FACT SHEET

CRITICAL AREAS ORDINANCES

Background: 

The Growth Management Act (GMA) specifically directs the county to designate and protect critical areas.  In doing so, the county must consider the best available science and must give special consideration to anadromous fisheries.  King County is required by state law to update its critical area regulations by December 1, 2004.  

In addition to state requirements, however, there are other compelling reasons to update King County’s critical area regulations:

· Since 1990, county population has grown by 250,000 and is expected to grow by another 200,000 in the next 20 years. 

· Since the 1970s, the county has lost over 1/3 of its forest cover.  

· Since the 1980s, developed areas within the county have increased by almost 25 percent. 

· The majority of small lakes in the county are in poor or moderate health.  In January, Ecology has added nearly 60 new streams and/or stream reaches and other water bodies to the list of water bodies that do not meet water quality standards.  

· Early run Kokanee in Lake Sammamish are now extinct.  

· Chinook and Bull Trout have been listed as threatened species.  

· Shellfish beds around Puget Sound are closed to harvest, and fish caught in local waters have high levels of mercury, PCBs and other substances that are a human health risk.

Approach: 

The proposed ordinances move King County in a new direction in protecting environmental quality.  In the past, we have relied on inflexible prescriptive regulations.  This approach did provide predictability to applicants.  However, because each parcel of land is different, uniform regulations do not always provide the appropriate level of environmental protection on a given site.  In some cases, prescriptive regulations may be overly protective; in others, they may be insufficient.  

Among the regulatory options the ordinances provide:

· Rural residential property owners, with assistance of the county, may prepare a stewardship plan that sets site specific standards for buffers and clearing and other stewardship measures that will protect critical areas.

· Farmers and livestock owners may prepare a farm management plan implementing best management practices and other measures that replace standard buffers and other regulatory requirements.

· Mitigation options have been expanded, recognizing that better environmental benefits may result from using wetland mitigation banks and similar programs.

· Property owners may propose alternatives to standard wetland or aquatic area buffers when they simultaneously restore degraded buffers.

The proposed ordinances also balance multiple growth management objectives in a way that will protect the quality of life for all King County residents.  Urban area residents will see an increase in environmental protection, but in a way that does not cause unnecessary reductions in the land supply affecting housing prices.  Rural area residents will have more assurance that the character of the rural area will be protected.  Farmers also gain additional flexibility, thus promoting a viable agricultural economy.  Finally, regulatory consistency is established between King County and Washington state governments, benefiting both large and small timberland owners.

Summary of ordinances: 
STORMWATER CODE:
· The thresholds for triggering drainage review are reduced.  This will enable us to prevent problems that result from the cumulative effects of small projects on the stormwater management system. 

· The thresholds for requiring use of flow control and water quality facilities is also reduced.  These measures will provide better water quality protection and impacts of runoff on our stream systems.

· The amount of impervious surface allowed on rural residential property is limited.  This requirement, when combined with clearing restrictions, will help to protect the health of rural basins.

CLEARING AND GRADING CODE:
· Expands existing clearing restrictions which exist in Bear Creek and Issaquah Creek basins to all rural areas.  These clearing restrictions will help maintain water quality and protect habitat in rural areas and protect against future flooding problems.

· Removes an existing requirement for a clearing and grading permit for agricultural drainage maintenance.  The county permit duplicates a permit required by the state.

ZONING AND CRITICAL AREAS CODE:

· Creates a rural stewardship program that allows rural property owners to protect critical areas on their property through a property specific plan.

· Allows farmers who prepare farm management plans to expand their agricultural operations through the use of best management practices and other measures.

· Adopts the state wetland classification system and increases buffers on wetlands.  Buffers in urban areas are smaller than in rural areas.  An additional incentive is provided for the construction of affordable housing.

· Adopts the state water typing system for streams and other water bodies and increases buffers.  Buffers in the urban areas are smaller than rural areas.

· Adds protection of wildlife that are identified in the King County Comprehensive Plan.

· Adds protection for critical aquifer recharge areas through limitations on they type of development that is allowed in areas with sole source aquifers an in wellhead protection areas.

For more information: Fact sheets on specific components of the Critical Areas Ordinances can be accessed via the DDES Web site, at www.metrokc.gov/ddes.  Simply open the HOT TOPICS menu and click on CRITICAL AREAS/TITLE 9.
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