
RCW 36.70A.020, Planning goals. 
The following goals are adopted to guide the development and adoption of comprehensive plans and 
development regulations of those counties and cities that are required or choose to plan under RCW 
36.70A.040. The following goals are not listed in order of priority and shall be used exclusively for the 
purpose of guiding the development of comprehensive plans and development regulations: 
     (1) Urban growth. Encourage development in urban areas where adequate public facilities and 
services exist or can be provided in an efficient manner. 
     (2) Reduce sprawl. Reduce the inappropriate conversion of undeveloped land into sprawling, low-
density development. 
     (3) Transportation. Encourage efficient multimodal transportation systems that are based on regional 
priorities and coordinated with county and city comprehensive plans. 
     (4) Housing. Encourage the availability of affordable housing to all economic segments of the 
population of this state, promote a variety of residential densities and housing types, and encourage 
preservation of existing housing stock. 
     (5) Economic development. Encourage economic development throughout the state that is consistent 
with adopted comprehensive plans, promote economic opportunity for all citizens of this state, especially 
for unemployed and for disadvantaged persons, promote the retention and expansion of existing 
businesses and recruitment of new businesses, recognize regional differences impacting economic 
development opportunities, and encourage growth in areas experiencing insufficient economic growth, all 
within the capacities of the state's natural resources, public services, and public facilities. 
     (6) Property rights. Private property shall not be taken for public use without just compensation having 
been made. The property rights of landowners shall be protected from arbitrary and discriminatory 
actions. 
     (7) Permits. Applications for both state and local government permits should be processed in a timely 
and fair manner to ensure predictability. 
     (8) Natural resource industries. Maintain and enhance natural resource-based industries, including 
productive timber, agricultural, and fisheries industries. Encourage the conservation of productive forest 
lands and productive agricultural lands, and discourage incompatible uses. 
     (9) Open space and recreation. Retain open space, enhance recreational opportunities, conserve fish 
and wildlife habitat, increase access to natural resource lands and water, and develop parks and 
recreation facilities. 
     (10) Environment. Protect the environment and enhance the state's high quality of life, including air 
and water quality, and the availability of water. 
     (11) Citizen participation and coordination. Encourage the involvement of citizens in the planning 
process and ensure coordination between communities and jurisdictions to reconcile conflicts. 
     (12) Public facilities and services. Ensure that those public facilities and services necessary to support 
development shall be adequate to serve the development at the time the development is available for 
occupancy and use without decreasing current service levels below locally established minimum 
standards. 
     (13) Historic preservation. Identify and encourage the preservation of lands, sites, and structures, that 
have historical or archaeological significance. 
 
RCW 36.70A.030, Definitions. 
Unless the context clearly requires otherwise, the definitions in this section apply throughout this chapter. 
     (15) "Rural character" refers to the patterns of land use and development established by a county in 
the rural element of its comprehensive plan: 
      (a) In which open space, the natural landscape, and vegetation predominate over the built 
environment; 
      (b) That foster traditional rural lifestyles, rural-based economies, and opportunities to both live 
and work in rural areas; 
      (c) That provide visual landscapes that are traditionally found in rural areas and communities; 
      (d) That are compatible with the use of the land by wildlife and for fish and wildlife habitat; 
      (e) That reduce the inappropriate conversion of undeveloped land into sprawling, low-density 
development; 
      (f) That generally do not require the extension of urban governmental services; and 
      (g) That are consistent with the protection of natural surface water flows and groundwater and 



surface water recharge and discharge areas. 
     (16) "Rural development" refers to development outside the urban growth area and outside 
agricultural, forest, and mineral resource lands designated pursuant to RCW 36.70A.170. Rural 
development can consist of a variety of uses and residential densities, including clustered residential 
development, at levels that are consistent with the preservation of rural character and the requirements of 
the rural element. Rural development does not refer to agriculture or forestry activities that may be 
conducted in rural areas. 
     (17) "Rural governmental services" or "rural services" include those public services and public facilities 
historically and typically delivered at an intensity usually found in rural areas, and may include domestic 
water systems, fire and police protection services, transportation and public transit services, and other 
public utilities associated with rural development and normally not associated with urban areas. Rural 
services do not include storm or sanitary sewers, except as otherwise authorized by RCW 36.70A.110(4). 
 
RCW 36.70A.070, Comprehensive plans — Mandatory elements. 
The comprehensive plan of a county or city that is required or chooses to plan under RCW 36.70A.040 
shall consist of a map or maps, and descriptive text covering objectives, principles, and standards used to 
develop the comprehensive plan. The plan shall be an internally consistent document and all elements 
shall be consistent with the future land use map. A comprehensive plan shall be adopted and amended 
with public participation as provided in RCW 36.70A.140. 
     Each comprehensive plan shall include a plan, scheme, or design for each of the following:… 
     (5) Rural element. Counties shall include a rural element including lands that are not designated for 
urban growth, agriculture, forest, or mineral resources. The following provisions shall apply to the rural 
element: 
      (a) Growth management act goals and local circumstances. Because circumstances vary from 
county to county, in establishing patterns of rural densities and uses, a county may consider local 
circumstances, but shall develop a written record explaining how the rural element harmonizes the 
planning goals in RCW 36.70A.020 and meets the requirements of this chapter. 
      (b) Rural development. The rural element shall permit rural development, forestry, and agriculture 
in rural areas. The rural element shall provide for a variety of rural densities, uses, essential public 
facilities, and rural governmental services needed to serve the permitted densities and uses. To achieve a 
variety of rural densities and uses, counties may provide for clustering, density transfer, design 
guidelines, conservation easements, and other innovative techniques that will accommodate appropriate 
rural densities and uses that are not characterized by urban growth and that are consistent with rural 
character. 
      (c) Measures governing rural development. The rural element shall include measures that apply 
to rural development and protect the rural character of the area, as established by the county, by: 
       (i) Containing or otherwise controlling rural development; 
       (ii) Assuring visual compatibility of rural development with the surrounding rural area; 
       (iii) Reducing the inappropriate conversion of undeveloped land into sprawling, low-
density development in the rural area; 
       (iv) Protecting critical areas, as provided in RCW 36.70A.060, and surface water and 
groundwater resources; and 
       (v) Protecting against conflicts with the use of agricultural, forest, and mineral resource 
lands designated under RCW 36.70A.170. 
      (d) Limited areas of more intensive rural development. Subject to the requirements of this 
subsection and except as otherwise specifically provided in this subsection (5)(d), the rural element may 
allow for limited areas of more intensive rural development, including necessary public facilities and public 
services to serve the limited area as follows: 
       (i) Rural development consisting of the infill, development, or redevelopment of existing 
commercial, industrial, residential, or mixed-use areas, whether characterized as shoreline development, 
villages, hamlets, rural activity centers, or crossroads developments. 
        (A) A commercial, industrial, residential, shoreline, or mixed-use area shall be 
subject to the requirements of (d)(iv) of this subsection, but shall not be subject to the requirements of 
(c)(ii) and (iii) of this subsection. 



        (B) Any development or redevelopment other than an industrial area or an 
industrial use within a mixed-use area or an industrial area under this subsection (5)(d)(i) must be 
principally designed to serve the existing and projected rural population. 
        (C) Any development or redevelopment in terms of building size, scale, use, or 
intensity shall be consistent with the character of the existing areas. Development and redevelopment 
may include changes in use from vacant land or a previously existing use so long as the new use 
conforms to the requirements of this subsection (5); 
       (ii) The intensification of development on lots containing, or new development of, small-
scale recreational or tourist uses, including commercial facilities to serve those recreational or tourist 
uses, that rely on a rural location and setting, but that do not include new residential development. A 
small-scale recreation or tourist use is not required to be principally designed to serve the existing and 
projected rural population. Public services and public facilities shall be limited to those necessary to serve 
the recreation or tourist use and shall be provided in a manner that does not permit low-density sprawl; 
       (iii) The intensification of development on lots containing isolated nonresidential uses or 
new development of isolated cottage industries and isolated small-scale businesses that are not 
principally designed to serve the existing and projected rural population and nonresidential uses, but do 
provide job opportunities for rural residents. Rural counties may allow the expansion of small-scale 
businesses as long as those small-scale businesses conform with the rural character of the area as 
defined by the local government according to *RCW 36.70A.030(14). Rural counties may also allow new 
small-scale businesses to utilize a site previously occupied by an existing business as long as the new 
small-scale business conforms to the rural character of the area as defined by the local government 
according to *RCW 36.70A.030(14). Public services and public facilities shall be limited to those 
necessary to serve the isolated nonresidential use and shall be provided in a manner that does not permit 
low-density sprawl; 
       (iv) A county shall adopt measures to minimize and contain the existing areas or uses of 
more intensive rural development, as appropriate, authorized under this subsection. Lands included in 
such existing areas or uses shall not extend beyond the logical outer boundary of the existing area or 
use, thereby allowing a new pattern of low-density sprawl. Existing areas are those that are clearly 
identifiable and contained and where there is a logical boundary delineated predominately by the built 
environment, but that may also include undeveloped lands if limited as provided in this subsection. The 
county shall establish the logical outer boundary of an area of more intensive rural development. In 
establishing the logical outer boundary the county shall address (A) the need to preserve the character of 
existing natural neighborhoods and communities, (B) physical boundaries such as bodies of water, 
streets and highways, and land forms and contours, (C) the prevention of abnormally irregular 
boundaries, and (D) the ability to provide public facilities and public services in a manner that does not 
permit low-density sprawl; 
       (v) For purposes of (d) of this subsection, an existing area or existing use is one that was 
in existence: 
        (A) On July 1, 1990, in a county that was initially required to plan under all of the 
provisions of this chapter; 
        (B) On the date the county adopted a resolution under RCW 36.70A.040(2), in a 
county that is planning under all of the provisions of this chapter under RCW 36.70A.040(2); or 
        (C) On the date the office of financial management certifies the county's 
population as provided in RCW 36.70A.040(5), in a county that is planning under all of the provisions of 
this chapter pursuant to RCW 36.70A.040(5). 
     (e) Exception. This subsection shall not be interpreted to permit in the rural area a major industrial 
development or a master planned resort unless otherwise specifically permitted under RCW 36.70A.360 
and 36.70A.365. 
 


