related to improving agricultural viability. 

h) Means for communication available (i.e. online forum/newsletter). 

i) Online clearinghouse for agricultural resources and program contacts 
for services and information related to improving agricultural viability. 

j) Participation in agricultural associations (Young Farmers, Harm Bureau, 
etc.) that help improve the long-term viability of agriculture. 

 

Table 7. Overarching Critical Areas Goal, Benchmark, and Measurements 
Critical Area Protection (RCW 36.70A.720 (1)(e)(i) and (i)(iii)) 

Goal 
CA Goal-I. Prevent the degradation of critical area functions and values existing 

as of July 22, 2011 including: 

 Geologically hazardous areas 

 Fish and wildlife habitat conservation areas  

 Wetlands 

 Frequently flooded areas 

 Critical aquifer recharge areas 

Benchmark Benchmark-A. Maintain or improve critical area functions and values in areas of 

intersect across watersheds. 

Critical Areas 
Measurement 
and Monitoring 

M-1 The County Baseline critical area mapping may be repeated for each 
reporting period and significant changes in extent, amount, or quality of 
critical areas intersecting agriculture identified  

M-2 Cumulative effects of direct and indirect participation should also be 
quantified (e.g., number of habitat acres protected, enhanced, restored, 
etc.) to determine the cumulative impacts of conservation practices on critical 
areas throughout the County  

M-3 Acres of agricultural activities with direct participation in conservation 
practices related to critical areas documented using Stewardship Plans  

 

3.1 Agriculture and Critical Area Intersections 

Table 8. Agriculture and Geologic Hazard Areas Intersection Objectives and Measurements 

Agriculture Intersecting with Geologic Hazard Areas (RCW 36.70A.720 (1)(e)(i) and (i)(iii)) 

Agricultural Viability Aims Critical Area Objectives 

AG Aim-I. Protect agricultural activities from 

geologic hazards such as erosion and 

landslides. 

 

CA Goal-II. Reduce erosion and landslides. 

 Avoid increases in erosion. 

 Avoid steep slopes or help to stabilize steep 
slopes where practical. 

 Manage risk of landslides. 

 Avoid compaction of soil. 

 Avoid disturbing top and toe of steep slopes 
and landslide hazard areas. 

 Avoid irrigating unstable slopes. 

Specific Actions Critical Areas Benchmarks 
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 Reduce sheet and rill erosion 

 Maintain surface water drainage and 
avoid siltation of water courses 

Benchmark-B. Sheet and rill erosion is reduced 

over basin acres, particularly in areas of intersect. 

 Conservation practices are implemented. 

Measurement and Monitoring Critical Areas Measurement and Monitoring 

 Conservation practices implemented. M-4 Countywide or basin level estimates of 
tons of sediments due to sheet and rill 
(water) erosion using USDA NRCS 
National Resources Inventory method or 
equivalent method.5 

M-5 Water quality monitoring of sediments in 
hydrologic study areas, where such results 
can be attributed to agricultural activities. 
Existing water quality sampling locations 
and data collected may be used. 

 

Table 9. Agriculture and Fish and Wildlife Habitat Areas Intersection Objectives and 

Measurements 

Agriculture Intersecting with Fish and Wildlife Habitat Areas  (RCW 36.70A.720 (1)(e)(i) and (ii) and 
(i)(iii)) 

Agriculture Viability Aims Critical Areas Objectives 

AG Aim-II. Promote pest and nutrient 

management that maximizes 

agricultural productivity while reducing 

impacts to critical areas. 

AG Aim-III. Protect agricultural production and 

crops from wildlife and pest damage. 

AG Aim-IV. Allow for flexible riparian area 

setbacks based on site-specific 

conditions or utilize a “working 

buffers” system 

CA Goal-III. Protect fish and wildlife populations 

and their associated habitats. 

CA Goal-IV. Promote voluntary restoration and 

enhancement of fish and wildlife 

populations and their associated 

habitats. 

Specific Actions Critical Areas Benchmarks 

 Implement conservation practices for pest 
and nutrient management  

 Implement other wildlife management 
practices. 

Benchmark-C. Acres of habitat (i.e. native plant 

communities and habitat for rare species) in critical 

areas and adjacent buffer areas are maintained 

or increased. 

 Consider height and variety for proper 
microclimate and to avoid agricultural pests. 

Benchmark-D. Riparian areas are maintained or 

restored, as measured in acres or miles. 

Benchmark-E. Miles of fencing for livestock 

exclusion. 

                                                 
5 See description, at USDA NRCS, 
http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/mo/technical/dma/nri/?cid=stelprdb1041925.  

http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/mo/technical/dma/nri/?cid=stelprdb1041925
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 Avoid animal “hang ups” such as with plastic 
fencing; protect young trees/crops during 
establishment. 

Benchmark-F. Habitat for complementary 

wildlife species is maintained or increased (e.g., 

pollinators, raptors, bats, etc.).  

Measurement and Monitoring Critical Areas Measurement and Monitoring 

 Conservation practices implemented. 

 Number of flexible riparian area setbacks 
or “working buffers” implemented. 

M-6 The number and extent of conservation 
practices that protect or enhance fish and 
wildlife habitat in areas of agriculture-
critical area intersect or in areas that 
contribute to critical areas functions and 
value in sub-basins where intersection 
occurs. 

M-7 The number and extent of riparian 
restoration projects in areas of 
agriculture-critical area intersect or in 
areas that contribute to critical areas 
functions and value in sub-basins where 
intersection occurs.  

M-8 Conservation practices that install or 
replace livestock exclusion fencing in 
areas of intersect. 

M-9 Extent of mapped or documented habitat 
in areas of intersect or in sub-basins where 
intersection occurs.  

M-10 Conservation practices that maintain or 
add complementary species or habitat 
(e.g., pollinators, raptors, bats, etc.) in 
areas of intersection. 

 

Table 10. Agriculture and Wetlands Intersection Objectives and Measurements 

Agriculture Intersecting with Wetlands (RCW 36.70A.720 (1)(e)(i) and (ii) and (i)(iii)) 

Agriculture Viability Aims  Critical Areas Goals 

Same as AG-II, AG-III, and IV. 

 

 

CA Goal-V. Protect the functions and values of 

wetlands by preventing loss of 

wetlands and maintaining baseline 

conditions. 

CA Goal-VI. Where practical, encourage 

voluntary enhancement or 

restoration of wetland functions and 

values. 

Specific Actions Critical Areas Benchmarks 

 Implement conservation practices for pest 
and nutrient management  

 

Same as Benchmarks C, D, and E applicable to 
wetlands and wetland buffers.  

Benchmark-G. Wetland ratings (wetland rating 
system for Western WA) are maintained or 
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improved and water quality and wildlife ratings 
(NRCS tools) are maintained or improved. 

Measurement and Monitoring Critical Areas Measurement and Monitoring 

 Conservation practices implemented. 

 Number of flexible riparian area setbacks 
or “working buffers” implemented. 

M-11 See monitoring methods M-6, 7, 8, and 9 

tailored to wetlands protection, 

enhancement, and restoration. 

 

Table 11. Agriculture and Frequently Flooded Areas Intersection Objectives and 

Measurements 

Agriculture Intersecting with Frequently Flooded Areas (RCW 36.70A.720 (1)(e)(i) and (i)(iii)) 

Agriculture Viability Aims Critical Areas Goals 

AG Aim-V. Avoid water contamination, damage to 

crops, loss of livestock, increased 

susceptibility of livestock to disease, 

and damaged farm machinery due to 

flooding. 

CA Goal-VII. Maintain floodplain areas and 

functions (i.e. capacity to retain 

floodwater flows) 

CA Goal-VIII. Avoid environmental damage due 

to flooding such as from loss of 

floodplain storage or due to 

agricultural chemicals. 

Specific Actions Critical Areas Benchmarks and Measurement 

 Inventory and maintain or improve 
drainage systems on site 

Intersect areas are protected by the regulatory 
backstop including flood hazard management 
regulations and pesticide regulations. 
No benchmarks required. 

M-12 Percent impervious surfaces. 

 

Table 12. Agriculture and Geologic Hazard Areas Intersection Objectives and Measurements 

Agriculture Intersecting with Critical Aquifer Recharge Areas (RCW 36.70A.720 (1)(e)(i) and (i)(iii)) 

Agriculture Viability Aims Critical Areas Goals 

Same as AG Aim-II. 
CA Goal-I. Protect water quality and water 

quantity in areas having a critical 

recharging effect on aquifers. 

Specific Actions Critical Areas Benchmarks and Measurement 

 Assess adequate clean water availability 

 Implement irrigation efficiencies 

 Implement conservation practices for 
groundwater quality and quantity 

Intersect areas are protected by the regulatory 
backstop including pesticide regulations. 
No benchmarks required. 

M-13 Irrigation efficiencies implemented 

M-14 Water quality ratings in Stewardship Plans 

(NRCS rating tools). 

 

3.2 Participation and Stewardship Activities 

Participation and stewardship goals and benchmarks are to be identified in the VSP Work Plan. Neither 

term is defined in the law. However, common definitions include: 
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 Participation: the act or state of participating, or sharing in common with others. 

 Stewardship: The activity or job of protecting and being responsible for something. 

Farmers and ranchers directly participate in VSP by implementing conservation projects on their properties, 

often with the help of participating technical providers. Examples of such activities include the creation of 

individual stewardship plans and implementation of conservation practices such as water, pest, habitat and 

nutrient management. Because many practices are installed without direct participation in a particular 

program, but they have the effect of protecting or enhancing critical areas, the presence of the practices 

should be tracked and monitored. 

Table 13. Participation and Stewardship Goals, Benchmarks, and Measurements 

Participation and Stewardship (RCW 36.70A.720 (1)(i)(i) and (ii)) 

Goal Promote voluntary participation and stewardship activities for 

agriculture and critical areas. 

Benchmarks Benchmark-G. Active participation by commercial and non-

commercial agricultural operators increases over 10 years. 

Benchmark-H. Passive participation by commercial and non-

commercial agricultural operators in VSP conservation practices 

is maintained or increased over 10 years. 

Measurement M-15 Indicators of active participation include: 

 Number of outreach events and event attendees 

 Number/percentage of landowners contacted 

 Types of incentives provided and number of operators 
receiving incentives 

 Number of VSP participation signs and marketing materials 
distributed 

 Education opportunities provided 

 Technical assistance sought by producers (as tracked through 
meetings, calls, applications, and contracts with technical 
assistance providers) 

 Percentage of acres and # of producers participating in 
VSP 

 Number of Stewardship Plans completed and types of 
conservation practices implemented. 

M-16 Passive participation in common stewardship practices 
may be tracked and reported using: 

 Mapping and aerial photo evaluation of practices in place 

 Random sampling of agricultural operators 

 Phone, mail, or online surveys 

 

3.3 Suggested Activities to Maintain and Enhance Agricultural Viability 

Baseline estimates of agricultural activities in acres are provided in section 2 and in Table 4. Following 

Table 4, the current economic impact and other information for baseline conditions of agricultural activities 

are also described. These values are indicative of agricultural viability, however other factors including 
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market dynamics, economies of scale, local regulation, and land use changes are also major contributing 

factors to agricultural viability within the County. Suggested activities to improve agricultural viability are 

presented here to encourage program goals of “maintaining and enhancing the viability of agriculture in 

the watershed” (RCW 36.70A.725). Many of these recommendations came from a workshop on February 

25, 2015 in which members of the agricultural community discussed the meaning of maintaining and 

improving the long-term viability of agriculture, what farmers need to run their operations successfully, and 

barriers to that goal. These recommendations were further discussed with the VSP Work Group and both 

the technical and agricultural subcommittees. Several of these suggested activities also align with the 

Working Lands Strategic Plan (developed by the Agricultural Advisory Committee and adopted by 

Thurston County in 2010) strategies to conserve working lands and support the people who work them (see 

Appendix F Section 1.1.1).  

Table 14. Suggested Agricultural Viability Activities 

Activities  Descriptions 

Activity 1 Priority funding made available by federal, state, and local sources to support VSP 
participation by agricultural operators. Applications for conservation practices could 
score higher for VSP participants. 

Activity 2 Provide information to agricultural operators about available tax incentives, financial 
assistance programs, and other information related to agriculture (i.e. an online 
clearinghouse for resources and info). Seek new tax incentives by the state legislature 
that recognize VSP participation. 

Activity 3 Increased marketing opportunities for VSP participation through recognition, 
branding/certification, and individual farm signs. 

Activity 4 Ensure the County Comprehensive Plan, zoning, and other codes provide strong support 
for agricultural infrastructure and operations. 

Activity 5 Regulatory and tax reform: Promote County policies and regulations that don’t inhibit 
agricultural operations and that maintain and improve the long-term viability of 
agriculture. Review relevant codes to determine alternative strategies.  Evaluate fees 
applied to agricultural activities and identify ones that should be eliminated or 
modified. 

Activity 6 Establish an Agricultural Viability Committee that can advise Thurston County and other 
agencies on measures to promote the Ag economy and develop a process for 
regulatory and tax reform. 

Activity 7 Implement an Agricultural Liaison position to provide Ag resources and information on 
federal, state, and local laws that affect Ag activities. 

Activity 8 Evaluate ways to streamline the application and permitting process for Ag operators. 

Activity 9 Evaluate appropriate densities and site planning for rural residential or urban 
residential uses that abut designated agricultural lands to minimize interface, protect 
necessary agricultural practices, and reduce pressure for agricultural conversion. 

4 Voluntary Conservation Planning 

Conservation Districts often use Conservation Planning and the implementation of conservation practices for 

the management of agricultural operations and to reduce the impacts of agricultural activities on natural 

resources. Conservation Planning can help agricultural operators increase production on their farm while 

reducing the impacts of agricultural activities on natural resources and critical areas. Through a VSP 

technical assistance provider such as the Thurston Conservation District agricultural operators can get useful 

information and help with developing Stewardship Plans and implementing conservation practices 
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including; gutter and downspout installation, cross fencing, pasture renovation, stream fencing, streamside 

and wetland planting for wildlife habitat and erosion control, and manure management.6 

4.1 What is a Stewardship Plan? 

Under the VSP, a Stewardship Plan is a site-specific plan for individual agricultural operations. 

Stewardship Plans are intended to provide guidance to agricultural producers to undertake voluntary 

conservation planning for common agricultural activities and to protect and voluntarily enhance critical 

areas. A checklist is provided to give the individual an opportunity to understand the potential impacts of 

their agricultural activities and adopt conservation practices that can improve the productivity of their 

agricultural operations while also protecting critical areas.  

Implementing the suggested conservation practices offer benefits not only for the environment, but also for 

farmers. It gives agricultural operators the means to conserve, improve, and increase efficient use of their 

natural resources. Conservation practices may help support even higher yields and higher outputs, which 

can maintain and improve the viability of agriculture over the long-term.  

The goal of the voluntary Stewardship Plan process is to protect certain critical areas and their associated 

buffers from the potential impacts of agricultural activities while also maintaining and improving 

agricultural operations. The plan includes basic information about the agricultural activities on the farm and 

a standard checklist with examples of NRCS conservation practices designed to protect critical areas and 

improve agricultural operations. Once the checklist is approved by the technical assistance provider and 

an action plan is developed for implementation, the Stewardship Plan meets the requirements of the VSP 

under the GMA. As per RCW 36.70A.750:  

“Agricultural operators implementing an individual stewardship plan consistent with a work plan are 

presumed to be working toward the protection and enhancement of critical areas. 

 

     “If the watershed group determines that additional or different practices are needed to achieve the 

work plan's goals and benchmarks, the agricultural operator may not be required to implement those 

practices but may choose to implement the revised practices on a voluntary basis and is eligible for 

funding to revise the practices.” 

After implementation of the VSP Work Plan the Work Group must periodically evaluate, adapt if needed, 

and report on the status of plans and accomplishments to the county and the conservation commission every 

two years (RCW 36.70A.720 (1)(j)). 

5 Monitoring, Reporting, and Adaptive Management 

The VSP Work Group is responsible for ongoing monitoring, reporting, and adaptive management of the 

Work Plan implementation. RCW 36.70A.720 describes the schedule and actions the Work Group must 

follow during implementation of the plan. 

(b)(i) Not later than five years after the receipt of funding for a participating watershed, the watershed group 

must report to the director and the county on whether it has met the work plan's protection and enhancement 

goals and benchmarks. 

 

                                                 
6 Further information on Thurston Conservation District’s conservation planning available at: 
http://www.thurstoncd.com/conservation-planning  

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.750
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.720
http://www.thurstoncd.com/conservation-planning
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     (ii) If the watershed group determines the protection goals and benchmarks have been met, and the 

director concurs under RCW 36.70A.730, the watershed group shall continue to implement the work plan.                             

 

     (iii) If the watershed group determines the protection goals and benchmarks have not been met, it must 

propose and submit to the director an adaptive management plan to achieve the goals and benchmarks that 

were not met. If the director does not approve the adaptive management plan under RCW 36.70A.730, the 

watershed is subject to RCW 36.70A.735. 

 

     (iv)If the watershed group determines the enhancement goals and benchmarks have not been met, the 

watershed group must determine what additional voluntary actions are needed to meet the benchmarks, 

identify the funding necessary to implement these actions, and implement these actions when funding is 

provided. (RCW 36.70A.720) 

The statute further requires reporting, evaluation and, if necessary, adaptive management at “ten years 

after the receipt of funding… and every five years thereafter”. 

The majority of the monitoring will be conducted by the primary technical assistance provider (Thurston 

Conservation District) through tracking the participation in Stewardship Plans and implementation of 

conservation practices. The watershed level monitoring activities will primarily be conducted by Thurston 

County (potentially an agricultural liaison, pending funding) in collaboration with other organizations that 

collect specific data in the watershed.  

VSP programmatic assessments should occur at the watershed scale (not parcel by parcel or on an 

individual site level), as all VSP participation by agricultural operators is voluntary. General information 

from parcel level monitoring such as acreage and numbers, including the number of Stewardship Plans and 

conservation practices implemented can be reported in conjunction with watershed level monitoring data.  

6 Plan Approval Process 

The Conservation Commission Director must approve the Work Plan within 3 years of funding7 or the 

county must comply with the non-VSP (regulatory) critical area protection requirements of RCW 

36.70A.735.  

The Work Group submits the VSP Work Plan to the Conservation Commission Director, who gives it to the 

Technical Panel for review. RCW 36.70A.720(2)(a). The Technical Panel has 45 days to make a 

recommendation. If the Technical Panel says the Work Plan doesn’t pass the statutory Work Plan Approval 

test, the Work Group must modify and resubmit the Work Plan.  

If the Conservation Commission Director does not approve the Work Plan within 2 years and 9 months of 

the county’s receipt of funding, the Director must submit the Work Plan to the Statewide Advisory 

Committee for resolution. The Statewide Advisory Committee has final say. If the Statewide Advisory 

Committee recommends Work Plan approval, the Conservation Commission Director must approve it.  

Table 15. VSP Work Plan Preparation, Approval, and Monitoring Timeline 

                                                 
7 Thurston County’s VSP contract was signed and fully executed on January 14, 2014. 

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.730
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.730
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.735
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 Action Timeline 

1.  Receipt of funding to create a VSP Watershed Work Plan. January 20141 

2.  Prepare a Watershed Work Plan. June 2015 

3.  Approval of Work Plan. Director of the State Conservation Commission 
and technical panel (see RCW 36.70A.735) approves work plan within 
two years and nine months after receipt of funding (September 2016) 
- technical panel has 45 days to review and provide response to 
Director. August 2015 if plan approved 

 - OR -  
September 2016  

if back and forth with 
technical panel occurs 

  If no agreement in 2 years 9 months, work plan is sent to the 
Statewide Advisory Committee made up of representatives of 
environmental, agricultural, local governmental, and tribal agencies 
and stakeholders. 

  If no agreement in 3 years, the work plan does not go into effect 
and an alternative regulatory path must be selected. See RCW 
36.70A.735 for alternative paths. 

4.  Conduct periodic evaluations, institute adaptive management, and 
provide a written report of the status of plans and accomplishments to 
the county and to the commission within sixty days after the end of 
each biennium. 

August 2015, 2017, 2019 

et seq. 

5.  Report on whether goals and benchmarks have been met in 5 years 
after receipt of funding (January 2019), and also at the ten year mark 
and every 5 years after that. 

January 2019 
January 2024 

6.  Adaptive management or additional voluntary actions and funding may 
need to be identified if goals and benchmarks are not met. 

ongoing 

Note:  Thurston County signed the agreement in January 2014 and may be able to extend beyond the June 30, 2015 date to 
finish preparing a Work Plan if further funding is provided. 

Source: RCW 36.70A.700-760 

7 Appendices 

A set of appendices provides information considered in the development of the VSP Work Plan, including: 

A. VSP Work Plan Bibliography 

B. VSP Stewardship Plan Checklist 

C. Critical Areas Maps 

D. Estimated Agricultural Activities Map 

E. Agriculture and Critical Areas Intersection Maps 

F. Thurston County Overview 

G. Chehalis Watershed Overview and Baseline Conditions  

H. Voluntary Incentive Programs and Regulatory Backstop 

I. Critical Area Functions and Agricultural Activities 

J. Conservation Practices 

K. NRCS 9 Step Process 

 


