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MEMORANDUM 
 

TO:  Urban Growth Management Subcommittee of the  

  Thurston Regional Planning Council 

FROM:  Jeremy Davis, Associate Planner, Thurston County 

  David Ginther, Senior Planner, City of Tumwater 

DATE:  May 7, 2010 

SUBJECT: Boundary Revision – Tumwater Urban Growth Area Resizing Analysis 

PURPOSE:  

The City of Tumwater and Thurston County request the TRPC Urban Growth 
Management (UGM) Subcommittee evaluate the capacity of the City of Tumwater and 
Thurston County Urban Growth Areas (UGA) in view of the proposed UGA boundary 
revisions and land use changes.   

SUMMARY:  

Properties in the unincorporated area of the City of Tumwater UGA are zoned for urban 
development. Portions of the unincorporated UGA are located in the Salmon Creek 
Basin.  High groundwater flooding in the Salmon Creek Basin is a well documented 
problem.  Thurston County and the City of Tumwater are analyzing the land use and 
zoning of properties affected by high groundwater flooding issues. 

The work program is nearing completion, and the County needs the recommendation of 
the Thurston Regional Planning Council, UGM Subcommittee to proceed.  The UGM 
Subcommittee evaluates proposed changes to UGA boundaries to ensure they are 
consistent with criteria in the County-Wide Planning Policies. 

REQUESTED ACTION: 

UGM Subcommittee Action:  Make a recommendation to the Board of County 
Commissioners regarding the remaining capacity of the Tumwater and Thurston County 
UGA’s in light of the proposed Urban Growth Area Boundary revisions and the criteria 
in the County-Wide Planning Policies. 
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STAFF RECOMMENDATION: 

Staff recommends the UGM Subcommittee forward a recommendation to the Board of 
County Commissioners indicating the proposed change to the UGA boundary outlined in 
this report is consistent with the criteria in the County-Wide Planning Policies with the 
following findings: 

1. Down zoning the 88th Avenue Study Area and removal of the Littlerock Road 
Study Area from the UGA will lower the Reasonable Market Factor for the 
Tumwater UGA from 24 percent to 20 percent.  There will be a slight adjustment 
to the overall Thurston County Reasonable Market Factor from 25 percent to 24 
percent. 

2. The Salmon Creek Basin has known and well documented high groundwater 
issues. 

3. The Salmon Creek Comprehensive Drainage Basin Plan was adopted by both 
Thurston County and the City of Tumwater.  The plan recommends the City and 
the County study the land use and zoning in this area. 

4. High groundwater hazard areas have been a special management area in the 
Thurston County Critical Areas Ordinance since 2000.  They were added because 
of the serious flooding that occurred in 1998-99 due to high groundwater. The 
areas under consideration for removal or redesignation are highly impacted by 
high groundwater. 

5. Removal and redesignation is compatible with designated critical areas and 
resource lands. 

6. Removal and redesignation will have a negligible impact on the residential 
capacity of the Tumwater UGA because many of the affected properties are 
severely impacted by high groundwater.  

7. Properties zoned for industrial and commercial uses in both the City of Tumwater 
UGA and Thurston County UGA as a whole, provide adequate capacity for future 
employment growth. 

8. Provision of urban services in areas of limited development potential is more 
expensive per housing unit.  The Littlerock Study Area has a limited capacity for 
development due to high groundwater.  Removal will benefit future development 
and provision of urban services for areas remaining in the UGA.  

COUNTYWIDE PLANNING POLICY CRITERIA: 

Reductions of UGAs must be consistent with the following criteria: 

1. Sufficient land will remain within the reduced UGA to permit the urban growth 
that is forecast to occur in the succeeding 20 years; and 

2. The reduced UGA will include cost-effective sewer and water and transportation 
service areas; and 

3. Reduction of the UGA is compatible with the use of the designated resource lands 
and with critical areas. 
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BACKGROUND: 

 In June of 2004, Thurston County (County) and the City of Tumwater (City) 
adopted the “Salmon Creek Comprehensive Drainage Basin Plan Phase II.  The 
plan recommended that the County and City re-examine the land use and zoning 
of property within the Salmon Creek Basin inside of the UGA. 

 In 2006, the City submitted a letter to the County outlining areas that could be 
considered for removal and/or rezoning to reduce the capacity of the UGA.  This 
letter was in response to a 2005 challenge to the County’s UGA size. 

 Subsequent to this, an area south of 93rd Avenue SW and east of Hart Road SW 
was removed. This action, along with other downzoning actions in the rural areas 
of the County, reduced the County’s UGA capacity to an acceptable level. 

 In 2008, the County requested that the City work with the County to finish the 
analysis of the land use and zoning of properties affected by high groundwater in 
the City’s UGA. 

 On March 16, 2010, the Tumwater City Council voted to recommend removal of 
the Littlerock Study Area (853± acres) from its UGA, and redesignate and rezone 
the 88th Avenue Study Area (128± acres).  The 101st Avenue Study Area was 
recommended to remain inside the UGA.  These study areas are described below. 

 On March 17, 2010, the Thurston County Planning Commission made a 
recommendation consistent with the City Council’s recommendation. 

 The work program is nearing completion, and the County needs the 
recommendation of the Thurston Regional Planning Council, UGM 
Subcommittee.   

STUDY AREAS: 

Littlerock Road Study Area: 
Total Acreage: 853± 
Number of Properties: 172 
 
Proposal:  Remove properties from the UGA.  Properties removed from the UGA 

will be concurrently redesignated and rezoned from urban designations to 
rural designations. 

 
Issues/Considerations:  

Properties in most of this area are currently zoned Single Family Low Density 
Residential (SFL 4-7 units/acre) with a smaller portion south of 93rd Avenue SW zoned 
Light Industrial (LI).  A very minor portion (approximately seven acres) located at the 
northern edge of the study area on Littlerock Road is designated/zoned Single Family 
Medium (6-9 units per acre).   

Prior to the adoption of the Tumwater/Thurston County Joint Plan (1995) and Title 22 
Tumwater UGA Zoning (1996) the area north of 88th Avenue SW was zoned Rural  
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Residential One Unit per Five Acres.  The area south of 88th Avenue was zoned Planned 
Industrial Development.  It does not appear that a significant amount of development has 
occurred within the study area since 1996.  The northern half of the study area consists of 
undeveloped parcels, low-density single-family home sites, and a couple of pre-GMA 
subdivisions.  The subdivisions typically have lots ranging from ½ acre to 1 acre in size.  

At the northwest corner is the Ski View Lake residential development.  It was developed 
under the Rural One Unit per Five Acres zoning district.  The Ski View Lake 
development also has a 98± acre property (mostly wetlands and open space) that is split 
by the UGA Boundary.  The plat for the Ski View Lake development was recorded in 
1993, and was developed under the pre joint plan RR 1/5 zoning.  At the time of 
development, critical areas (wetlands) were not excluded from the density calculations.  It 
is not anticipated that any further development could take place on this property.  Future 
development is restricted by wetlands to the west, a large septic drain field area to the 
east, and a wellhead protection area in the far southeast corner of the development.  
Under current regulations, wetlands would be excluded from the permitted density 
calculations. 

The portion of the study area south of Littlerock Road is located entirely within the 
Salmon Creek Basin and has a large amount of properties that flooded during the 1999 
high groundwater flooding event.  Aerial photography from 1973 in Attachment H 
Photos show this general area also flooded during a 1973 flood event. City sewer and 
water are not yet available in this study area.   

The majority of the southern half of the study area consists of the Department of Natural 
Resources (DNR) Webster Seedling Nursery that is a long term agricultural operation.  
The only other properties within this portion of the study area are a small U.S. Forest 
Service facility and approximately 80 acres of vacant land north of 93rd Avenue SW that 
is owned by an investment group.  The land owned by the investment group, Vitality 
Investment, is significantly impacted by high groundwater flooding. 

On May 5, 2006, the DNR sent a letter to both Thurston County and Tumwater 
requesting removal of their lands from the UGA, which is shown in Attachment I DNR 
Letter. The letter was received approximately three months after the City of Tumwater 
completed its analysis of the UGA and forwarded a recommendation to the County 
Commissioners. A recent letter dated September 3, 2009, from the DNR confirms they 
have not changed their position on this issue and would still like to be removed from the 
Tumwater UGA.  

In addition, the Mazama Pocket Gopher, a threatened species, has been located by the 
Washington Fish and Wildlife Department on both the US Forest Service property and 
the DNR properties on the south side of 93rd Avenue. The Mazama Pocket Gopher was 
listed as a threatened species in 2006 (after the recommendation by the City Council was 
sent to the County Commissioners). 

Recently the City of Tumwater acquired a small stand alone water system, which serves 
Lathrop Industrial Drive and several other properties including the DNR offices at the 
Webster Seedling Nursery. The system is not currently connected to the City water 
system. It appears the DNR connection to the water system was necessitated by 
contaminated drinking water supplies onsite. Removal of the DNR properties from the  
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UGA, even though they are served by City water, is not a problem. They can continue to 
utilize the existing connection, even if removed from the UGA. 

88th Avenue Study Area: 
Total Acreage: 128± 
Number of Properties: 71 

 
Proposal:   Redesignate and rezone the study area from Single Family Low (4-7 

units/acre) to Residential/Sensitive Resource (2-4 units/acre). 
 
Issues/Considerations:  
Existing zoning is Single Family Low Density Residential (4-7 units/acre).  The study 
area was zoned Rural Residential One Unit per Five Acres prior to the adoption of the 
Tumwater/Thurston County Joint Plan (1995) and Title 22 Tumwater UGA Zoning 
(1996).  The study area is located in the Salmon Creek Basin. A large amount of the area 
was inundated during the 1999 high groundwater flooding event, specifically properties 
at the end of Walter Court. Development consists of single family residential homes, 
most of which are located within three residential subdivisions that predate the joint plan 
and have ½ acre and larger lots. The developed density is already somewhat consistent 
with the RSR designation and zoning district.  City sewer and water are not currently 
located inside this study area. However, sewer and water are located at the Washington 
State Patrol Facility directly north of this area.  The area is not recommended for removal 
from the UGA because of its location. 

101st Avenue Study Area: 
Total Acreage: 42± 
Number of Properties:  5 
 
Proposal: Leave the study area in the Tumwater UGA. 
 
Issues/Considerations:  
These five properties are zoned Light Industrial. One property is split by the UGA 
boundary. The development pattern in most of this area is rural with homes located on 
three of the properties. Some high groundwater flooding areas exist on the properties. 
City sewer and water are not currently located inside or near this study area. Access to 
four of the five properties is from the south via 101st Avenue SW off Case Road SW. The 
exception is the easternmost property. The owner of this property is in the process of 
attempting to extend Kimmie Road and develop a portion of the site for an industrial use 
consistent with the Light Industrial zoning.  

In 2006, the Tumwater City Council suggested to the County that this area could possibly 
be removed from the UGA if necessary. At that time owners representing four of the five 
properties in this area requested removal from the UGA. However, owners representing 
four of the five properties have now (in 2009) requested their properties be kept within 
the UGA and retain the Light Industrial designation/zoning. Both the City Council and 
the County Planning Commission have recommended this area remain in the UGA.  
However, the study area should be included in this report for the purposes of determining 
remaining industrial capacity in the UGA, if it were to be removed. 
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UGA CAPACITY ANALYSIS: 

At the request of Thurston County and the City of Tumwater, the Thurston Regional 
Planning Council (TRPC) performed a residential capacity analysis of the City of 
Tumwater UGA, and the County’s UGA as a whole.  The TRPC memorandum is in 
Attachment B.  

The TRPC analysis shows that the residential areas under consideration for removal have 
limited additional capacity for residential growth, mainly due to high groundwater 
flooding.  The removal of these areas from the Tumwater UGA will have little impact on 
the available land supply.  Enough land supply will remain in the Tumwater UGA, and 
all of the UGAs within Thurston County as a whole, to accommodate the 20-year growth 
horizon.  The reasonable market factor in the Thurston County Comprehensive Plan for 
the City of Tumwater UGA will be reduced from 24% to 20%.  The overall capacity 
reduction within the Tumwater UGA will be from 140 to 280 dwelling units. The 
reasonable market factor for all of the UGAs within Thurston County as a whole will be 
reduced from 25% to 24%.  According to the “2007 Buildable Lands Report for Thurston 
County”, the 20-year projected need for industrially zoned land in the Tumwater UGA is 
340± acres.  In 2007, there were 1,060± acres of vacant or partially used land available in 
industrial zoning districts for job growth.   

The impact on the availability of industrially zoned land in Thurston County UGA’s is 
also slight.  The 20-year projected need for industrially zoned land is 550± acres.  In 
2007, there were 1,850± acres of vacant or partially used land available for job growth in 
Thurston County UGA’s.  

This is well in excess of the projected demand; therefore, removing 128± acres from the 
urban growth area as proposed, will not have a significant impact on the availability of 
industrial land in the Tumwater UGA.  In addition, 118± acres are part of the DNR 
Webster Tree Farm and are unlikely to redevelop as a higher intensity industrial use in 
the near future. 

Removal of the small study area on 101st Avenue would not have a noticeable effect on 
the availability or supply of industrially zoned land in the Tumwater UGA or Thurston 
County UGAs as a whole. The Tumwater City Council or the Thurston County Planning 
Commission both recommended retaining the 101st Avenue Study Area within the UGA 
and keeping it zoned Light Industrial. 

COST EFFECTIVE URBAN SERVICES: 

Much of the area proposed for removal is now known to be undevelopable due to critical 
areas such as high groundwater flooding areas, or is currently being used for a long term 
agricultural use (the Department of Natural Resources Webster Seedling Nursery). The 
high groundwater flooding issue had not surfaced nor had these flooding areas been 
identified when the Urban Growth Boundary was set in the early 1990s. These areas have 
since been identified, studied, and mapped.  

The obstacles to development in this general area create a situation where it is very 
difficult, if not impossible, for development to reach a level of intensity and density 
where the cost of the extension and provision of sewer (and water) services are 
proportionate to the returns on an investment in a development. Basically, the fewer  
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properties that can develop to their full potential, the fewer properties there are to share in  
the large costs of extending utilities and making transportation improvements. Often, in 
an area where there are many potential development sites, a developer will rely on a 
“latecomer” agreement to ‘payback’ some of the initial costs of making improvements 
and extending utilities. This opportunity is severely hindered by the lack of the ability to 
develop at an adequate density within this area. The area proposed for removal from the 
UGA likely cannot be developed in a manner that includes cost effective urban services 
including water, sewer, and transportation. 

COMPATIBILITY WITH CRITICAL AREAS: 

The proposals for each of the study areas, as outlined above, are compatible with the use 
of resource lands and critical areas.  Critical areas and habitat issues are described above 
for each of the study areas.  The study areas contain wetlands, critical habitat for 
threatened species, and most notably high groundwater.  The reason for the UGA 
reduction is to help address the well documented high groundwater issue.  High 
groundwater areas have been a special management area in the Thurston County Critical 
Areas Ordinance (TCC Chapter 17.15) since 2000.  

 
ATTACHMENTS: 

Attachment A:  Study Area Maps 

Attachment B:  February 9, 2010 TRPC Memorandum 
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