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Voluntary Stewardship Program Executive Summary 

Background and Overview 
The Voluntary Stewardship Program (ESHB 1886) 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). In enacting the Voluntary 

Stewardship Program (VSP), 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).   

“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 

As an alternative to 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. 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 and voluntarily 

enhance critical areas while maintaining and improving the long-term viability of agriculture (RCW 

36.70A.715). 

Thurston County 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. The VSP encourages good stewardship, with a statutory goal 

of fostering cooperation among agricultural, tribal, environmental, and county interests (RCW 

36.70A.700). Thurston County received funding to develop the Work Plan in January, 2014 and 

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 

and retained the services of the University of Washington’s Division of Governmental Studies and 

Services to assist the 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 VSP Work Group has prepared the Work Plan to provide goals, measurable benchmarks, and 

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

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.700
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areas and promote agriculture. Once a VSP Work Plan has been developed for Thurston County, an 

agricultural operator may choose to participate in the program. 

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)). 

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 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).  

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

for agricultural activities. 

"Agricultural activities" 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;  

Work Plan Approval Process  
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 review. 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 

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.703
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=90.58.065


Thurston VSP Executive Summary DRAFT | June 25, 2015 
 

 

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. 

Together these voluntary incentive-based efforts reflect the three core 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. 

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

Work Plan implementation. The Work Group must create measurable 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. RCW 36.70A.720 describes the schedule 

and actions the Work Group must follow during implementation of the plan. 

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

process. After the Work Plan is approved, implementation will include monitoring and reporting on the 

progress made towards meeting the benchmarks and goals identified in the Work Plan. If benchmarks 

are not being met after five 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 after ten years, 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. 

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.  

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.720

