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VOLUNTARY STEWARDSHIP PROGRAM WORK PLAN 
Thurston County Watershed Group 

Discussion Draft – Nov 13, 2014 
__________________________ 

 

This is the Voluntary Stewardship Work Plan created under RCW 36.70A.720 by the Thurston County 
Watershed Group (aka “Stakeholders”).  The Watershed Group was constituted by the Thurston County 
Commission in mid 2014 and given the task of developing a work plan to protect critical areas while 
maintaining the viability of agriculture in the watersheds designated by the County.  (RCW 36.70A.715) 

1.  PURPOSE.  The Voluntary Stewardship Program (VSP) was enacted by the Legislature to create a 
voluntary process which counties could “opt into” to achieve Growth Management Act (GMA) goals.  
(See ESHB 1886/Chap. 360, Laws of 2011 codified as RCW 36.70A.700 et. al.).   

2.  SCOPE.  In general, VSP’s goal is to “protect and enhance critical areas on lands used for agricultural 
activities through voluntary actions by agricultural operator’s.” (RCW 36.70A.705).1   The law requires 
that VSP protect critical areas and support & enhance agriculture.  In addition, VSP may also voluntarily 
enhance natural resources. 

3.  DEFINITIONS.    RCW 36.70A.703 defines the following terms as: 

 “Protect” means “to prevent the degradation of functions and values existing as of July 22, 2011”. 

 “Enhance” means “to improve the processes, structure, and functions existing, as of July 22, 2011, of 
ecosystems and habitats associated with critical areas”.    

These definitions are consistent with the “no harm” standard adopted in Swinomish indian Tribal 
Community v. Skagit County, 166 P.3d 1198 (2007) by the Washington Supreme Court.  There the Court 

                                                           
1
 RCW 36.70A.700 specifies that VSP shall: 

(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; 
(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. 

RCW 36.70A.702 adds the following limitations:  Nothing in RCW 36.70A.700 through 36.70A.760 may be construed to: 
(1) Interfere with or supplant the ability of any agricultural operator to work cooperatively with a conservation district or 
participate in state or federal conservation programs;  
(2) Require an agricultural operator to discontinue agricultural activities legally existing before July 22, 2011; 
(3) Prohibit the voluntary sale or leasing of land for conservation purposes, either in fee or as an easement; 
(4) Grant counties or state agencies additional authority to regulate critical areas on lands used for agricultural activities; and 
(5) Limit the authority of a state agency, local government, or landowner to carry out its obligations under any other federal, 
state, or local law. 

http://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.715
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.060
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.700
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.760
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held that while counties have a duty to protect critical areas (“shield from injury, danger and loss”) 
under GMA, they do not have a duty to enhance them. 

 “Agricultural activities” 
means all “ 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”.  

4.  VSP IN THURSTON COUNTY.  The Thurston County Commission elected to protect critical areas 
through the Voluntary Stewardship Program by “opting in” to the program on January 12, 2012.   It 
provided that VSP would apply to all five watersheds in the county and also nominated them 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. 2   The information 
                                                           
2
Designating 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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gathered served not only as a basis for the County’s designations but also creates a foundation for this 
Work Plan and the benchmarks and baseline monitoring that are an integral part of it.   

In 2013, Thurston County became one of two counties selected by the State Legislature to implement 
VSP.  The State Legislature appropriated funding for VSP pilot projects in Thurston and Chelan counties 
and Thurston County accepted the funding in late 2013.  The County then created a VSP Watershed 
Group, appointing 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 Group in producing a Work Plan. 

The Thurston County Watershed Group (TCWG) conducted its first meeting on May28, 2014 and has 
continued to meet on a twice-monthly basis since them.   TCWG 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. 

5.  ELEMENTS OF A WORK PLAN.  The task of a watershed group is to “develop a work plan to protect 
critical areas while maintaining the viability of agriculture in the watershed.” (RCW 36.70A.720) 

The work plan must include goals and benchmarks for the protection and enhancement of critical areas 
and 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; 

(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 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 of the work plan; 

(h)   Incorporate into the work plan any existing development 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.  
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6.  APPROVAL OF THE WORK PLAN.  The watershed group is required to develop and submit the work 
plan to the Director of the Washington Conservation Commission for approval not later than five years 
after the receipt of funding for a participating watershed.  The watershed group must also report to the 
director and the county on whether it has met the work plan's protection and enhancement goals and 
benchmarks. 

 If the watershed group determines the protection goals and benchmarks have been met, and the 
director concurs the watershed group shall continue to implement the work plan. 
 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, the watershed is 
subject to RCW 36.70A.735. 

 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. 

Not later than ten years after receipt of funding for a participating watershed, and every five years 
thereafter, the watershed group must report to the director and the county on whether it has met the 
protection and enhancement goals and benchmarks of the work plan. 

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.  If the watershed group determines the protection goals and benchmarks have not been met, the 
watershed is subject to RCW 36.70A.735. 

 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. 

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. 

The commission may provide priority funding to any watershed designated under the provisions of RCW 
36.70A.705(2)(g). The director, in consultation with the statewide advisory committee, shall work with 
the watershed group to develop an accelerated implementation schedule for watersheds that receive 
priority funding. 

 Commercial and noncommercial agricultural operators participating in the program are eligible to 
receive funding and assistance under watershed programs. 

7.  THE THURSTON COUNTY WORK PLAN.  As mentioned above, the task of a watershed group is to 
“develop a work plan to protect critical areas while maintaining the viability of agriculture in the 
watershed.” (RCW 36.70A.720).  Therefore the Work Plan that the Stakeholders develop must address a 
number of issues including selecting a lead agency to administer the plan, identifying a methodology to 
meet VSP’s goals, and identifying opportunities and challenges attendant to the plan’s implementation.   

A.  Lead Agency.  The Watershed Group has selected the Thurston Conservation District as VSP lead 
agency and the Conservation District Board has written to Thurston County indicating its willingness 
to serve, subject to the availability of adequate funding and staffing.  The Conservation District is a 

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.735
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.730
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.735
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.705
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non-regulatory local agency which already works closely with rural landowners to develop voluntary 
conservation plans for individual parcels.  The District then helps connects landowners with grants 
and loans to help them implement the conservation plan in a manner that helps conserve natural 
resources and support agriculture. 
 
B.  Methodology –The USDA/NRCS Nine-Step Conservation Planning Process.  The USDA National 
Resource Conservation Service has developed a Nine-Step Planning Process that has been used for 
many years by conservation districts across the county to create conservation plans.   

This Process is well-accepted nationally, specifically created for the development of voluntary 
stewardship agreements, and readily adaptable to conservation planning projects taking place on a 
watershed level .  The purpose of the Nine-Step Process is to develop and implement plans that can 
protect, conserve, and enhance natural resources while at the same time meeting social and 
economic development goals. 

The Process - The Nine Steps of Conservation Planning.   

Preplanning.  The conservation 
planner prepares for a site visit 
by anticipating the conservation 
problems that may be 
encountered. This may require 
research and self-improvement 
study. They also assemble the 
basic information for the 
planning area such as soil 
surveys, plant yields, water 
quality issues, and other related 
information. 

Step 1 . Identify Problems.  The 
conservation planner assists the 
client in determining the 
resource problems, 
opportunities, and concerns in the planning area. This includes an early identification of all 
natural resource problems. This will be further clarified as the process continues. 

Step 2.  Determine Objectives.  The conservation planner must record the client's objectives. 
This might include how the area is to be used, what is the intended use of the property over the 
long term, what are the family considerations, and other factors that might influence the choice 
of conservation practices to be applied. 

Step 3.  Inventory Resources.  A comprehensive inventory will be completed of the natural 
resources, such as the soils, plants, animals, physical structures, available labor, equipment, and 
anything else that might be needed to solve the conservation problems. 

Step 4. Analyze Resource Data.  The information gathered in Step 3 will be analyzed to clearly 
define the conditions of the natural resources along with the economic and social issues. The 
causes and effects of conservation problems will be summarized.  

Step 5. Formulate Alternatives.  One or more conservation alternatives are prepared that will 
achieve the client's objectives, solve the natural resource problems, and take advantage of 
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opportunities to improve or protect resource conditions. Clients will be provided any products 
explaining the details of the conservation practices being considered. This would include job 
sheets, fact sheets, standards, or similar materials. 

Step 6. Evaluate Alternatives.  Each of the alternatives is evaluated to determine if it is 
addressing the client's objectives and the natural resource problems. The effects of the 
alternatives should be evaluated both for on-site and off-site impacts. The alternative should 
also be acceptable to the client. Special attention will need to be given to those ecological 
values protected by law or Executive Order. 

Step 7. Make Decisions.  The client selects the alternatives that will best serve their business. 
The conservationist then prepares the conservation plan of operations (CPO) for the client 
which includes the practices to be implemented and the schedule. The CPO is a record of 
conservation decisions made by the client. 

Step 8. Implement Plan.  The conservation planner delivers the plan to the client and reviews it 
for accuracy and clarity. The plan contains a listing of the conservation practices and a schedule 
for implementation. Included with these practices should be a description of the impacts of the 
selected practices on their natural resources. Plans usually include a map, field boundaries, soil 
map, and other items specific to the client’s property. The conservationist may also include 
other alternatives that the client has not or is not ready to make a decision on, but are needed 
to protect the resource. The client then requests needed assistance from the NRCS to 
implement the practices. 

Step 9. Evaluate the Plan.  NRCS will assist the client to evaluate the effectiveness of the plan as 
it is implemented. Conditions often change and may bring about the need to adjust the plan. 
NRCS will use information gathered during evaluations to "fine-tune" our conservation practices 
in meeting natural resource needs. 

Maintaining the Process.  The NRCS conservation planning process is dynamic because people 
and natural resources are dynamic. These nine steps should not be regimented and it may be 
necessary to go back through the process at any time because of unanticipated changes. The 
client should always be aware that the conservation plan is their plan and can be adjusted as 
needs change.  See https://aglearn.usda.gov/customcontent/NRCS/Consplan/module3/3phase9step.html 
for further information. 

C.  Prioritization of Watersheds.   When Thurston County “opted in” to VSP, it applied VSP to all five 
of the County’s watersheds.  In addition, the County nominated all of these as “priority watersheds” 
pursuant to RCW 36.70A.720. 

Then in October 2014, the Watershed Group discussed how it could begin to implement a VSP Work 
Plan and decided that a pilot project focusing on a single watershed was the best way to proceed.  
After considering all five watersheds, the Stakeholders selected the Chehalis Watershed. 

D.  Identification of Critical Areas and Agricultural Activities.  (To be added based on County data) 

E.  Measurable Benchmarks.  These benchmarks are to be 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 .  (To be added based on County data) 

F.  Outreach and technical assistance plan.  The Work Plan has to include a process for reaching out 
and providing technical assistance to agricultural operators in the watershed.   This process should 

https://aglearn.usda.gov/customcontent/NRCS/Consplan/module3/3phase9step.html
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also include goals for encouraging the agricultural operators to participate in the VSP program. (To 
be added) 

G.  Baseline Monitoring Plan.  The Work Plan has to include a process for the monitoring of : (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.  (To be added) 

H.   Evaluation and Reporting.  This Work Plan element provides a means for conducting periodic 
evaluations, institute adaptive management, and provide written reports of the status of plans and 
accomplishments to the county and to the commission within sixty days after the end of each 
biennium.  (To be added) 

    

8.  CHALLENGES FOR THE VSP PROCESS.   

A. Funding.  The VSP program will need adequate funding from the Legislature for the County and 
the Thurston Conservation District to successfully implement the Watershed Group’s Work Plan.  
Supporters of VSP will be seeking an appropriation of approximately 7.5 million dollar during the 
2015 Legislative Session. 

B. Participation by all stakeholders.  Stakeholder participation in both the Thurston and Chelan 
County Watershed Groups has been mixed.  Agricultural interests have been well represented 
but participation by the environmental community and the Tribes needs to be improved. 

C. Issue driven vs. site driven.  During discussions at the Watershed Group’s meetings, 
Stakeholders raised the question of whether the Work Plan should take a “site oriented” or 
“issue oriented” approach.  Additional work is needed to resolve this question. 

D. Regulatory Certainty.  Perhaps the greatest difficulty that the Watershed Group has had in 
developing a Work Plan is to resolve the issue of regulatory certainty.  This issue has been a 
“two edged sword” with concerns raised on both sides of the discussion. 

The VSP program applies only to regulations enacted under the State’s  Growth Manage Act and 
farmers have pointed out that there are many other environmental protection laws at all levels 
of government that VSP does not affect.  The farmers and agricultural interests say they want 
some sort of guarantee that if they enter into a voluntary conservation agreement under the 
VSP program, they will receive immunity from other non-GMA regulations. 

On the other hand, environmentalists, including the “consulting” agencies (DOE, Fish and 
Wildlife, etc.) and some Tribes say that they distrust the voluntary nature of VSP and are 
uncomfortable with any approach to resource conservation that is not based on legally 
enforceable regulations that can compel compliance. 

Indeed, VSP cannot offer either group guarantees of certainty but what it does offer them is the 
opportunity to work together to achieve their respective goals. 

Farmers who voluntarily enter into a conservation agreement with the County using the 
USDA/NRCS Nine Points and the technical assistance provided by the Thurston Conservation 
District can claim that they are meeting all necessary conservation goals without necessarily 
complying with all applicable regulations.  This is a discussion of form versus substance and 
substance is likely to take precedence over form whenever questions arise. 



JG/11-13-14 Page 8 
 

At the same time, environmentalists will see conservation goals achieved without 
disagreements over regulatory questions or the need for expensive legal actions.  They may find 
it challenging to change their reliance on regulatory approaches to conservation management, 
but if they are able to achieve their ends, they should be willing to shift their paradigms and 
accept voluntary approaches as means to those ends. 

VSP gives all interests involved in the Watershed Group a powerful tool; a potent means to work 
together to find common interest and then agree to voluntary plans for meeting conservation 
resource and agricultural goals.  And in any situation where voluntary stewardship will not work, 
the rules and regulations of the Growth Management Act are always available as a fallback. 

 

______________________________ 

 

 
 
 
  



JG/11-13-14 Page 9 
 

Appendix 1 
______________________________ 

 
From “An Overview of the Voluntary Stewardship Process” , presented by Ron Shultz, Policy Director for 
the Washington Conservation Commission to the Thurston County Watershed Group at its first meeting  
on May 28, 2014. 
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Appendix 2 
______________________________ 

 
Thurston County’s Resolution “opting in” to the Voluntary Stewardship Program.   
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Appendix 3 

______________________________ 
 

Other examples of voluntary conservation programs: 
 

 

 
Release No. 0045.14 

Contact:  Office of Communications (202)720-4623 

Voluntary Conservation Effort Promotes Improved Lesser Prairie-chicken Habitat 

Partnership with Pheasants Forever will Provide $5 Million for Conservation Effort  

WASHINGTON, March 21, 2014 - Agriculture Under Secretary for Natural Resources and Environment 
Robert Bonnie announced today a renewed and expanded partnership to provide expert habitat advice 
to farmers and ranchers managing land within lesser prairie-chicken range.  

"Our goal is to deliver a win-win for agricultural producers and wildlife," said Bonnie. "We want to help 
farmers and ranchers succeed for the long term while also protecting and improving habitat for the 
lesser prairie-chicken and protecting the region's ecosystem. Often, what is good for prairie-chickens is 
good for ranching."  

As part of the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) Lesser Prairie-Chicken Initiative (LPCI), the 
agency is partnering with Pheasants Forever, a national wildlife conservation organization, to jointly 
invest $5 million over three years to support technical assistance, including hiring non-federal field 
conservationists to help farmers and ranchers voluntarily maintain and improve lesser prairie chicken 
habitat in the Southern Great Plains.  

In addition, NRCS and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) recently finalized a plan that can 
provide regulatory predictability for farmers and ranchers improving lesser prairie-chicken habitat, 
should the species be listed as threatened or endangered under the Endangered Species Act.  

Since 2010, farmers and ranchers participating in the LPCI have maintained or improved more than a 
million acres of habitat for the bird. The bird's range includes parts of Colorado, Kansas, New Mexico, 
Oklahoma and Texas. The partnership previously funded nine positions, and that will be expanded to up 
to 11 in cooperation with local and state agencies.  

As agreed to by NRCS and USFWS, farmers and ranchers voluntarily applying lesser prairie-chicken-
friendly conservation practices may be protected from additional regulations under the Endangered 
Species Act for up to 30 years. The plan, or conference opinion, outlines the following approach:  

 Farmers and ranchers may voluntarily develop a conservation plan with NRCS. 
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 Farmers and ranchers can execute the practices listed in that conservation plan - such as 
prescribed grazing, fence marking and invasive species removal - with or without NRCS's 
financial assistance. 

 As long as farmers and ranchers maintain those practices according to NRCS standards, they can 
continue ranching with those practices in place should the lesser prairie-chicken be listed as 
threatened or endangered. It also provides for assurances should a chicken be accidentally killed 
on their property. 

"The partnership between the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, Pheasants Forever, state fish and wildlife 
agencies and others is will provide crucial tools and resources for voluntary conservation on lands that 
can benefit the lesser prairie-chicken," Bonnie said. "It's partnerships like these that can find solutions 
for some of our country's most challenging conservation issues."  

More information on the Lesser Prairie-Chicken Initiative and how to conserve habitat for the species is 
available from NRCS. 

http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detailfull/national/programs/initiatives/?cid=nrcsdev11_023912
http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detailfull/national/programs/initiatives/?cid=nrcsdev11_023912

