
   

Chapter 2. Critical Areas Element 

2.1. Introduction 
The Growth Management Act (GMA) requires that all cities and counties identify, designate, and 
protect critical areas.  Critical areas are defined as wetlands, fish and wildlife conservation areas, 
frequently flooded areas, geologically hazardous areas, and areas with critical recharging effect 
on aquifers used for potable water. 

The intent of this element is to protect the health, safety, and welfare of the citizens of the County 
and of their descendants; to provide protection and benefit to wildlife; to protect critical resources 
of the County that are essential such as water, soil, and air quality; to provide for development, 
recreation, and education; and to maintain options for future generations to enjoy the quality of 
life unique to the County.  The planning process attempts to protect what critical areas are left, to 
reduce the rate of loss, and to recreate critical areas where possible. 

2.1.1. Applicable Growth Management Act Goals 
The GMA contains the following planning goals relevant to critical areas in the County:   

 Environment.  Protect the environment and enhance the State's high quality of life, including 
air and water quality, and the availability of water.  (Revised Code of Washington [RCW] 
36.70A.020(10)) 

 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.  (RCW 36.70A.020(9)) 
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2.1.2. Applicable County-Wide Planning Policies 
The following County-wide planning policies are relevant to the critical areas goals and policies: 

2.10 The county is a steward of natural resources such as water, wildlife and habitat and 
should take care to minimize the adverse impacts of growth and development when they 
occur in resource and critical areas. 

11.1. Because Walla Walla County is unique and diverse in its climate, topography and land 
uses, the protection of resource lands and critical areas which may not be considered 
prime or of long term commercial significance under the GMA Minimum Guidelines 
shall still be a priority for the county. 

11.3. Priority should be given to preserving and protecting resource and critical lands.  
Development that is permitted that is associated or adjacent to these areas should be 
properly managed. 

11.5. The county will continue to utilize the Federal Emergency Management Agency program 
for floodplain management. 

11.7 The designations and policies contained in this element shall be in conformance with 
those contained in each jurisdiction’s ordinance implementing the State Environmental 
Policy Act and with the Shoreline Master Program. 

11.8 All jurisdictions shall strive to protect and enhance critical wildlife areas through 
comprehensive plans and policies, and develop regulations that reflect natural constraints 
and protect sensitive features. 

11.9 All jurisdictions shall strive to ensure that priority wildlife species do not become 
imperiled or extinct due to land use changes, habitat alteration, and other human activities 

11.10 All jurisdictions shall adopt protection measures for wetlands and riparian areas to protect 
human values and functions, protect water quality, reduce public costs, prevent 
environmental degradation, and protect fish and wildlife habitat.  Protection measures 
will reflect the importance and vulnerability of different classes of wetlands. 

11.11 All jurisdictions shall minimize fragmentation of habitat by protecting important 
interconnecting corridors to form a continuous network of wildlife habitat via dedication, 
purchase, land exchange or easements where appropriate. 

11.12 All jurisdictions shall coordinate with state and federal agencies concerned with wildlife 
resources in land use planning activities that may impact those resources. 

11.15 Wetlands definitions and delineation shall be consistent between the county and the 
municipalities. 
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11.17 Each jurisdiction shall identify open space corridors and work together to plan for those 
that cross jurisdictional boundaries. 

11.18 As critical lands are inventoried and classified consistent with GMA guidelines, the 
county, cities and resource agencies will attempt to replace those land uses negatively 
impacted by such a designation. 

11.19 The county and municipalities support the concept of wetland banking, or other 
acceptable methods, as an incentive to create, enhance, or restore wetland values in 
anticipation of a future project that will potentially impact a wetland or buffer. 

11.20 Walla Walla County discourages additional acquisition of large parcels of critical lands 
by state and federal agencies. 

2.1.3. Relationship to Vision Statement 
The County Vision Statement promotes environmental protection, as follows: 

 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. 

2.2. Existing Conditions and Relevant Goals and Policies 
The majority of the land in the County is in private ownership (98%), with most land outside the 
cities in agricultural use.  The remaining lands are owned by various federal, State, and private 
agencies.  Because such a high percentage of the County is in private ownership, there is 
opportunity for private citizens and public agencies to work together for common goals in the 
management of these lands.   

Several codes, regulations, and programs help to implement this element, including the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) flood regulations, Federal Clean Water Act, 
Washington State Watershed Planning Act, Washington State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA), 
the Shoreline Management Act, and locally, the WRIA 32 Watershed Plan and the Walla Walla 
County Critical Areas Code, which was adopted in 1995.   

Since 2001 a tremendous amount of time and energy has been spent by citizens, agencies, tribes, 
interest groups, County staff, and County officials developing a water management plan for 
portions of Walla Walla County and Columbia County.  The Plan addresses instream flow, water 
quantity, water quality and habitat.  A Walla Walla Watershed Detailed Implementation Plan 
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identifies the highest priority projects and directs the implementation of the plan over a multi-year 
period. 

State law requires that the County’s critical areas regulations be updated by December 1, 2008. 

2.2.1. Wetlands and Riparian Habitat 
Within the County, much of the presettlement habitat has been altered and little original habitat 
exists.  There are few undisturbed streams and wetlands.  A large portion of the wetlands in the 
County, particularly those of higher quality, are in State or federal ownership and management. 

Wetlands are identified by the National Wetland Inventory Maps and by on-site observation.  
Riparian habitat is identified on the Washington State Department of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW) 
Priority Habitat Maps. 

2.2.2. Wildlife Habitat 
The original landscape of the County was mostly grasslands, with considerable shrub-steppe 
lands.  Today there is relatively little shrub-steppe and practically no native short-grassed prairie 
lands left.  The Federal Agricultural Conservation Reserve Program directly benefits wildlife in 
providing habitat.  Additionally, streams, rivers, and wetlands in the County provide habitat for 
birds and small animals.  

2.2.3. Flood Hazards 
The County has flood hazard areas.  These areas can provide a challenge for the protection of life 
and property.  The County has addressed flood hazard areas through an adopted Comprehensive 
Flood Hazard Management Plan (2000) and through its zoning code.   

The County is concerned about public safety in flood hazard areas, and therefore makes flood risk 
information available to the public.  Flood risk information alerts prospective buyers that a 
property is in an area of special flood hazard and that those who occupy the areas of special flood 
hazard assume responsibility for their actions.  To help alleviate the potential financial hardship 
associated with living in a flood hazard area the County administers a FEMA-approved flood 
program which enables citizens of the County to be eligible for flood insurance.   

2.2.4. Geologically Hazardous Areas 
The County has two major geologically hazardous area issues.  The County is located within 
Zone 2B on the Uniform Building Code (UBC) Seismic Risk map for Washington.  Earthquakes 
are the major potential geologic hazard in Zone 2B.  The second geological hazard in the county 
is steep slope failure due to saturated soils. 
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2.2.5. Aquifer Recharge Areas 
It is recognized that County aquifers and aquifer recharge areas are a finite resource with 
development limits and that there is a need to protect groundwater quality from adverse impacts.  
Protection of aquifers and ground and surface water has been and must continue to be a 
cooperative effort of all water users: individuals, industrial and agricultural users, small 
businesses, and public agencies.  The Strategic Plan for Shallow Aquifer Recharge in the Walla 
Walla Basin identifies, enables and informs adaptive actions that water stewards can take to 
improve the flow of water into, through and out of the shallow gravel aquifer.  Recommended 
actions include monitoring and evaluation, goal setting, and design, permitting, funding and 
implementation of aquifer recharge systems.  The discussion regarding future water supplies is 
essential for the continued well-being of all. 

Many studies have been conducted regarding the quantity and the quality of the underground 
aquifers including: 

 Groundwater in the Walla Walla Basin, OR-WA-Part I. Department of the Interior, United 
States Geological Survey, Piper, A.M., T.W. Robinson, and H.E. Thomas.  1933.  

 Groundwater in the Walla Walla Basin, OR-WA-Part II.  Department of the Interior, United 
States Geological Survey, Piper, A.M., T.W. Robinson, and H.E. Thomas.  1933.  

 Geology and Groundwater Resources of the Walla Walla River Basin.  Water Supply Bulletin 
#21.  Washington Department of Conservation, Division of Water Resources, Newcomb, 
R.C. 1965.  

 A Geohydrologic Reconnaissance of NW Walla Walla County, State Dept. of Water 
Resources, 1968. 

 Appraisal of Ground Water Availability & Management Projections, Walla Walla River 
Basin.  United States Geological Survey, MacNish, R.D., Myers, and R.A. Barker.  1973.  

 Walla Walla County Comprehensive Water Plan, funded by CTED and HUD and prepared 
by CH2MHill, 1974. 

 Water Pollution Control and Abatement Plan for WRIAs 32 and 33, funded by CTED and 
HUD and prepared by CH2MHill, 1974. 

 Water Quality Management Plan, WRIAs 32 & 33, DOE, 1975. 

 Digital model of the gravel aquifer, Walla Walla Basin.  United States Geological Survey, 
MacNish, R.D. and R.A. Barker.  1976.  

 Water Resources Management Project, Walla Walla River Basin, DOE, 1977. 

 A Review of Water-Well Data from the Unconfined Aquifer in the Eastern and Southern 
Parts of the Pasco Basin, Randall Brown, USDOE, 1979. 
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 Western Walla Walla County Coordinated Water System Plan, 1982 and updated 1998. 

 Irrigation Water Use Efficiency Demonstration Project, DOE funded and prepared by WSU, 
1991. 

 Walla Walla River Basin, Oregon and Washington, Reconnaissance Report, Corps of 
Engineers, 1993. 

 Walla Walla/College Place Coordinated Water System Plan, updated in 1994. 

 Pre-Ground Water Management Area Study, 1995. 

 Pesticide Residue in the Walla Walla Surficial Aquifer, DOE, 1995. 

 Basin Assessment, DOE, 1995. 

 Walla Walla Watershed Initial Assessment, Pacific Groundwater Group, May 1995.  

 United States Army Corps of Engineers.  Walla Walla River Watershed, Oregon and 
Washington, Reconnaissance Report.  Walla Walla District, Walla Walla, WA, 1997.  

 Hudson Bay Aquifer Recharge Project – Annual Report 2004, Hudson Bay District 
Improvement Company and Walla Walla Basin Watershed Council, Bower, Robert, 2004.  

 Hydrogeologic Assessment of the Mill Creek and Yellowhawk Creek Areas, Walla Walla 
County, Washington, Lindsey, Kevin, December 2004.  

 WRIA 32 Watershed Plan (with emphasis on Section 7 – Groundwater Management 
Strategy), Walla Walla WRIA 32 Watershed Planning Unit, HDR-EES, et al., June 2005.  

 Walla Walla Watershed Detailed Implementation Plan, HDR, June, 2006. 

 Strategic Plan for Shallow Aquifer Recharge in the Walla Walla Basin, compiled by John 
Warinner, PE, Fountainhead, June, 2006. 

 Snake River Salmon Recovery Plan for SE Washington, Snake River Salmon Recovery 
Board, December, 2006. 

There continue to be studies underway that will provide additional information regarding long 
term groundwater supplies.    

2.2.6. Critical Areas Goals and Policies 

Goal CA 1. Promote public health, safety and welfare, economic and 
environmental well being in the County for present and 
future citizens by identifying and protecting critical areas.   
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Policy CA-1 Update studies on a regular basis to identify critical areas and make the 
information available to the public.   

Policy CA-2 Provide technical assistance and education to applicants and interested parties on 
critical areas and applicable regulations.   

Policy CA-3 Prepare materials which enable citizens to clearly understand the location of 
critical areas on and adjacent to their property, what obligations, rights, and 
opportunities they have regarding those critical areas and how those critical areas 
affect future land use management practices and options.   

Policy CA-4 Avoid unnecessary interjurisidictional duplication in the identification and 
regulation of critical areas, and promote cooperation and coordination between 
land owners and regulators whenever possible in addressing critical areas.   

Policy CA-5 Provide methods to avoid, minimize, and mitigate, when addressing critical 
areas, including innovative techniques such as wetland banking, vegetation 
management, clustered development, planned unit development, replacement 
ratios, density limitations, and enhancement options.   

Policy CA-6 Convert, update, and maintain critical area/flood mapping in a digital format 
whenever possible.  Make this data available to the public via the Internet if 
feasible.   

Policy CA-7 Promote public health and welfare by instituting local measures to protect, 
preserve and enhance where applicable, wetlands for their associated values that 
exist in this county.  Wetlands serve a variety of vital functions, including, but 
not limited to:  flood storage and conveyance, water quality protection, recharge 
and discharge areas for groundwater, erosion control, sediment control, fish and 
wildlife habitat, recreation, education, and scientific research.   

Policy CA-8 Implement wetland protection strategies that will achieve, to the maximum extent 
possible, a zero net loss of natural wetlands acreage, functions, and values.  If 
possible, when faced with a loss, Walla Walla County will implement wetland 
banking practices.   

Goal CA 2. Recognize the importance of fish and wildlife habitat 
conservation areas while at the same time working towards a 
balance between preservation of those lands and the 
continuation of agriculture, forestry, mining and managed 
growth.   
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Policy CA-9 Minimize construction of structural shoreline stabilization and flood control 
works in favor of methods utilizing setback levees and bioengineering.   

Policy CA-10 Provide suitable wildlife corridors to prevent isolation of populations by utilizing 
land features such as riparian zones/floodplains and ridges which provide natural 
connecting corridors.   

Policy CA-11 Balance the designation of Fish and Wildlife Habitat Conservation Areas with 
the needs of existing resource activities (agriculture, grazing, forestry, and 
mining).   

Policy CA-12 Allow for man-made corridors such as railroads, canals and power line 
rights-of-way, etc., to function as suitable connecting corridors for wildlife if 
suitably wide and well located.   

Policy CA-13 Address fish and wildlife critical area concerns regarding development early in 
the planning process while plans are most flexible.   

Policy CA-14 Encourage economically feasible mitigation efforts with respect to Priority 
Species habitat.   

Goal CA 3. Utilize floodplain planning to protect human life and health 
as well as the riparian ecosystem in order to minimize public 
and private economic losses and expenditures related to 
flood control and to protect and preserve wildlife habitat.   

Policy CA-15 Use the FEMA supplied Flood Insurance Rate Maps and Floodway maps to 
determine areas of special flood hazard.   

Policy CA-16 Refine and improve upon FEMA flood mapping whenever possible by working 
with the Corps of Engineers, FEMA, individual agencies, and landowners.   

Goal CA 4. Reduce the threat posed to the health and safety of citizens 
that could occur when development is sited in areas of 
significant geologic hazard.   

Policy CA-17 Implement development regulations that minimize risk to the public health, 
safety, and welfare in areas of significant geologic hazard.   

Goal CA 5. Ensure an adequate, safe water supply through the 
protection of both the quantity and quality of ground and 
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surface water for a variety of beneficial uses such as public 
consumption, agriculture, industry, and habitat protection.   

Policy CA-18 Implement development regulations to manage stormwater to: a) protect water 
and habitat resources; b) protect private and public property and infrastructure; 
and c) protect public safety, health, and welfare.   

Policy CA-19 Encourage the construction of facilities and technologies that minimize adverse 
stormwater runoff and air quality impacts.   
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