
   

Chapter 1. Introduction 

1.1. Purpose of the Comprehensive Plan 
The Walla Walla County Comprehensive Plan is an official document adopted by the Board of 
County Commissioners as a guide to making decisions about the future development of Walla 
Walla County (County).  The Comprehensive Plan is a legal document with goals and policies 
and a series of maps, tables, figures, and appendices.  It strives to balance the community’s 
financial ability to support growth with its projected increase in population and employment and 
the need for environmental protection.  The 2007 Plan Update is the mandatory update required 
by the Growth Management Act (GMA) (Revised Code of Washington) [RCW] 36.70A.130 (4) 
(d)]. 

Until the passage of the GMA in 1990, a unifying theme and coordinated process for managing 
growth did not exist.  At the local level, the fundamental purpose of the Comprehensive Plan is to 
manage population and employment growth so that it sustains and enhances the quality of life for 
local residents.  The quality of life criteria are defined by the residents themselves through a 
public process.  The Comprehensive Plan seeks to preserve those elements of the natural 
environment and the local custom and culture that are the essence of the quality of life for County 
residents.  Simultaneously, the Comprehensive Plan seeks to encourage economically productive 
use of the land and resource base in order to provide prosperity for residents and businesses. 

The Comprehensive Plan provides a legally recognized policy framework for making decisions 
about accommodating growth in the County.  It is not just a land use policy document.  It also 
establishes the County’s growth-related policies for transportation, economic development, 
housing, critical areas, shorelines, parks and recreation, utilities, and capital facilities.  The 
policies in turn are required by the GMA to be implemented through the County’s development 
regulations.    

The Comprehensive Plan is available to the public as a reference guide and is intended to notify 
citizens, the development community, and government agencies of how the County is directing 
its energies and resources to manage growth.  It seeks to establish a clear intent and policy base 
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which can be used to develop and interpret future regulations and provide a measure of 
predictability to the public. 

1.1.1. Why Plan? 
Planning is a proven, effective tool for solving a compendium of growth-related issues.  Planning 
averts problems by making efficient use of resources.  Planning improves the physical 
environment of the community as a setting for human activities.  Planning makes sure tax dollars 
are wisely invested in public roads, water and sewer systems, fire stations, parks and other public 
services.  Planning incorporates long range considerations into decisions on short range actions.  
Planning promotes the public interest and the interest of the community at large and helps protect 
the interests of property owners. 

This document assists County officials and staff with the decision making processes.  It helps 
with long term planning efforts and in the coordination of these efforts with nearby jurisdictions 
to enable more efficient use of public funds.  It also helps the County in its attempts to secure 
funding for development and capital improvement projects.  The Comprehensive Plan is 
periodically reviewed and updated to reflect technological, social, economic, and political 
changes projected to occur over the 20-year time frame it is designated to cover. 

1.2. History of Comprehensive Planning in Walla Walla 
County 

The County has a relatively long history of planning, having regulated planning and zoning to 
some degree since 1935.  The County's first Comprehensive Plan was adopted in 1964 for the 
Walla Walla Urban Area.  This was a joint plan adopted by the Walla Walla City Council, Walla 
Walla Board of County Commissioners, and the Walla Walla County Planning Commission.  The 
County's portion of the Comprehensive Plan was updated in 1988 with joint adoption by the 
County and adoption of an Urbanization Element by the Cities of Walla Walla and College Place.  
The entire County has been zoned since 1967. 

The County adopted the Western Walla Walla County Comprehensive Plan for all lands lying 
west of Lowden and south of Eureka in 1968.  In 1981, the Burbank Heights and Sun Harbor 
chapters were updated. 

From the time the County chose to plan under the guidelines of the GMA, there has been 
consistent and documented advancement toward creation of a document that responds to changes 
in the County while complying with the GMA.  Adhering to the guidelines of the GMA regarding 
public participation, citizen committees, other private groups, and the general public has helped 
manage reviews and comments throughout the planning process.  For a summary of the planning 
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actions undertaken by the County to adopt and implement the Comprehensive Plan since 1990, 
see Appendix A.  

1.3. The Growth Management Act  
In the 1980s, unprecedented population growth and suburban sprawl threatened the natural  
resources of Washington State (State), including forest and agricultural lands, critical wetlands, 
and wildlife habitat areas, particularly on the west side of the State.  Traffic congestion and air 
pollution had become major problems, and many sources of drinking water were at risk of 
becoming polluted.  After voters expressed their desire to control growth, the Washington State 
legislature responded by enacting the GMA in 1990 and mandating that certain cities and counties 
prepare comprehensive plans.  

Passage of the GMA significantly changed the requirements for local planning.  The law requires 
that each county, in consultation with its cities and towns: 

 plan for a 20 year population forecast as provided by the State Office of Financial 
Management (OFM) and distribute this forecast equitably and realistically throughout the 
County; 

 collectively identify urban growth areas (UGAs) for each city and town using land suitability 
and level of service standards as measures; and 

 draft plans that, at a minimum, include land use, transportation, housing, utilities, economic 
development, parks and recreation, capital facilities, shorelines, and rural elements. 

The GMA requires that the County use the following planning goals as a guide in developing and 
adopting its Comprehensive Plan:  

 Urban growth.  Encourage development in urban areas where adequate public facilities and 
services exist or can be provided in an efficient manner. 

 Reduce sprawl.  Reduce the inappropriate conversion of undeveloped land into sprawling, 
low-density development. 

 Transportation.  Encourage efficient multi-modal transportation systems that are based on 
regional priorities and coordinated with county and city comprehensive plans. 

 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. 

 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 
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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. 

 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. 

 Permits.  Applications for both state and local government permits should be processed in a 
timely and fair manner to ensure predictability. 

 Natural resource industries.  Maintain and enhance natural resource-based industries, 
including productive timber, agricultural and fisheries industries.  Encourage the conservation 
of productive forestlands and productive agricultural lands, and discourage incompatible 
uses. 

 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. 

 Environment.  Protect the environment and enhance the state's high quality of life, including 
air and water quality, and the availability of water. 

 Citizen participation and coordination.  Encourage the involvement of citizens in the planning 
process and ensure coordination between communities and jurisdictions to reconcile conflicts. 

 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. 

 Historic preservation.  Identify and encourage the preservation of lands, sites, and structures 
that have historical or archaeological significance. 

 Shoreline Management.  For shorelines of the state, the goals and policies of the shoreline 
management act as set forth in RCW 90.58.020 are added as one of the goals of the GMA. 

1.4. Amendments to the Comprehensive Plan 
The GMA requires that the comprehensive plan and development regulations be evaluated and 
reviewed on a continuing basis.  Amendments may not be considered more frequently than once a 
year unless an emergency is declared in accordance with the provisions of the GMA, or unless 
meeting one of the following exceptions [RCW 36.70A.130 (2)]:  
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 the initial adoption of a subarea plan that does not modify the comprehensive plan policies 
and designations applicable to the subarea; 

 the adoption or amendment of a shoreline master program under the procedures set forth in 
chapter 90.58 RCW; 

 the amendment of the capital facilities element of a comprehensive plan that occurs 
concurrently with the adoption or amendment of a county or city budget; and 

 the adoption of comprehensive plan amendments necessary to enact a planned action under 
the Washington State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA) and in accordance with a public 
participation plan. 

Currently, the County provides for an annual amendment process during which time the 
Transportation Element is updated to reflect any changes made to the 6 year Transportation 
Improvement Program (TIP).  

The GMA requires that the County update its Comprehensive Plan every 7 years beginning in 
2007.  The 2007 Plan Update is the County’s compliance with this requirement.  The GMA also 
requires that the County review its designated UGAs at least every 10 years.  Currently the 
County provides for a review of its designated UGAs every 5 years.  The process for amending 
the Comprehensive Plan is contained in the County’s development regulations.  

1.5. Relationship to Other Plans and Regulations 

1.5.1. County-Wide Planning Policies 
Growth management planning is a cooperative process that occurs between counties and the cities 
within it.  In order to balance land use, infrastructure, and finance effectively throughout a region, 
the GMA requires that a county and its cities establish county wide planning policies.  These 
policies are to serve as a framework for the development of each jurisdiction's comprehensive 
plan, thereby ensuring consistency among comprehensive plans and compliance with the 
requirements of the GMA. 

At a minimum, the GMA requires the county wide planning policies to address:  

 implementation of RCW 36.70A.110 (UGAs), 

 promotion of contiguous and orderly development and provision of urban services, 

 siting of public capital facilities, 

 transportation facilities and strategies, 

 affordable housing, 
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 joint county and city planning within UGAs, 

 county wide economic development and employment, and 

 analysis of fiscal impact. 

1.5.2. Comprehensive Plans of Incorporated Cities 
The comprehensive plans of individual cities serve as the plans for each of the incorporated areas 
in the County.  Although they appear in separate documents, these plans work functionally with 
the County’s Comprehensive Plan.  The goal is to achieve compatibility along jurisdictional 
boundaries and to create predictability for the planning and zoning in UGAs.  

1.5.3. Development Regulations 
Under the GMA, development regulations refer to “the controls placed on development or land 
use activities by a county, including, but not limited to, zoning ordinances, critical areas 
ordinances, shoreline master programs, official controls, planned unit development ordinances, 
subdivision ordinances, and binding site plan ordinances.”  [RCW 36.70A.030 (7)] 

The Planning Enabling Act states that official controls are “legislatively defined and enacted 
policies, standards, precise detailed maps and other criteria, all of which control the physical 
development of a county or any part thereof or any detail thereof, and are the means of translating 
into regulations and ordinances all or any part of the general objectives of the comprehensive 
plan.”  [RCW 36.70.020(11)] 

County development regulations address topics such as standards for zoning, subdivisions, roads, 
and environmental protection, and include other documents and regulations such as zoning maps 
and administrative procedures.  Simply put, development regulations implement the 
comprehensive plan.  The GMA requires that regulations be consistent with the goals and policies 
of the comprehensive plan.  Upon adoption of its Comprehensive Plan, the County reviews and 
updates its development regulations so they are consistent with the Comprehensive Plan.  

1.6. Overview of Walla Walla County 

1.6.1. Climate 
The climate varies widely in the County, mainly due to great differences in elevation.  Parts of the 
County are in low elevations of around 300-400 feet, and other areas are in higher elevation 
regions of around 4,300 feet.  Winters are generally moderated by prevailing westerly winds from 
the Pacific Ocean; however, extreme cold temperatures periodically occur during inflows of 
arctic air masses.  The County has one of the longest growing seasons in Eastern Washington, at 
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190-200 days.  A fairly mild temperate winter is usually experienced in the lower elevations, with 
colder temperatures and higher precipitation in the Blue Mountains and the surrounding foothills.  
In sharp contrast to the mild winter, the months of July and August tend to be extremely hot, with 
temperatures reaching in excess of 100 degrees F, often for weeks at a time. 

1.6.2. Precipitation 
Precipitation varies widely in the County, ranging from less than 10 inches in lower drier areas to 
over 60 inches in the high reaches of the Walla Walla River basin.  Most precipitation occurs in 
fall and winter and may occur as snow at higher elevations.  An average of about 10% of 
precipitation is snow at the 500- to 1,000-foot elevations whereas about 50% falls as snow at 
around the 5,000-foot level in the upper elevations of the Blue Mountains.  On average, less than 
13% of precipitation in the Walla Walla River basin falls in the months between the beginning of 
June and end of August.  Snow in the lower elevations tends to melt off rapidly, but snow pack 
accumulations in the mountainous regions of the watersheds (higher than 5,000 feet) can reach 8 
feet in wet years.  Snowmelt in the higher elevations tends to begin around March or April, 
creating freshet conditions in the creeks and rivers.  Significant amounts of precipitation can 
occur in summer due to intense showers associated with thunderstorms. 

1.6.3. Temperature 
Temperatures also vary greatly in the County, being dependent on the location and season.  As 
expected, higher elevations tend be colder than lower elevations.  For instance, the average 
annual temperature is about 53 degrees F at 500-foot elevation, and about 46 degrees F at 2,400 
feet in elevation.  Seasonal temperatures at Lowden (about 450-foot elevation) have ranged from 
36 degrees F during winter cold spells to 113 degrees F in summer heat waves. 

1.6.4. Topography 
The topography of the County, most of which is in the Walla Walla River basin, varies from 
wide, low elevation river valleys (350 to 500 feet) and rolling foothills to steep canyons (about 
4,300 feet) leading into the high elevations (6,000 feet) of the Blue Mountains.  The topography 
rises from west to east moving from the Columbia and Snake Rivers to the foothills of the Blue 
Mountains.  Consequently, most major creeks and rivers generally flow toward the west.  Nearly 
all of the land in the County lies below 4,300 feet.  Approximately 90% of the County lies 
between about 450 feet and 1,600 feet in elevation.  However, the watersheds of Mill Creek and 
the Touchet and Walla Walla Rivers originate outside of the County at elevations of about 6,000 
feet in the Blue Mountains. 

In general, the upper portions of the Walla Walla River basin (including the Touchet River, 
Coppei Creek, Dry Creek, Mill Creek, and numerous other smaller creeks) flow from steep, 
narrow, well-defined mountainous canyons.  Many of the lower reaches of the creeks and rivers 
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are inset in narrow steep-sided shallow canyons formed in easily erodible soils.  The shallow 
canyons are themselves inset into wide flood plains bounded on either side by gently rolling hills 
or steep walled bluffs.  The mouth of the Walla Walla River is at about 340 feet near Wallula. 

1.6.5. Soils  
Most soils in the County are composed of highly erodible loess and Missoula Flood outwash 
deposits.  Loess is composed of wind-blown loamy deposits and Missoula Flood outwash is 
composed of deposits of gravel and cobbles.  Loams are friable (crumbly) mixtures of sand, clay, 
silt, and organic matter, and are well suited to various types of irrigated or dryland agriculture.  
Contributing to their erodibility is the fact that in some of the foothill areas there are shallow 
deposits with sparse vegetation overlying basalt bedrock.  This leads to landslide hazards on 
steeper slopes during wet periods. 

The loess soil deposits, known as the Palouse Formation, cover most of the County.  The action 
of wind over many millennia eroded the bedrock into the characteristic gently rolling hills and 
deposited the loess throughout the region. 

River valley portions of the western area of the County are covered with the Touchet Beds.  
These are water-deposited soils composed of fine sands and silts with lenses of gravel.  Lower 
river valley soils are often composed of recent alluvium deposits. 

1.6.6. Geology and Mineral Resources 
The region is composed of an irregularly shaped portion of the Columbia River basin bounded on 
the south and east by the Blue Mountains, on the north and northwest by the Touchet Highlands, 
and on the west by the Columbia and Snake Rivers. 

The majority of the County is part of the Walla Walla River basin.  The Walla Walla River flows 
into the Columbia River near Wallula.  The Walla Walla River basin (and the County) is located 
between the physiographic regions of the Blue Mountains and the Columbia River Plateau.  
Geologic folding and faults in the region formed the Walla Walla River basin.  The County is 
underlain by the Columbia River Basalt Group that was formed by successive lava flows during 
the Miocene Age (15-20 million years ago).  The basalt is over 6,000 feet thick in some areas.  
Individual lava flows tend to be on the order of 50 to 150 feet thick.  Gravel and clays overlie the 
basalt.  The soils discussed above overlie the gravel and clay materials.  

1.6.7. Hydrology and Water Resources 
The main waterways in the County are:  

 Columbia River (forms entire western boundary of the County) 

Walla Walla County Comprehensive Plan 1-8 December 2007 



Introduction 

 Snake River (forms entire northern boundary of the County) 

 Walla Walla River (tributary of the Columbia River) 

 Touchet River (including Coppei Creek, tributary of the Walla Walla River) 

 Dry Creek (tributary of the Walla Walla River) 

 Mill Creek (including Blue Creek, tributary of the Walla Walla River) 

 Miscellaneous small creeks (some partially regulated by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
(Corps) Mill Creek Project) 

Walla Walla River 
The mainstem of the Walla Walla River originates at the confluence of the north and south forks 
approximately 4 miles southeast of Milton Freewater, Oregon.  The river flows through Milton 
Freewater and continues northward into Washington where it begins to flow westward toward its 
confluence with the Columbia River.  The eastern 20% of the Walla Walla River basin lies in the 
Blue Mountains where streams flow down from steep rocky canyons to the basin floor below.  
The main part of the basin is composed of valley plains and rocky canyons of weathered basalt. 

Flows in the Walla Walla River vary dramatically depending on the season and location.  Part of 
this variability is due to natural climatic processes such as spring thaws and dry summers.  
Variability is also caused by the satisfaction of water rights.  During much of the irrigation season 
consumptive water rights exceed the natural river flow in some areas, resulting in great stresses 
on ecological and hydrologic systems. 

Touchet River and Coppei Creek 
The largest tributary of the Walla Walla River is the Touchet River.  The Touchet River flows 
into the Walla Walla River near Touchet and drains approximately 733 square miles, much of it 
valley bottomland.  The mainstem of the Touchet River begins about 2 miles above Dayton in 
Columbia County, where the east and south forks combine.  The river flows from Dayton 
westerly for about 34 miles through Waitsburg, Prescott, and on to State Route (SR) 125 and 
Greenville Road, where the river turns and flows south for about 29 miles.  There it joins the 
Walla Walla River at Touchet.  Coppei Creek, draining about 36 square miles (mostly steep 
forested canyons), is a major tributary of the Touchet River.  Coppei Creek joins the Touchet 
River near Waitsburg.  Both the Touchet River and Coppei Creek contribute to flooding problems 
in Waitsburg.  Most of the Touchet River below Dayton flows through relatively flat valley land 
surrounded by cultivated rolling hills.  This valley ranges in width from about 0.5 to 3 miles and 
is covered with alluvial deposits of silt and gravel. 

Seasonal flows in the Touchet River and Coppei Creek vary widely for the same reasons as the 
Walla Walla River.  Most of the annual Touchet River flows are derived from snowmelt.  The 
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river can experience high flows due to intense rainstorms; however, the majority of floods tend to 
occur due to rapid melting of low elevation snow, sometimes in conjunction with rainfall.  Peak 
monthly flows tend to occur in April.  The tributary area of the Touchet River at its confluence 
with the Walla Walla River is about 750 square miles.  The tributary area of the Touchet River 
after the confluence of Coppei Creek is about 358 square miles.  Most of the summer Touchet 
River flow is derived from snowmelt in the upper watershed, so flows may not increase 
proportionately with basin size as one moves into the lower basin.  Summer and early fall flow 
values are likely much lower due to irrigation withdrawals.  

Dry Creek  
Dry Creek is a tributary of the Walla Walla River.  The Dry Creek watershed is about 240 square 
miles in size and is composed mainly of gently rolling farmland.  About 88% of the basin lies 
below the 2,000-foot elevation.  Dry Creek begins at nearly 4,800 feet in the Blue Mountains and 
flows for about 40 miles in a southwesterly direction until it discharges into the Walla Walla 
River near Lowden.  Stream grades for lower portions of the creek are on the order of 25 feet of 
drop per mile of length. 

Mill Creek and Blue Creek 
Mill Creek is a tributary of the Walla Walla River.  The Mill Creek basin is about 165 square 
miles at its mouth where it combines with the Walla Walla River.  In general, Mill Creek can be 
divided into three distinct reaches described below. 

Upper Mill Creek 
The Upper Mill Creek basin is in the steep parts of the Blue Mountains at an elevation of about 
6,000 feet.  The creek flows through narrow steep canyons of the Blue Mountains for about 15 
miles where it enters an alluvial plain several miles east of the City of Walla Walla.  The upper 
reach of Mill Creek falls about 72 feet per mile and has a channel which averages 4 to 5 feet deep 
and 90 feet wide and is bounded by steep rocky canyon walls.  The community of Kooskooskie is 
located in the upper reach of Mill Creek about 10 miles above the City of Walla Walla. 

Walla Walla Portion of Mill Creek  
The Corps has constructed a diversion structure on Mill Creek about a mile above Walla Walla to 
allow diversion of water to an off stream storage site (Bennington Lake).  This system is part of a 
flood control project to protect the City of Walla Walla.  Mill Creek below the diversion and 
through Walla Walla consists of an improved concrete channel with vertical sides, and other 
sections that are artificially widened with steep banks.  A portion of the concrete channel passes 
under downtown buildings in a tunnel structure.  The improved channel, diversion dam, and 
reservoir were built in response to a devastating flood in Walla Walla that occurred in 1931.  Mill 
Creek drops about 50 feet per mile though this reach. 
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Lower Mill Creek 
From Gose Street to the mouth of Mill Creek (about 6 miles), where it discharges into the Walla 
Walla River, the channel drops an average of 40 feet per mile.  The creek flows through an 
alluvial valley with a channel depth of about 5 feet and an average width of about 80 to 90 feet. 

1.6.8. Geohydrology 
In addition to surface streams, the County is underlain by two subsurface aquifers, which supply 
approximately 60% of total water rights in the Walla Walla River basin.  A deep basalt aquifer, 
covering approximately 2,500 square miles, lies beneath a smaller and shallower gravel aquifer, 
which covers approximately 190 square miles.  While the basalt aquifer underlies the entire river 
basin, the gravel aquifer is located in the basin’s central lowlands, near the City of Walla Walla 
(HDR/EES 2005). 

The gravel aquifer, which is hydraulically connected to the overlying surface streams, readily 
receives recharge from these surface flows.  Due to its porous nature, the gravel aquifer is 
susceptible to contamination from surface pollutants, such as agricultural chemicals or leaking 
septic systems.  While the gravel aquifer is used almost exclusively for agriculture, most wells 
into the basalt aquifer are located southeast of the City of Walla Walla and are used primarily to 
supply municipal and industrial uses (HDR/EES 2005). 

1.6.9. Vegetation Resources 
The two primary habitat types in the County are agricultural/pasture and shrub-steppe.  The 
Washington State Department of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW) lists shrub-steppe as a Priority 
Habitat under its Priority Habitats and Species program due to its high habitat value and because 
of the unique assemblages of plant and wildlife species that are associated with it.  Shrub-steppe 
habitat was historically dominant in the County; however, much of it has been converted to the 
agricultural habitat type, which now dominates the central portion of the County.  Evergreen 
forest dominated by Douglas fir and Grand fir occurs in the higher elevations near the Blue 
Mountains, and a riparian vegetation community dominated by cottonwood, white alder, willow, 
and various shrubs occurs along streams and rivers throughout the Walla Walla River basin.  The 
conversion from shrub-steppe to agriculture has affected the lowland riparian vegetation in some 
areas, resulting in the drastic reduction or complete elimination of native shrubs and grasses.  
Many of the native sagebrush and bunchgrasses have been replaced with lesser quality rabbit 
brush, cheat grass, yellow star thistle and other undesirable grasses and broadleaf weeds. 

1.6.10. Fish and Wildlife Resources 
Wildlife habitat, dictated primarily by vegetation condition and the occurrence and proportion of 
vegetation types, is of relatively high quality in the upper reaches of the main rivers and 
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tributaries (Walla Walla River, Touchet River, and Mill Creek).  The mountain and foothill 
forests and associated habitats provide the essential life requisites for large mammals such as elk, 
mule and white tailed deer, black bear, coyote, mountain lion, and bobcat.  Furbearers such as 
beaver, river otter, mink, and raccoon are common.  Ruffed grouse, woodpeckers, a variety 
aquatic species, hummingbirds, and dozens of other songbirds inhabit the upper drainages. 

Habitat complexity and quality in the lowland valleys is influenced by the presence of highly 
cultivated agricultural lands and remnant riparian strips and pockets.  Wildlife species that 
currently live in these habitats include white tailed and mule deer, ring necked pheasant, quail, 
mourning dove, and a variety of raptors, songbirds, and small mammals. 

The Walla Walla River and the Touchet River are reported to have historically supported 
Chinook, coho, and chum salmon, though their presence was confined to the lower stream 
reaches.  Currently, the watershed supports bull trout and steelhead, which are considered 
threatened species under the Federal Endangered Species Act, as well as mountain whitefish.  
(HDR/EES 2005) 

A large expanse of relatively high quality riparian habitat exists on the 1,896 acre Wallula Habitat 
Management Unit that is managed in 2007 by the Corps.  This unit is located at the mouth of the 
Walla Walla River and offers a mixture of cottonwood forest, various shrubs, wetlands, 
sagebrush, and agricultural lands used by dozens of species of waterfowl, shorebirds and 
songbirds, raptors, upland game birds, mule and white tailed deer, furbearers, and small 
mammals.  Additionally, the McNary National Wildlife Refuge and Recreation Area near 
Burbank contains more than 15,000 acres of habitat for migratory birds and developing fall 
Chinook salmon.  Rare and endangered birds, including bald eagles and peregrine falcons, are 
found here, as are thousands of colonial nesting water birds using river islands for safe nesting.  
(U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 2007) 

1.6.11. Scenic and Aesthetic Resources 
The main scenic area of the County is found in the Blue Mountains.  Other scenic areas are found 
along the rivers and creeks, particularly along the Columbia and Snake Rivers and the upper Mill 
Creek area.  U.S. Highway 12 is a Designated Heritage Corridor from the Snake River to the City 
of Walla Walla.  There are also scenic areas along the Touchet and Walla Walla Rivers and at 
Bennington Lake.  The majority of the remaining County is characterized by rolling farmland 
under private and/or corporate ownership. 

1.6.12. Historic and Cultural Resources 
Native Americans (Umatilla, Walla Walla, and Cayuse Tribes) were the first people in recorded 
history to live in Walla Walla County.  Lewis and Clark explored the area between 1804 and 
1806.  Missionary settlements were established around 1836.  The City of Walla Walla was 
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settled in 1859 and became the County Seat on November 7, 1859.  The County and its cities 
contain numerous historic and cultural resources that reflect the unique heritage of this area. 

1.7. Comprehensive Plan Vision 

1.7.1. Introduction 
As part of the 2007 Plan Update preparation, vision workshops were conducted in May and June 
2007.  Five meetings were held in various locations, including Burbank, Walla Walla, Waitsburg, 
and Touchet.  The purpose of the meetings was to discuss a draft vision statement that would be 
added to the Comprehensive Plan to help guide and direct plan elements.  A vision statement is 
presented below based on the goals and policies found in the current County Comprehensive Plan 
and refinements made following the vision workshops. 

1.7.2. Vision Statement 
The County was established in 1875 and encompasses approximately 814,000 acres.  Of this 
amount, about 804,000 acres are in unincorporated areas of the County and are home to 16,995 
people (29% of the County’s 2007 population).  The remaining 10,000 acres are located in the 
cities of Walla Walla, College Place, Waitsburg, and Prescott and are home to 41,305 people 
(71% of the County’s 2007 population). 

The County has been known historically for its agricultural-based economy, including production 
of wheat, onions, cherries, grapes, apples, and a variety of other crops.  More recently the County 
has gained renown for its wine industry.  In addition, diverse employment opportunities provided 
by other major employers, such as hospitals, colleges, the Corps, and the Washington State 
Penitentiary have helped stabilize the county’s overall economy. 

Building off its strong history, the County seeks to shape its future in ways that will maintain the 
quality of life that makes the County a special place to live and work.  

We envision a future in which:  

 our diverse economy strengthens and grows;  

 our agricultural enterprises thrive;  

 our natural systems are protected;  

 our rural lifestyle is maintained; 

 our small towns retain their unique character;  
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 our cities provide a mix of residential, commercial, educational, cultural, and recreational 
opportunities; 

 our range of housing choices expands;  

 our range of employment opportunities grows; and 

 our historic places are retained and respected.  

This vision statement describes many themes important to the citizens of the County.  In turn, the 
themes relate to individual elements of the Comprehensive Plan.  While the elements are each 
described individually, they are balanced together as a whole in a Comprehensive Plan.  

Walla Walla County’s vision for 2025 includes: 

 Rural Lands: We support a rural lifestyle and sense of community by offering rural housing 
choices and promoting a vital rural-based agricultural, resource, and commercial economy.  

 Resource Lands: We wisely manage our resource lands to enhance agricultural productivity; 
maintain commercially viable mineral lands; and protect areas for livestock grazing and 
timber harvesting.  We recognize the right to farm and to be stewards of our resource lands 
for the long term.  

 Housing: We encourage a variety of housing opportunities to choose from in the urban and 
rural areas.  We maintain and provide for housing that meets a range of incomes.   

 Economic Development: We encourage a diverse economy that supports a range of 
agricultural, tourism, institutional, industrial, and commercial enterprises.  We are committed 
to creating economic opportunities for all citizens and expanding our tax base. 

 Natural Environment: We preserve the health of our natural environment by protecting, 
rehabilitating, and enhancing our natural areas while supporting sustainable agricultural, 
residential, and commercial growth.  We value the Blue Mountains; the Walla Walla, 
Touchet, Snake, and Columbia River systems; our watershed areas; wildlife habitat areas; and 
the open spaces and recreation areas that provide respite.  

 Urban Growth: We manage urban growth to create healthy urban areas with diverse 
employment and housing opportunities and minimal impacts to rural and resource areas.  We 
encourage growth in UGAs with access to adequate facilities and services.  

 Transportation: We establish a transportation system in concert with other public agencies 
that provides for safe, efficient, and flexible movement from, within, and through the County 
to other destinations.  We support an integrated network of road, rail, air, water borne transit, 
and non-motorized (bicycle, pedestrian) modes of travel.  Transportation systems support 
future land use and respect the urban and rural character of the county.  
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 Public Services: We work in cooperation with other public agencies to ensure there are 
efficient and high quality public services and facilities to meet community needs for water, 
wastewater treatment, public safety, recreation, and transportation 

 Community Dialogue and Creativity:  We provide for citizen dialogue and inter-jurisdictional 
cooperation, promote volunteerism, and creatively plan for our future within our resources.  

1.8. Public Participation in the 2007 Plan Update 
The County has conducted a variety of public participation efforts during the 2007 
Comprehensive Plan Update planning process to provide information and obtain public comment. 

At the beginning of the process, county staff established a website dedicated solely to the 2007 
update of the comprehensive plan.  Following implementation of the website there were seven 
public workshops for visioning and receiving comments on the draft plan held in the spring and 
fall; two meetings for an Ad-Hoc Economic Development Committee appointed by the Board of 
County Commissioners held in the summer; a public meeting held by the Board of County 
Commissioners in July; three public hearings, one in July, one in November, and one in 
December; three joint workshop meetings held by the Board of County Commissioners and the 
Planning Commission, one in July and two in October; and briefings provided by staff and the 
County’s consultants at several regular Board and Planning Commission meetings.  All meetings 
were open to the public. 

Throughout the public involvement process Community Development Department staff updated 
the website on a regular basis to keep the public aware of upcoming events and comprehensive 
plan related materials.  In addition, county staff maintained a list of interested persons and 
organizations who requested additional information.  Notices of public meetings and updates on 
the County’s progress were sent by e-mail to these persons and organizations.  A more detailed 
description of the public involvement process is provided in Appendix B to the Comprehensive 
Plan. 

1.9. Comprehensive Plan Contents and Integrated Format 
SEPA is intended to ensure that the built and natural environments are considered in decision-
making by state and local governments.  The GMA is intended to guide development and the 
adoption of comprehensive plans and development regulations.  Because these two processes 
require similar considerations, integration eliminates duplication of effort and assures consistency 
between requirements. 

The integrated Comprehensive Plan and EIS document is structured as shown in Table 1-1.  
Volume I contains the 2007 Comprehensive Plan.  Volume II contains the Final EIS that 

Walla Walla County Comprehensive Plan 1-15 December 2007 



Introduction 

accompanies the 2007 Comprehensive Plan.  Related development regulations have been 
finalized in a separate ordinance.   

Table 1-1. Walla Walla County Integrated Comprehensive Plan and EIS 
Volume Contents 

Volume I: Policy Document – 2007 
Comprehensive Plan Update 

County Comprehensive Plan consistent with the Growth Management Act. 

Amendments to implementing development regulations addressing approved non-county 
amendment requests and major and minor consistency corrections.  See ordinances 
under separate cover. 

Volume II: Final Environmental 
Impact Statement (Final EIS) 

No Action, Proposed Action, and Preferred Alternative environmental analysis as 
required by SEPA. 

Summarizes policies and regulations that serve as mitigation measures. 
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