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Chapter 6. Rural and Resource Lands Element 

6.1. Introduction and Overview 

The Rural and Resource Lands Element addresses unincorporated portions of the County outside 

of UGAs, whereas Chapter 5, Land Use Element, principally addresses urban areas.  The Land 

Use Element and the Rural and Resource Lands Element together form the basis for future land 

use patterns and decisions in unincorporated areas of the County.  The policies in the Rural and 

Resource Lands Element work in tandem with the Walla Walla County Land Use Map, which 

illustrates the location of various land use categories.  This map is shown in Chapter 5, along with 

UGA maps.  Close-up land use maps of rural communities and resource areas are provided in this 

Rural and Resource Lands Element.  

As of 2007, the total County population equaled 58,300.  About 71% of the population lives in 

cities and Urban Growth Areas (UGAs), while about 29% of the population lives in rural areas of 

the County.  About 98% of the County land lies outside of UGAs, with 89% of County lands in 

resource designations, 8% in rural designations, and about 1% in public uses, making rural and 

resource lands important for the County and those that choose to live or work in them. 

6.1.1. Applicable Growth Management Act Goals 

The Growth Management Act (GMA) includes the following goals applicable to rural and 

resource lands: 

 Reduce sprawl.  Reduce the inappropriate conversion of undeveloped land into sprawling, 

low-density development.  (Revised Code of Washington [RCW] 36.70A.020(2)) 

 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.  (RCW 36.70A.020(8)) 
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Rural and resource lands are located outside of UGAs and consist of pastoral communities and 

agricultural and extractive industries that must take place outside of urban areas.  Rural and 

resource lands are not primary areas targeted for growth, which is directed predominantly to 

urban lands.  Rural density levels are planned to be very low to avoid sprawl, and allowable uses 

are planned to be compatible with productive resource activities.  In rural areas, counties can 

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” [RCW 

36.70A.070(5)(b)].  

6.1.2. Applicable County-Wide Planning Policies 

County-wide planning policies help define rural lands, appropriate land uses and service levels, 

and unique rural features and innovative land use techniques.  County-wide planning policies 

define rural lands:  

10.1 Rural lands are distinguished from Urban Growth Areas and from agricultural, forestry 

and mineral lands and shall have an appropriate level of services established. 

10.2 Rural lands may be lands that are not suited for agricultural or forest production, but have 

physical or economic barriers preventing the provision of urban level services. 

County-wide planning policies address appropriate rural land use patterns and service levels: 

10.3 Rural lands are characterized by a lower level of services; mixed residential, agricultural, 

and open space uses; broad vista, parcels of varying sizes; a variety of housing types and 

small unincorporated communities. 

10.4 Rural lands often have an established land use pattern that precludes urbanization and are 

generally served by septic tanks and individual wells or a small community water system 

and are anticipated to continue as such. 

10.7 The county should promote the retention of its overall character by establishing zoning 

classifications that preserve that [sic] rural / agrarian atmosphere. 

10.8 Development in rural areas is subject to agricultural [and] forestry activities that may take 

place as a right on adjacent properties. 

10.9 Rural land adjacent to commercial agricultural or forestry uses may require buffering. 
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County-wide planning policies address unique rural features or innovative land use techniques: 

10.5 Rural Service Centers are small unincorporated communities generally providing limited 

commercial services, a post office, a school, agricultural services, and a variety of 

housing types. 

10.6 The use of innovative land use techniques that may include planned unit developments, 

transfer of development rights, cluster development, density bonuses, etc., should be 

given priority in rural areas to both lessen the impacts upon the environment and 

traditional agricultural / forestry uses and to more economically provide services. 

10.10 Varying densities of rural lands or “urban reserve” areas should be considered at the 

urban interface to ensure eventual orderly inclusion. 

10.11 A certain level of mixed uses in rural areas and rural service centers is acceptable and 

may include limited commercial, service, and industrial uses. 

County-wide planning policies address resource lands, as follows: 

11.2 The forest lands of Walla Walla County, while not of long-term commercial significance, 

are to still be considered to be an important resource because they support livestock 

grazing, timber harvesting, provide wildlife habitat and serve as an aquifer recharge area. 

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. 

11.13 Comprehensive plans should provide for appropriately located lands to provide for an 

adequate supply of rock and gravel resources. 

11.16 Comprehensive plans will reflect a “Right to Farm” in agricultural areas. 

6.1.3. Relationship to Vision Statement 

The Rural and Resource Lands Element is guided by the following Vision Statement components: 

 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.  
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6.2. Rural Lands: Existing Conditions and Relevant Goals 
and Policies 

6.2.1. Introduction 

The GMA requires counties to include a Rural Element that applies to lands that are not 

designated for urban growth, agriculture, forest, or mineral resources.  The GMA states that “the 

rural element shall permit appropriate land uses that are compatible with the rural character of 

such lands and provide for a variety of rural densities and uses and may provide for innovative 

techniques that will accommodate appropriate rural uses not characterized by urban growth.”  

The GMA further requires that the Rural Element address rural development and densities, and 

include lands that are not designated for urban growth, agriculture, forest, or mineral resources.  It 

permits appropriate land uses that are compatible with the rural character of such lands and 

provides for a variety of rural densities and uses.  Innovative techniques such as clustering are 

also permitted provided that they are in keeping with locally defined rural character.  

Counties are directed to foster land use patterns and develop a local vision of rural character that 

will preserve rural-based economies and traditional rural lifestyles; encourage the economic 

prosperity of rural residents; foster opportunities for small-scale, rural-based employment and 

self-employment; permit the operation of rural-based agricultural, commercial, recreational and 

tourist businesses that are consistent with existing and planned land use patterns; foster the 

private stewardship of the land and the preservation of open space; enhance the rural sense of 

community and quality of life; and adopt measures to minimize and contain areas of more 

intensive rural development in a manner which discourages low-density sprawl. 

One of the main attractions of the rural residential lifestyle is the low intensity of development 

and the corresponding sense of a slower pace of living.  Part of what creates that attraction is the 

rural-level facilities and services.  The Comprehensive Plan supports and preserves this rural 

lifestyle by limiting service levels to those historically provided in the County’s rural areas.  

Residents should expect County services such as road maintenance and emergency responses to 

be limited and to decrease as the distance from a rural activity center, a limited area of more 

intensive rural development, or an urban area increases. 

6.2.2. Planning for Rural Lands in Walla Walla County 

In 2005, the County established a total population projection of over 15,000 additional people for 

the County and cities to the year 2025.  The allocation to the urban areas was approximately 

11,700 people or 78% of the projected population growth while the allocation to the rural areas 

was 3,330 people or only about 22% of the projected growth.  This allocation of the projected 

population growth concentrates the growth in urban areas where urban services exist or can be 

made available while maintaining the rural character of the rest of the county.   
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Although the majority of the County’s land area is designated for rural and resource land use, 

only about 8% of the total County land is designated for rural uses.  Consistent with GMA goals 

and requirements, most of this rural land (about 85%) is designated for very low densities at lot 

sizes of 5-10 acres (Rural Agriculture) or lot sizes of 20-40 acres per dwelling (Rural Remote).  

The remaining rural land reflects historic development patterns:  rural activity centers, limited 

areas of more intensive rural development, or innovative planning techniques to allow for farm 

worker housing supporting agricultural resource activities. 

6.2.3. Rural Lands  

Purpose 

Rural lands goals and policies apply to all rural lands and promote: 

 development maintaining rural character, 

 a variety of rural densities and housing choices, 

 buffering of uses, 

 infrastructure and services consistent with rural goals, and 

 rural economic vitality.  

Goal RL 1. In rural areas consider both human uses and the natural 
environment by encouraging rural development that 
maintains the rural character of the land and supports 
natural resource-based economic activities, fish and wildlife 
habitats, rural lifestyles, outdoor recreation, and other open 
space.   

Policy RL-1 Give preference to land uses in rural areas that are related to agriculture, mining, 

rural residential development, tourism, outdoor recreation, and other open space 

activities.   

Policy RL-2 Allow limited new development that is consistent with the current rural character 

of the County.   

Policy RL-3 Limit the amount of development in rural areas through density requirements that 

protect and maintain the existing rural character, natural resource lands, open 

space, critical areas, and that manage traffic volumes.  
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Goal RL 2. Plan rural areas for a diversity of living and working 
situations that will provide residents with an opportunity to 
make economic and lifestyle choices.  

Policy RL-4 Provide for a variety of rural densities to:  

 Maintain rural character, agriculture and resource extraction 

 Recognize existing development patterns and rural communities 

 Buffer natural resource lands   

 Retain open space   

 Minimize the demand and cost of public infrastructure improvements   

 Allow rural property owners reasonable economic opportunities for the use 

of their land  

Policy RL-5 Encourage affordable housing opportunities that are compatible with rural 

character, including continued permitting of manufactured/mobile homes.   

Goal RL 3. Assure that the provision of public facilities, services, roads, 
and utilities are consistent with rural character and lifestyles.  
The necessary services to support growth should be 
available concurrent with development.  

Policy RL-6 Limit residential development in rural areas to lands that can physically support it 

without requiring urban services.   

Policy RL-7 Avoid extending or expanding urban public services in or to rural areas, except in 

those limited circumstances shown to be necessary to protect basic public health 

and safety and the environment and when such services are financially 

supportable at rural densities and do not permit urban development.  

Policy RL-8 Ensure that road and utility standards are consistent with rural densities and uses.   

Policy RL-9 Apply rural service level standards for water supply that ensure water quality, 

domestic supply, and rural fire protection consistent with rural densities and uses.   

Policy RL-10 Require notice of service limitations in rural areas through a covenant to be 

recorded with land divisions.   
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Goal RL 4. Rural lands may provide a buffer between lands designated 
for urban uses and resource lands, but should be contained 
so as to not negatively impact those resource lands.  

Policy RL-11 Develop residential uses near designated long-term agricultural and mineral 

resource areas in a manner that minimizes potential conflicts and reduces 

unnecessary conversion of resource land.  Mechanisms such as clustering, 

buffering, and plat notification should be used.  Agricultural and other resource 

extraction activities should not be considered a nuisance if they are operating in a 

reasonable manner and within applicable regulations.  

Goal RL 5. Provide opportunities to strengthen the economic well being 
of rural areas through home-based occupations; home-based 
and small resource-based industry; commercial and public 
facilities designed to serve the communities in which they 
are located; and traveler and tourist attractions provided that 
they are rural in character and can be supported by rural-
level services.  

Policy RL-12 Allow home-based occupations and industries throughout the rural area provided 

they do not adversely affect the surrounding uses.  Site-specific standards shall 

be considered through the permitting process.  Such uses shall only be a 

secondary use of the property with the primary use in compliance with the 

policies provided for the designation in which they are to be located.  Such uses 

shall not require urban services.  

Policy RL-13 Ensure that public spending priorities for facilities, services, and utilities within 

rural areas are primarily to maintain or upgrade existing facilities, services, and 

utilities to serve existing development at rural service level standards.  New 

facilities, services, roads, and utilities that support planned rural growth shall be 

allowed at rural service level standards and shall be borne by the developer 

consistent with the requirements and impacts of development.  

6.2.4. Rural Designations  

Purpose 

The purpose of designating rural land use areas is to:  

 provide for a variety of low intensity residential uses that do not require a high level of public 

services and facilities and minimize the cost to County government and taxpayers; 
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 encourage rural activities; 

 retain rural character and open space; 

 protect areas with environmental constraints and preserve and buffer natural resource areas of 

agriculture, mineral deposits, and fish and wildlife habitats from encroachment by or 

irreversible conversion to more intense uses;  

 allow limited areas of more intensive rural development including the infill, development or 

redevelopment of existing areas; the intensification of existing areas or development of new 

small-scale recreation or tourist uses; and the intensification of existing or development of 

new isolated non residential development, home-based businesses, and small-scale industries; 

and  

 preserve historic and cultural sites and structures. 

Rural areas can provide a choice in living environments through a mix of large lots and existing 

smaller lots in rural centers such as Rural Activity Centers and limited areas of more intensive 

rural development where rural residents and others can gather, work, shop, entertain, and reside.  

Commercial and compatible industrial development may continue to locate and prosper in rural 

centers under limited conditions. 

Rural lands have been categorized into the following land use designations: 

 Rural Remote 

 Rural Agriculture 

 Rural Residential Mill Creek 

 Rural Residential 5 

 Rural Residential 2-5 (Burbank Rural Activity Center) 

 Limited Areas of More Intensive Rural Development 

 Rural Farm Worker Community 

 Rural Activity Center  

 Public Reserve 

Table 6-1 identifies the Comprehensive Land Use Plan designation and the corresponding zoning 

district(s).  Table 6-2 includes acres of rural designations.  The 2007 Comprehensive Plan Update 

has simplified the Land Use Map designations, and retained the variety of implementing zones.   
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Table 6-1. Rural Land Use Designations and Corresponding Zoning Districts 

Rural Land Use Designation Rural Zoning District 

Rural Remote Rural Remote 20 acre 
Rural Remote 40 acre 

Rural Agriculture Rural Agriculture 5 acre 
Rural Agriculture 10 acre 

Rural Residential Mill Creek Rural Residential Mill Creek 5 acre 

Rural Residential 5 Rural Residential 5 acre 

Rural Residential 2-5 (Burbank Rural Activity Center) Rural Residential 2 acre 
Rural Residential 5 acre 

Limited Areas of More Intensive Rural Development  Rural Development 

Rural Farm Worker Community Rural Farm Worker Community 

Rural Activity Center Rural Activity Center 

Public Reserve Public Reserve 

Table 6-2. Rural Land Use Plan Designations – Acres  

Rural Land Use District Acres 

Rural Remote 54,589 

Rural Agriculture 2,527 

Rural Residential Mill Creek 1,542 

Rural Residential 5 5,877 

Rural Residential 2-5 (Burbank Rural Activity Center) 1,382 

Limited Areas of More Intensive Rural Development  148 

Rural Farm Worker Community 121 

Rural Activity Center (1) 618 

Public Reserve (2) 6,177 

Total 72,981 

Source: Walla Walla County 2007e 

Notes: (1) Does not include Burbank Rural Activity Center acres since that Rural Activity Center contains multiple rural land use categories and not a 
single Rural Activity Center land use classification. 
(2) The Public Reserve category is used in Urban and Rural/Resource areas but is largely concentrated in the latter areas. 

Each rural Comprehensive Land Use Plan designation is described below, along with relevant 

goals and policies for each. 

Rural Remote  

This designation reflects the area's remoteness and limited opportunity for development.  Rural 

Remote areas are those not suitable for intensive farming and are generally not attractive for 

residential development.  The primary land uses in the remote residential areas include, but are 
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not limited to, resource oriented activities (farming, grazing, timber and mineral extraction), open 

space, recreation and residential.  Lewis Peak and Biscuit Ridge are examples of lands in the 

Rural Remote designation. 

Rural Remote lands are typically too far from the urban area to enable cost effective provision of 

public services at this time and minimum lot sizes range from 20 to 40 acres.  They may require 

on-site water and septic service, may be outside of fire service areas, or have other site 

constraints.  They may be outside existing main road networks and distant from existing utilities.  

Lands that are currently not platted, that lie within extremely remote areas or have poor road 

access, should be zoned for larger lot sizes until services and infrastructure becomes available.  

Future zoning patterns may be determined by any combination of the following: historic platting 

patterns, historic zoning, access, flood-plain, water issues, land availability, and the current built 

densities versus potential densities, and others as needed.  

Goal RL 6. Provide for a mix of land uses, which may include residential, 
recreational, resource lands and critical areas.  

Policy RL-14 In the Rural Remote development regulations, permit commercial ventures which 

are recreational in nature and depend upon a remote environment.  Bed & 

breakfast guesthouses, hunting lodges and religious retreat centers are examples 

of commercial ventures which might be appropriate in Rural Remote areas.  

These uses may be evaluated based on performance standards.   

Policy RL-15 Although most lands within the Rural Remote designation are not designated as 

Agricultural, Forest, or Mineral lands of "Long Term Commercial Significance,” 

permit commercial agriculture activities including grazing, timber harvesting, 

and mineral extraction in these lands.  

Goal RL 7. Protect the environmentally sensitive features that are 
present in Rural Remote lands and reduce the threat of 
hazards such as flooding, slope failure, and wildfire.  

Policy RL-16 Develop a “wildfire interface” ordinance to reduce the threat of wildfires from 

the presence of non-resource uses in Rural Remote lands.  

Rural Agricultural 

The Rural Agricultural designation is intended for smaller scale farming activity, limited 

agricultural production, and minimum lot sizes range from 5 to 10 acres.  Lands with this 

designation are primarily located adjacent to areas of encroaching residential development or 

expansion as well as to resource lands.  In determining the appropriate implementing zoning 
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district, the following factors should be considered: historic platting patterns, historic zoning, 

access, flood-plain, water availability, land availability, roads, and the current built densities 

versus potential densities, and others as needed.  The area near Ice Harbor Dam is an example of 

the Rural Agricultural land use designation. 

Goal RL 8. Designate Rural Agricultural lands to provide for “banking” 
of lands that: 1) may transition to urban lands at such time as 
urban services are available; 2) may be surrounded by 
productive agricultural lands, but do not have the soils or 
water availability to produce commercial agricultural 
commodities; or 3) are needed to meet urban areas growth 
projections.   

Policy RL-17 Ensure that road and utility standards are consistent with rural densities and uses.   

Policy RL-18 Ensure that rural service level standards for water supply, water quality, domestic 

supply, and rural fire protection are consistent with rural densities and uses.   

Rural Residential Mill Creek 

This land use designation is intended to recognize those areas with geographically distinct 

boundaries and topographic challenges to development. 

Lands designated as Rural Residential Mill Creek are characterized by unique topographical 

constraints.  These lands fall within corridors defined by steep slopes.  Creeks and streams are 

present and the flood plain and soil types affect available buildable area.  Existing lot sizes are 

generally 1 to 10 acres in size, although larger parcels in agricultural use are not uncommon.  

Existing development is served by on-site sewage disposal and individual domestic wells.  Public 

roads are improved and provide easy access to cities. 

The only example of a Rural Residential Mill Creek area is the Mill Creek Canyon area.   

Goal RL 9. In the Rural Residential Mill Creek designation, allow for the 
creation of rural building sites without the need to include 
land which would be more productively left in agricultural or 
timber production.  

Policy RL-19 Uses in the Rural Residential Mill Creek designation will be more similar to 

those designated for agricultural purposes than those designated for residential 

purposes.  Commercial uses which are in character with the agricultural nature of 

the area should be included in the development regulations.  
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Policy RL-20 Recognize the unique characteristics of Rural Residential Mill Creek land when 

creating new lots.  The density of new lots shall not be greater than one dwelling 

unit per five acres.  

Policy RL-21 Allow new development in the Rural Residential Mill Creek designation that is 

consistent with the current rural character of the area.  

Rural Residential 5  

This land use designation is intended to maintain the rural aspects of the County and to provide 

buffering or transitions between existing rural developments and areas of higher density.  The 

Rural Residential 5 areas are characterized by activities including, but not limited to, small-scale 

farms, dispersed single-family homes, and some types of recreational uses and open space.  Lands 

are typically too far from the urban area to enable cost-effective provision of public services, and 

the typical uses do not require the provision of urban services.  All of the above will be 

determined in relation to compliance and intent of the GMA. 

Existing legally established parcels in this designation that do not meet the minimum 5-acre lot 

size should be recognized as legal nonconforming lots.  Nonconforming lots in common 

ownership are subject to lot aggregation. 

The current examples of lands designated Rural Residential 5 are the Langdon Road-Hill Road 

neighborhood and Blalock Orchards. 

Goal RL 10. Maintain a buffer between lands designated for urban use 
and Resource lands.  

Policy RL-22 Provide a Rural Residential designation recognizing the desire of some citizens 

for a rural lifestyle and past development patterns that have made long-term 

resource use impractical.  Include areas that meet one or more of the following 

criteria: 

 Areas not designated for urban growth or resource lands of long-term 

commercial significance and where a possibility exists for less intensive 

agricultural utilization 

 Areas not needed during the next 20 years to provide land for population or 

employment and where existing and future uses do not typically require 

urban level services and facilities  

 Areas that provide a buffer between resource activities and potentially 

incompatible land uses 
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 Areas where the open space character of the land is to be protected for scenic 

qualities, significant cultural resources, recreational activities, and 

environmental functions 

 Rural Residential 5 development should occur where soil conditions are able 

to handle the cumulative long-term impacts of on-site sewage disposal 

without adverse impacts to ground and surface waters   

Policy RL-23 Undeveloped land may be added to the supply of Rural Residential 5 land to 

allow for limited growth.  

Policy RL-24 Within the Rural Residential 5 land use designation, recognize existing 

development patterns along arterials and in rural nodes and provide for infill or 

redevelopment in those areas.  

Rural Residential 2-5 (Burbank Rural Activity Center) 

See Chapter 12, Burbank Subarea Plan, for a description of this land use designation. 

Rural Farm Worker Community 

Rural Farm Worker Communities are located in agricultural areas.  Their purpose is to provide 

housing for employees of the agricultural operations and limited services to support its residents.  

These communities are not platted nor are the residences or individual lots sold.  The ownership 

is typically by the landowner of the farm where the residents are employed.  The purpose of this 

designation is to recognize these communities and provide guidelines for future developments of 

this type.   

These communities are characterized by the presence of agricultural processing facilities and 

limited services that support local agricultural activities, including small and large scale 

agricultural industries and businesses in a compact core of single-family residences, limited 

services for residents, and open space.  The Rural Farm Worker Community typically does not 

have public sewer treatment services, but may have a community water system.  Residential 

densities are limited by the capacity of area soils to support on-site sewage disposal.   

Although defined as rural, these communities are an extension of and created to support the 

agricultural sector of the economy and therefore are surrounded by lands designated for 

agricultural purposes.  This designation provides for the infill of existing areas and development 

of new areas.  As agriculture moves in some areas of the County from grains to orchards, 

vineyards and other labor intensive crops, there will be a need for housing for field and process 

workers. 

The Rural Farm Worker Communities to which this designation applies are Vista Hermosa and 

Eureka.  Maps illustrating the land use designations in and around Vista Hermosa and Eureka are 

shown on Maps RL-2 and RL-3. 
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New areas proposed for the Rural Farm Worker Community Designation require a conditional 

use permit review.  The designation will be approved only if the conditional use criteria are met; 

otherwise, the area’s underlying land use designation and zoning will continue to apply. 

Goal RL 11. Provide adequate housing and services for farm workers 
which are an integral part of the agricultural economy of 
Walla Walla County.  

Policy RL-25 Ensure Rural Farm Worker Communities are provided with public water systems 

and fire flow.   

Limited Areas of More Intensive Rural Development  

This land use designation is intended to recognize that there are areas within the county that are 

characterized by, or appropriate for, more intensive rural development whether they be rural 

activity centers, shoreline developments, crossroads developments, villages, or hamlets.  Lands 

within this designation must meet the requirements of the Growth Management Act, specifically 

RCW 36.70A.070(5)(d) and all subsections therein. These areas have clearly identifiable and 

logical outer boundaries delineated by the built environment and/or physical boundaries such as 

bodies of water, streets and highways, and land forms and contours, and they may include 

undeveloped land.  They can include the public facilities and services necessary to serve the 

limited area.   

The following types of development and uses are permitted within Limited Areas of More 

Intensive Rural Development subject to the requirements of the GMA: 

 Infill, new development, or the redevelopment of existing commercial, industrial, residential, 

or mixed-use areas;   

 The intensification or new development of small-scale recreational or tourist uses, including 

commercial facilities to serve the recreational or tourist uses; and 

 The intensification of isolated nonresidential uses, the new development of cottage industries 

and small scale-businesses, or the expansion of small-scale businesses. 

Some examples of Limited Areas of More Intensive Rural Development within the county are 

rural activity centers, Sun Harbor Estates, and the Northwest Grain Growers and Port of Walla 

Walla properties near the confluence of the Walla Walla River and the Columbia River.  

Goal RL 12. Provide opportunities for limited growth in rural areas such 
that demands are not created for urban-level services.  
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However, acknowledge and maintain existing areas of more 
intense development.   

Policy RL-26 Allow development in the Limited Areas of More Intensive Rural Development 

designation to occur where soil conditions are able to handle the cumulative 

long-term impacts of on-site sewage disposal without adverse impacts to ground 

and surface waters.  

Policy RL-27 Potentially include undeveloped land within the boundaries of a Limited Area of 

More Intensive Rural Development to allow for limited growth as permitted by 

the Rural Element provisions of the Growth Management Act.  

Goal RL 13. Maximize the use of existing public water systems that have 
excess capacity.  

Policy RL-28 Prohibit the creation of new lots in Limited Areas of More Intensive Rural 

Development unless they will be connected to a public water system.  

Goal RL 14. Provide for a mix of uses reflecting past development 
patterns and recognize existing non-residential uses.   

Policy RL-29 Permit commercial and industrial uses on a Conditional Use Permit basis in 

Limited Areas of More Intensive Development.  Development regulations should 

set criteria which evaluate the following issues in the permit review process: 

 Historic use of the subject property and adjoining properties 

 Availability of services such as public water and fire protection 

 Volume of traffic and the level of service of the public road which serves the 

site  

Rural Activity Center 

The purpose of this designation is to recognize the historic, unincorporated rural communities and 

provide guidelines for future development.  Rural Activity Centers feature lots that were often 

platted more than 80 or 90 years ago.  In cases where sewer is not available, a combination of lots 

is generally required to meet State and County Health Department requirements for on-site 

sewage disposal.  Rural Activity Centers are generally not self sufficient, but may offer some 

urban services such as community water or sewer, limited commercial and public uses, and fire 

protection.  The centers may include a wide variety of uses, including single-family residences, 



Rural and Resource Lands Element 

Walla Walla County Comprehensive Plan 6-16 December 2009 

small-scale industries, and businesses, public facilities such as post offices, schools, and fire 

departments, and open space.  

Rural Activity Centers are generally small, compact rural centers that primarily exist to provide 

housing, convenience goods, and services to residents in and around the area.  They also may 

provide limited services to travelers and some tourist attractions.  These communities generally 

have a unique character and sense of community, with the local school often being a gathering 

place for its citizens. 

A Rural Activity Center is considered a type of a Limited Area of More Intensive Rural 

Development as defined by the GMA (RCW 36.70A.070(5)(d).  As such a wide variety of types 

of development and uses are permitted within the Rural Activity Center boundary including infill, 

new development, or redevelopment of existing commercial, industrial, residential or mixed-use 

areas, and the intensification or new development of certain uses as specified in the GMA.  It is 

intended that Rural Activity Centers continue to be a mixture of land uses including residential, 

commercial, public, and industrial.  New residential development will be allowed at densities that 

can be physically supported without requiring public sewer or water services if not currently 

available.  The Rural Activity Center will also accommodate needed commercial and light 

industrial uses, but only after a site-specific review process to determine and address potential 

impacts.  Commercial uses that would appeal to a visiting public would also be permissible. 

In Walla Walla County, Rural Activity Centers include the communities of Wallula, Touchet, 

Lowden, Ayer, Dixie, and the rural center around Burbank.  Each community is described below, 

followed by goals and policies that apply to the various Rural Activity Centers. 

Wallula 

The town site of Wallula is located approximately 7 miles south of Burbank and sits adjacent to 

U.S. Highway 12.  The entire town site was relocated to its present location when the 

construction of the McNary Dam in 1953 submerged the original town site.  Wallula comprises 

approximately 0.33 square mile in size and is surrounded by commercial agricultural uses to the 

north, south, and east.  The 2000 Census showed a population of 197 and 86 dwelling units, 6 of 

which were unoccupied.  The Wallula Rural Activity Area is shown on Map RL-4 at the end of 

this chapter. 

Wallula’s rural nature can be described as a bedroom community predominantly containing 

single-family residential homes including a mix of site-built and manufactured homes, with 

services limited to a store, fire station, and post office.  

Table 6-3 summarizes existing Wallula land uses. 



Rural and Resource Lands Element 

Walla Walla County Comprehensive Plan 6-17 December 2009 

Table 6-3. Wallula Existing Land Uses 

Existing Land Use Number of Tax Lots Estimated Acres 

Education - Public  1 9 

Manufacturing  1 1 

Public-Government  4 16 

Residential  72 24 

Services  1 0 

Trade  4 8 

Undeveloped Land and Water Areas  34 6 

Total 117 64 

Source: Walla Walla County 2007c 

Densities in this community have been historically low, and this plan intends to maintain the 

existing densities in order to preserve the community. 

The town site of Wallula is served by a public water system but no public sewer system.  The 

water system is at its maximum number of hookups.  An auxiliary Fire District #5 station is 

located on the corner of Second Avenue and Ross Street.  This station is manned by community 

volunteers and its service boundary is primarily within the town site.  It should be noted that 

County Health Department regulations require a minimum 12,500 square-foot lot size for any 

existing lot to accommodate a sanitary septic system and drain field.  Due to this fact, the 

majority of single-family homes are constructed on two to three single lots which have been 

combined to meet the minimum lot size requirement. 

Wallula also supports a community cemetery located at the east end of Second Street and the only 

County-owned park, which is managed by the community. 

Future growth and expansion is not planned to occur outside the existing platted town site.  

Limited infill development is still available on some parcels with water connections.  

Touchet 

The community of Touchet is located approximately 17 miles west of the City of Walla Walla.  

The community of Touchet was originally platted in 1884 by John and Lucinda Hill.  Several 

additions were platted later.  The character of Touchet is predominately based on the production 

and movement of agricultural goods and services. 

Development within Touchet primarily consists of low to medium density single-family 

residential homes.  A small number of commercial uses are located along and in the vicinity of 

U.S. Highway 12.  These businesses are oriented to serving the needs of local residents and the 

traveling public.  Fire District #6 has its main station in Touchet and there is a post office on 
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Touchet North Road.  Light and heavy industrial uses are located towards the outskirts of the 

community.  These industrial sites house businesses that mainly cater to the agricultural 

community and the movement of agricultural products to the Columbia River and beyond.  The 

intent of this Plan is to allow for anticipated growth while maintaining the existing character of 

the community.  The Touchet Rural Activity Area is shown on Map RL-5 at the end of this 

chapter. 

Touchet is the only unincorporated community in the County that contains a public sewage 

disposal system.  This system currently serves 100 connections and has the capacity to serve 

nearly triple the existing demand.  Touchet lacks a public water system, which accounts for much 

of its slow rate of growth.  The confluence of the Touchet and Walla Walla Rivers is just west of 

the community, resulting in some occasional flooding of lands on the south and west sides of the 

town site. 

In 2000, Touchet contained 396 people, and 141 dwelling units, 5 of which were unoccupied.  

The Touchet School District currently enrolls approximately 300 students in their K-12 program.    

Existing land uses are described in Table 6-4. 

Table 6-4. Touchet Existing Land Uses  

Existing Land Use Number. of Tax Lots Estimated Acres 

Education - Public  7 18 

Manufacturing  3 8 

Multi-Family  1 0 

Public-Government  13 4 

Residential  129 102 

Resource Production & Extraction-Agriculture  26 78 

Services  4 3 

Trade  4 3 

Transportation, Communication, And Utilities  2 2 

Undeveloped Land And Water Areas  10 12 

Total 199 230 

Source: Walla Walla County 2007c 

Lowden 

The community of Lowden consists of a platted town site and adjacent lots located approximately 

13 miles west of the City of Walla Walla along U.S. Highway 12.  The boundaries of Lowden 

consist of the town site and the adjacent smaller lots between Lower Dry Creek Road and 
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Lowden Road.  The Lowden Rural Activity Area is shown on Map RL-6 at the end of this 

chapter. 

The town was named for early pioneer settler Francis M. Lowden, Sr. in 1899.  It was established 

as a small farming community at the turn of the century at a site once known as Frenchtown.  

Early settlers were French Canadian fur trappers.  Most had worked either at Fort Nez Perce (Fort 

Walla Walla at the mouth of the Walla Walla River) or had just been traveling through the area.  

A business district was established consisting of a blacksmith shop, store, post office, warehouse, 

lumber yard, butcher shop, and hotel.  

The rural character of Lowden is primarily rural residential with agri-commercial development 

located primarily along U.S. Highway 12.   

An irrigation supply company supports the economy.  Recent development trends include 

introduction of wine-making and sales facilities, with three wineries operating adjacent to the 

town site.  Fire District #6 has an auxiliary station in Lowden.   

Existing land uses in Lowden are listed in Table 6-5. 

Table 6-5. Lowden Existing Land Uses 

Existing Land Use No. of Tax Lots Estimated Acres 

Cultural, Entertainment & Recreational  3 1 

Manufacturing  3 9 

Public-Government 3 4 

Residential  10 5 

Resource Production & Extraction-Agriculture  9 17 

Undeveloped Land And Water Areas  1 1 

Total 29 37 

Source: Walla Walla County 2007c 

There is currently no public water or sewage disposal system in Lowden.  The dispersed nature of 

the land use development precludes construction of public facilities in a cost effective manner.  

As such, all residential households and businesses are served by individual wells and septic 

systems.  

Ayer  

Ayer is a small platted area that is located between Ayer Road and the Snake River, at the 

northern end of the County, more than 50 miles north of the City of Walla Walla.  It has a grid 

street system.  A Union Pacific rail line once connected Ayer with Spokane.  Lower Monumental 
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Dam is located about 10 miles west on the Snake River.  The Ayer Rural Activity Area is shown 

on Map RL-7 at the end of this Chapter. 

Existing land uses are agri-business and institutional, including a U.S.  Army Corps of Engineers 

(Corps) public camping facility with semi-primitive camping, day-use facilities, and a boat ramp.  

Existing uses are summarized in Table 6-6. 

Table 6-6. Ayer Existing Land Uses 

Existing Land Use Number of Tax lots Estimated Acres 

Public-Government  4 21 

Resource Production & Extraction-Agriculture  3 5 

Total 7 26 

Source: Walla Walla County 2007c 

Dixie 

Dixie is located approximately 7 miles northeast of the City of Walla Walla on U.S. Highway 12.  

It is a platted town site, established in 1882, with predominately single-family residential uses 

that are a mix of site built and manufactured homes.  Limited commercial development, including 

a store and post office, is located along U.S. Highway 12, serving the community and a limited 

number of travelers.  In 2000, there were 220 persons in Dixie, and 89 homes, 3 of which were 

unoccupied.  The Dixie Rural Activity Area is shown on Map RL-8 at the end of this chapter. 

Dixie is served by a public water system and on-site sewage disposal.  The water system is at its 

maximum number of connections. 

Existing land uses are shown in Table 6-7. 

Table 6-7. Dixie Existing Land Uses 

Existing Land Use Number of Tax Lots Estimated Acres 

Education - Public  2 2 

Institution-Religious  1 0 

Manufacturing  1 0 

Multi-Family  1 1 

Public-Government 6 6 

Residential  125 66 

Resource Production & Extraction-Agriculture  8 8 

Services  3 0 
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Existing Land Use Number of Tax Lots Estimated Acres 

Trade  1 0 

Transportation, Communication, And Utilities  1 2 

Undeveloped Land And Water Areas  5 2 

Total 154 88 

Source: Walla Walla County 2007c 

The Dixie School District offers grades K-6.  The main station for Fire District #8 is located on 

U.S. Highway 12 in Dixie.  The Dixie Cemetery lies just north of the town site.  Dry Creek and 

Mud Creek both flow through Dixie, with Dry Creek occasionally causing flooding. 

Burbank   

The Burbank community – both the UGA and the Rural Activity Center– are discussed in depth 

in Chapter 12, Burbank Subarea Plan. 

Goal RL 15. Promote the continuation and enhancement of the existing 
rural communities in order to preserve their multi-use 
function.  

Policy RL-30 Support mixed use areas comprised of residential uses, small-scale industries and 

businesses, and public facilities in rural areas where historic, unincorporated 

communities with an existing mix of higher density land uses already exists, and 

where some limited new residential, commercial, and industrial development is 

expected to continue to occur.  Non-residential uses may be evaluated based on 

performance standards.   

Policy RL-31 Potentially include undeveloped land in Rural Activity Center areas to allow for 

limited growth when consistent with Rural Element provisions of the Growth 

Management Act.  Rural Activity Centers provide for the infill, development, or 

redevelopment of lands within the established boundaries.  

Policy RL-32 Within Rural Activity Center development regulations, recognize existing platted 

lots as buildable lots, provided that minimum requirements of the County Health 

Department are met.   

Goal RL 16. Preserve the community identity of existing rural 
communities.  

Policy RL-33 Within Rural Activity Centers, limit commercial uses in size to serve the 

communities in which they are located and/or travelers and tourists.  
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Goal RL 17. Provide for opportunities to strengthen the economic well-
being of the community.   

Policy RL-34 Encourage home occupations in Rural Activity Centers.   

Policy RL-35 Small-scale industrial uses in Rural Activity Centers (other than small-scale 

home-based or natural resource-based industries) should generally be those 

appropriate to the lower densities and land uses of rural areas, such as: 

 Independent contracting services; 

 Incubator facilities; 

 Home-based industries; 

 Services which support agriculture.   

Policy RL-36 Recreational/tourist and highway oriented commercial facilities (wineries, 

produce stands, cafes, Bed and Breakfast Inns, gift shops, etc.) may be located 

within Rural Activity Centers if, at a minimum, the following criteria are met: 

 The location of the facility would not adversely impact the natural resource 

production in the area; 

 The facility is of appropriate size and scale for the intended use and the 

surrounding area; 

 The use does not require extension of urban services;  

 The siting of these facilities may be evaluated based on performance 

standards.   

Goal RL 18. Encourage Rural Activity Centers throughout the County to 
develop and/or maintain water and sewer systems that 
maintain the community’s historical character and vitality 
within its existing boundaries.  

Policy RL-37 In Touchet, maintain a household sewer system that is affordable, yet is not 

based on densities which change the rural character.  

Policy RL-38 In Touchet, investigate the feasibility of a community water system and the use 

of grant funds for study, planning, and construction.   

Policy RL-39 In Wallula and Dixie, maintain a domestic water system that adequately serves 

residents at rural levels of service.  
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Goal RL 19. Facilitate the production of agricultural and mineral products 
by allowing small-scale related processing facilities, limited 
direct resource sales, and limited services that support 
natural resource activities.  

Policy RL-40 Ensure that natural resource support services located within the Rural Activity 

Center maintain the rural character of the area.  Such uses shall be directly 

related to natural resource enhancement, production, or utilization.  Performance 

standards and mitigation measures may be developed in order to govern the 

intensity, siting, and design of any proposed on-site enterprise and support 

business to conserve natural resource lands and protect existing rural character.  

Performance standards may govern permitted uses regarding their impacts on 

soils, drainage, critical areas, traffic generation, visual impact, noise, and any 

other relevant criteria.  

Policy RL-41 Ensure that Rural Activity Center development regulations specify size, use, and 

other threshold criteria which natural resource industrial uses shall be required to 

meet. 

Goal RL 20. Designate Rural Activity Center (RAC) boundaries that 
recognize historic settlement patterns, a sense of 
community, potential effects of possible new services and 
infrastructure, and future growth patterns.  

Policy RL-42 While Rural Activity Centers are essentially recognized communities with a 

logical existing boundary, allow for infill development and limited inclusion of 

vacant land pursuant to GMA requirements.  Provide a methodology for eventual 

adjustment of the boundaries, if there is new information that was not available 

or conditions that were not considered at the time of the prior RAC boundary 

approval, or if an error was made in determining compliance with boundary 

criteria pursuant to RCW 36.70A.070(5)(d).   

Public Reserve  

See Chapter 5, Land Use, for a description of the Public Reserve land use designation. 
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6.3. Resource Lands: Existing Conditions and Relevant 
Goals and Policies 

6.3.1. Introduction 

This section addresses three primary types of land-based natural resources: agriculture, forest, and 

mineral lands.  This section also includes the policies that guide resource land designations.  

These policies are intended to guide long-range planning, the development of land use programs 

and regulations, and the conservation of natural resource lands. 

The County recognizes the importance that resource lands play in providing for the health, 

welfare, and economic well-being of its residents and seeks to avoid their irrevocable loss.  

Within each resource designation, the primary and preferred uses will be the growing, managing, 

harvesting or extracting, and processing of natural resources.  The impacts of non-resource uses 

in these areas will be mitigated by the guidelines offered herein.  

6.3.2. Definition of Resource Lands 

The County's definition of resource lands is guided by the Minimum Guidelines to Classify 

Agriculture, Forest, Mineral Lands, and Critical Areas established by the Washington State 

Department of Community, Trade, and Economic Development (Washington Administrative 

Code [WAC] 365-190).  Each resource area is defined below: 

 Agricultural Resource Areas are "those lands primarily devoted to or important for the long-

term commercial production of horticultural, viticultural, floricultural, dairy, apiary, 

vegetable, or animal products or of berries, grain, hay, straw, turf, seed, Christmas trees not 

subject to the excise tax imposed by state law, finfish in upland hatcheries, or livestock, and 

that have long-term commercial significance for agricultural production."  (RCW 36.70A.030 

(2)) 

 Forest Resource Areas are "those lands primarily devoted to growing trees for long-term 

commercial timber production on land that can be economically and practically managed for 

such production, including Christmas trees subject to the excise tax imposed under state law, 

and that have long-term commercial significance."  (RCW 36.70A.030 (8)) 

 Mineral Resource Areas are "those lands primarily devoted to the extraction of minerals, 

including gravel, sand, and valuable metallic substances, and that have long-term commercial 

significance for the extraction of minerals.”  (RCW 36.70A.030 (1)) 

 Long-term Commercial Significance includes "the growing capacity, productivity, and soil 

composition of the land for long-term commercial production, in consideration with the land's 

proximity to population areas, and the possibility of more intense uses of the land.”  (RCW 

36.70A.030 (10)) 
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6.3.3. Agricultural Lands 

Most of the County’s unincorporated land, approximately 741,165 acres, is in agricultural use, 

including both crop and rangeland (Walla Walla County 2007c).  The percentage of irrigated 

cropland has steadily increased as alternatives to the traditional grain crops have been planted.  

Approximately 717,474 acres have been designated as agricultural lands of long-term commercial 

significance (Walla Walla County 2007e).  Of those, approximately 23,000 acres have been 

designated as Agricultural Lands of Primary Significance.  Agricultural Lands of Unique 

Significance, including orchards and vineyards, were also designated.  In 1991 most of these 

lands were located in the northern part of the County along the Snake River.  In 1992, the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture National Agricultural Statistics Service Census of Agriculture reported 

that 745 farms totaling 710,546 acres operated in the County.  In 2002, the U.S. Department of 

Agriculture Census of Agriculture reported that there were 890 farms and 700,560 acres in 

agricultural production (U.S. Department of Agriculture 2002).   

Economic Importance of Farming and Ranching 

Agriculture, a major component in the State's economy, is of particular importance to the County, 

its communities, and residents.  The 1992 value of production was estimated at $197,442,000; 

ranking the County seventh among all counties in the State.  In 2002, the value of production was 

valued at $339,093,000, ranking the County fifth among all counties in the State.  In Eastern 

Washington, agriculture is dominated by the production of grains, livestock, and forage crops.  In 

general, much of Eastern Washington depends on this segment of agriculture for its economic 

base.  The County is a dominant economic contributor, leading the State (number four of 39 

counties) and nation (number 38 of 2,517 counties) in the production of wheat as of 2002 (U.S. 

Department of Agriculture 2002). 

Agricultural producers purchase services and equipment locally.  They then deliver crops and 

livestock to local processors and marketers, who add considerable value to these crops before 

shipping them out of the County.  In addition to generating income and employment at a local 

level, direct and related agricultural economic activity contributes to the County's economic 

critical mass, making other unrelated businesses viable.  Beyond the local area, agriculture-

related traffic on the Snake and Columbia Rivers support a viable waterway transport system.  

The County supplies a diverse range of agricultural products.  This diverse product mix is likely 

to be a significant growth industry well into the next century.  Approximately 900 acres within 

the County are currently in onion production as of 2006 (Washington Agricultural Statistical 

Service 2006).  Another specialty crop and land use is related to the burgeoning wine industry.  In 

particular, the Walla Walla Valley is one of nine winegrowing appellations, or federally 

recognized unique growing regions, in the State (Wines Northwest 2007).  The last several years 

have seen substantial expansion in both the number of wineries and the acreage planted to 

vineyards.  As of 2001, approximately 1,052 acres of vineyard were planted in the Walla Walla 
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Valley appellation with 648 acres in Washington and 403 in Oregon (Walla Walla Valley Wine 

Alliance 2007).  

The future of the County's economy will continue to be inextricably tied to the fortunes of the 

agricultural sector.  Given the dependence of some local agriculture on water for irrigation and 

the transport of commodities, concern about greater regional issues has surfaced, particularly 

draw-downs on the Columbia/Snake River system and possible removal of dams due to the listing 

of salmonid species, steelhead, and bull trout as endangered and threatened species.  

Planning for Agricultural Lands  

Since 1967 the Walla Walla Zoning Code contained agricultural zones and had identified 

minimum lot sizes of 10 to 20 acres.  The 10-acre minimum lot size permitted throughout most 

areas of the County allowed the division of prime agricultural land.  While some of these small 

lots were created on less productive farmland, indiscriminate subdivision of the best farmland 

occurred as well.  This parcelization often created lot sizes too small for commercially viable 

agricultural production.   

In 1992, a Resource Lands Committee recommended that primary resource lands be rezoned to 

20 acres at a minimum.  Subsequent meetings with the public determined that though an 80- to 

160-acre zone was not preferred in these areas, citizens were interested in looking at alternatives 

offered in other similar Eastern Washington counties.  An average lot size of 40 acres tends to be 

employed in prime agricultural areas, while a lot size of 10 to 20 acres is used in less productive 

areas.  Existing growth patterns were also considered along with other factors in making these 

determinations.  

An Agricultural Lands Survey was distributed in 1998 to 2,169 property owners.  The County had 

an overall response rate of 18.12% with some survey areas having a return rate as high as 

21.74%.  The survey was followed by a series of public meetings for each of the survey areas.  

Individual invitations were sent to all 2,169 original recipients and any new property owners that 

may not have been part of the original survey.  News releases were also sent to the local 

newspapers.  The meetings were well attended and were used to clarify the results of the 

Agricultural Lands Survey.  At each meeting, a proposal based on GMA planning practice and 

customized to survey area responses was put on the table for discussion.  Based on the meetings, 

and subsequent research, agricultural and rural designations were considered and applied in the 

Comprehensive Plan.  See Appendix C for a summary of the Agricultural Lands Survey and 

public input; the minutes of the November 13, 1991 Walla Walla County Planning Commission 

meeting designating agricultural lands of primary significance and unique lands; and the 

“Agricultural Lands Resource Lands Technical Advisory Committee Report.” 

As provided in the GMA, a primary purpose of this Comprehensive Plan Element is to implement 

a combination of techniques to preserve agricultural resource lands.  In addition to the traditional 

large-lot agricultural zoning categories that limit the density of development and restrict or 



Rural and Resource Lands Element 

Walla Walla County Comprehensive Plan 6-27 December 2009 

prohibit non-farm uses of agricultural lands, the County is committed to implementing innovative 

land use management techniques in resource lands as permitted by the Growth Management Act 

(RCW 36.70A.177).   

Cluster zoning is an innovative technique that allows new development on one portion of the land 

while leaving the remainder in agricultural or open space use and will be carefully implemented 

on agricultural resource lands.  These lands include the areas identified by the Resource Lands 

Committee as being of either primary significance or unique lands, as shown on Maps RL-9 and 

RL-10 of this Comprehensive Plan.  As demonstrated in the land use designations, goals, and 

policies in this sub element, cluster developments will be strictly managed and designed to 

conserve agricultural lands and to encourage the agricultural economy.   

Another innovative zoning technique permitted by the GMA on agricultural lands is to allow both 

agricultural and non-agricultural accessory uses and activities that support, promote or sustain 

agricultural operations and production.  The accessory uses must be located, designed and 

operated so as not to interfere with, and to support the continuation of, the overall agricultural use 

of the property and neighboring properties. 

Agricultural accessory uses may include uses and activities such as the storage, distribution, and 

marketing of regional agricultural products from one or more producers, agriculturally related 

experiences, or the production, marketing, and distribution of value-added agricultural products, 

including support services that facilitate these activities. 

Non-agricultural accessory uses and activities must be consistent with the size, scale, and 

intensity of the existing agricultural use of the property and the buildings on the site.  These non-

agricultural accessory uses and activities may include new buildings, parking, or supportive uses 

provided they are not located outside the general area already developed for buildings and 

residential uses.  They may not convert more than one acre of agricultural land to non-agricultural 

uses. 

The County will also implement additional support measures for the agriculturist by expediting 

the division and/or transfer of land for agricultural purposes, including divisions that help sustain 

and support the family farm operation. 

Agricultural Designations 

While invaluable to the economy, agricultural operations can be noisy, odorous, and even 

dangerous.  Serious conflicts are inevitable when other kinds of development, especially medium- 

to high-density residential housing, are allowed within or adjacent to an active agricultural land 

use.  New residential neighbors not accustomed to agricultural practices may dislike the noise, 

dust, spraying, and glare.  The result is increased conflict between residential dwellers and 

farmers because of the impacts associated with normal farming operations. 
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Recognizing the long-term commercial importance of agriculture to Walla Walla’s economy, the 

quality of farming lands, and historic activity patterns, the County developed the following 

agricultural designations encompassing agricultural lands of long-term commercial significance: 

 Exclusive Agriculture  

 Primary Agriculture 

 General Agriculture 

 Agriculture Residential 

Each of these designations is described below.  See Map LU-1 in Chapter 5 for the locations of 

County agricultural designations.  See also Maps RL-9 and RL-10 for locations of prime and 

unique farmlands. 

The agricultural land use designations are implemented by similar zoning districts, shown in 

Table 6-8, and represent a significant portion of the County acreage as shown in Table 6-9. 

Table 6-8. Agricultural Land Use Designations and Corresponding Zoning 
Districts 

Agricultural  Land Use Designation Agricultural Zoning District 

Exclusive Agriculture  EA-120 

Primary Agriculture  PA-40 

General Agriculture  GA-20 

Agriculture Residential  AR-10 

Table 6-9. Agricultural Land Use Designations – Total Acreage  

Agricultural Land Use Plan Category Acres 

Exclusive Agriculture  20,959 

Primary Agriculture  665,501 

General Agriculture  838 

Agriculture Residential  30,078 

Total 717,376 

Source: Walla Walla County 2007e 

Exclusive Agriculture 

All lands designated as Exclusive Agricultural lands are lands of long-term commercial 

significance.  This designation is intended to be characterized only by land uses that are 

distinctive of the agricultural sector.  Historically, this zone designation resulted from a rezone at 

the request of land owners in the Russell Creek area.  Residences are an allowed use in this area, 
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with limited home occupations that are clearly incidental to the agricultural nature of these areas.  

Agricultural accessory uses and non-agricultural accessory uses and activities that support, 

promote, or sustain agricultural operations and production are permitted so long as they are 

consistent with the provisions of Chapter 36.70A.177 of the GMA.  Accessory uses having a high 

nuisance value, safety issues, or environmental implications should be allowed only by 

conditional use permit.  Natural resource-related industry is considered as a priority compatible 

use, with those uses having a high nuisance value, safety issues, or environmental implications 

being allowed only by conditional use permit.  The allowed density in this designation is one 

dwelling unit per 120 acres.  

Land divisions up to four lots that comply with the minimum lot size of 120 acres will be 

allowed, provided that adequate public facilities, utilities, and services such as water, wastewater 

disposal, and access to public roads are available concurrent with the final approval of the plat.  

There are no other land division opportunities or clustering provisions allowed in this land use 

designation.   

Primary Agriculture   

All lands designated as Primary Agricultural lands are lands of long-term commercial 

significance.  This land use designation is intended for areas that are designated as agricultural 

lands characterized to some degree by limited irrigated acreages.  This designation is intended to 

maintain the viability of agricultural resource lands of long-term commercial significance.  This 

land is to be characterized by land uses that are distinctive of the agricultural sector.  Allowed 

uses in this designation are residences and limited home occupations that are clearly incidental to 

the agricultural nature of these areas.  Agricultural accessory uses and non-agricultural accessory 

uses and activities that support, promote or sustain agricultural operations and production are 

permitted consistent with the provisions of Chapter 36.70A.177 of the GMA.  Accessory uses 

having a high nuisance value, safety issues, or environmental implications should be allowed only 

by conditional use permit.  Natural resource-related industry is considered a priority compatible 

use, with those uses having a high nuisance value, safety issues, or environmental implications 

allowed only by conditional use permit.  The allowed density in this designation is one dwelling 

unit per 40 acres.  

Outside of those lands designated by the Resource Lands Committee as agriculture lands of 

primary significance or unique lands, as shown on Maps RL-9 and RL-10, land divisions up to 

four lots that comply with the minimum lot size of 40 acres will be allowed, provided that 

adequate provision of public facilities, utilities, and services such as water, wastewater disposal 

and access to public roads is available concurrent with the final approval of the short plat.  Land 

divisions creating more than four lots will be allowed only through the cluster development 

standards in Title 17 of the Walla Walla County Code, provided that in no case shall more than 

12 lots be created. 
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Cluster developments that seek to preserve large tracts of resource land while still allowing 

residential development on smaller lot sizes are the preferred method of residential land 

development, provided the overall density of development does not exceed one dwelling unit per 

40 acres.  All cluster developments shall be implemented by development regulations that address 

the minimum provisions identified in the goals and policies of this sub-element to ensure the 

resource use is preserved and protected through the development process.   

General Agriculture 

All lands designated as General Agricultural lands are lands of long-term commercial 

significance.  This land use designation is intended for areas that are designated as agricultural 

lands with a mix of semi-populated irrigated lands.  This designation is intended to maintain the 

viability of resource lands of long-term commercial significance.  This designation will be located 

in areas of close proximity to agriculture, residential and existing transportation corridors, and 

populated areas.  This designation is characterized by agricultural land uses that also reflect 

existing residential development.  Limited home occupations that are clearly incidental to the 

agricultural nature of these areas will be allowed.  Agricultural accessory uses and non-

agricultural accessory uses and activities that support, promote or sustain agricultural operations 

and production are permitted consistent with the provisions of Chapter 36.70A.177 of the GMA.  

Accessory uses having a high nuisance value, safety issues, or environmental implications should 

be allowed only by conditional use permit.  Natural resource-related industry is considered as a 

compatible use, with those uses having a high nuisance value, safety issues, or environmental 

implications being allowed only by conditional use permit.  The allowed density in this 

designation is one dwelling unit per 20 acres.    

Cluster developments that seek to preserve large tracts of resource land while still allowing 

residential development on smaller lot sizes are the preferred method of residential land 

development, provided the overall density of development does not exceed one dwelling per 20 

acres.  All cluster developments shall be implemented by development regulations that address 

the minimum provisions identified in the goals and policies of this sub-element to ensure the 

resource use is preserved and protected through the development process.  Because 20 acre lots 

are conducive to small scale agricultural uses, 20 acre lots may be developed as provided below: 

 Lands not designated by the Resource Lands Committee as agriculture lands of primary 

significance or unique lands. 

- Excluding those lands designated by the Resource Lands Committee as agriculture lands 

of primary significance or unique lands, as shown on Maps RL-9 and RL-10, land 

divisions up to four lots that comply with the minimum lot size of 20 acres will be 

allowed.  Land divisions creating more than four lots will be allowed through the cluster 

development provisions, provided that in no case shall more than 12 lots be created.    

 Lands designated by the Resource Lands Committee as agriculture lands of primary 

significance or unique lands. 
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- In order to conserve agricultural lands and promote economically viable small scale 

agricultural uses, land divisions on lands designated by the Resource Lands Committee as 

agriculture lands of primary significance or unique lands, as shown on maps RL-9 and 

RL-10, may be accomplished in two ways: 

1. Lots may be created through cluster developments; or  

2. Twenty acre lots may be created only if a recorded instrument preserves a 

resource use as the primary land use on each lot.  

Agriculture Residential 

All lands designated as Agricultural Residential lands are lands of long-term commercial 

significance.  This land use designation is intended for areas that are currently in agricultural use, 

that are located adjacent to existing rural lands, rural activity centers, and urban growth areas.  

Typically, these areas are in smaller land ownerships with higher density residential development 

than in other agricultural areas of the County.  This land use designation is primarily agricultural 

with a mix of residential land uses.  Limited home occupations that are clearly incidental to the 

agricultural nature of these areas will be allowed.  A limited amount of commercial-tourism 

activity will be allowed in this district, while limited commercial businesses that support 

agriculture will be allowed outright, with those uses having a high nuisance value, safety issues, 

or environmental implications allowed only by conditional use permit.  Large-scale natural 

resource-processing industry is not considered a compatible use, except on a limited basis.  The 

allowed density in this designation is one dwelling unit per 10 acres.   

Outside of those lands designated by the Resource Lands Committee as agriculture lands of 

primary significance or unique lands, as shown on Maps RL-9 and RL-10, land divisions that 

comply with the minimum lot size of 10 acres will be allowed, provided that adequate provision 

of public facilities, utilities, and services such as water, wastewater disposal and access to public 

roads is available concurrent with the final approval of the short plat.  The maximum number of 

lots will continue to be determined at the rate of one unit per ten acres.    

Cluster developments that seek to preserve large tracts of resource land while still allowing 

residential development on smaller lot sizes are the preferred method of residential land 

development, provided the overall density of development does not exceed one dwelling unit per 

10 acres.  All cluster developments shall be implemented by development regulations that address 

the minimum provisions identified in the goals and policies of this sub-element to ensure the 

resource use is preserved and protected through the development process.   

6.3.4. Forest Lands 

The high reaches of the Blue Mountains that make up the eastern borders of the County consist of 

varied stands of coniferous and deciduous trees, plants, and shrubs.  Through the resource lands 
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designation process, it was determined that there are no long-term commercially significant 

timber lands in the County.  However, forest lands are still considered an important resource 

because of the forestry, recreation, grazing, and rural residential living that take place therein. 

The Forest Resource Lands Technical Advisory Committee Report cites the Forest Practices Act.  

"Forest land means all land which is capable of supporting merchantable stands of timber and is 

not being actively used for a use which is incompatible with timber growing."  Further, the 

Committee Report states that “Forest land in Walla Walla County is land capable of long-term 

management for the production of forest products and other natural resources.”  (See Resolution 

92-029 County’s Adoption of the resource Land Technical Committee Report and 

Recommendation-Forest Land.)  The Forest Lands Technical Advisory Committee did not 

designate resource lands of long-term significance. 

Inventorying and designating of the County's private commercial forest land has largely been 

done by the State Department of Revenue and the U.S. Soil Conservation Service.  Less than 2% 

of forest lands in the County are average to operate, 72% are difficult to operate, 5.2% are 

extremely difficult to operate, and 15% have marginal forest productivity according to the 

Washington State Department of Natural Resources Operability Classification System. 

Economic Importance of Forestry 

The County has approximately 21,000 acres of private commercial forest land, 8,665 acres of 

which are graded forest land.  Commercial timber companies own over 3,700 acres in the County.  

In general, forest lands are grades five or higher.  As of June 2007, the County Assessor 

considered forest resource production to occur on approximately 3,300 acres in the County. 

Large tracts of cottonwood tree plantings have been established in the western part of the County 

for wood pulp production.  The State Department of Revenue classifies these as crops rather than 

forests. 

The Washington State Department of Revenue reports that there was 6,206,000 board feet of 

timber harvested in 2006, for a stumpage value of $1,231,327 and a tax liability of $61,566.  The 

County’s forest harvest was less than 1% of the total State harvest in 2006.  (Washington State 

Department of Revenue 2007)  

The forest growth cycle will permit much of this area to be logged again during the life of the 

Comprehensive Plan.  It should also be noted that the timber industry is important to the 

economic base of the County in terms of associated jobs, manufacturing, transportation, and 

product marketing. 



Rural and Resource Lands Element 

Walla Walla County Comprehensive Plan 6-33 December 2009 

Forest Lands Designations 

In the past, large lot land divisions, exempt from County review, totaling approximately 3,840 

acres have been created in the midst of forest lands.  These lands are for the most part used for 

recreational dwellings, but some are used as primary residences.  This is also a popular area for 

recreational uses (i.e. hiking and hunting) and provides wildlife habitat.  Land divisions have 

supported residential growth and recreational uses, creating the potential for conflicts with timber 

harvesting and transporting. 

While in the past forest lands were zoned Unclassified and Agricultural General, the areas of the 

County containing the most forest lands (Blue Mountains) are now designated Rural Remote with 

a 40-acre minimum lot size.  For information about the Rural Remote land use designation see the 

discussion earlier in this Chapter.  

Mineral Lands 

The County is rich in basalt, sand, and gravel resources, given the natural abundance of these 

minerals, and the deposition of alluvial materials by the rivers and streams that course through the 

County’s watersheds.  The majority of the quarries in the County are basalt quarries, with a 

smaller number of sand and gravel pits. 

The Washington State Department of Natural Resources (DNR) maintains data with the locations 

of all sites with active and terminated DNR Reclamation Permits.  The DNR administers the 

Surface Mine Reclamation Act (RCW 78.44), a reclamation law effective in 1971 that requires a 

permit for each mine that: (1) results in more than 3 acres of disturbed ground, or (2) has a high-

wall that is both higher than 30 feet and steeper than 45 degrees.  Prior to 1971 no reclamation 

permit was required.  As of July 2001, 70 sites were included in the DNR reclamation data, with 

24 sites considered current and 46 sites considered archived.  Current sites appear to contain sand 

and gravel and rock deposits.  Archived sites included sand and gravel, rock, and other matter, 

which DNR defines as including ash, exploratory, peat, and soil. 

The County's mineral resource areas of long-term commercial significance are primarily gravel, 

sand, and rock deposits that are vital to construction, road projects, and in-stream rehabilitation 

work.  Residential, commercial, and industrial construction, in addition to road construction and 

repair, depend on a stable, low-cost source of aggregate.  Conservation of these resources must be 

assured through measures designed to prevent incompatible development in or adjacent to 

resource lands.  Commercial quality deposits have been recognized as nonrenewable resources 

and the County has implemented policies to manage these properties accordingly. 

Economic Importance of Mining 

While not a major employer in the County, mining operations provide vitally important 

construction materials.  Every Washington citizen uses 1.2 cubic yards of concrete and 11.3 tons 
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(about a truckload) of sand and gravel annually.  For every sand and gravel production worker, 67 

additional jobs ranging from home building to road construction are supported.  In 2005, 957 

individuals were employed in the County's construction sector (Port of Walla Walla 2006).  

Mineral Lands Designations 

Mining is currently permitted in agricultural, heavy industrial, and rural remote zoning districts 

under a conditional use permit (CUP).  There are currently 46 designated long-term commercially 

significant quarry sites within the County that are afforded the benefit of administrative review of 

conditional use applications.  There are currently some non-designated sites that may seek future 

designation, continue under their current application and seek renewal under the traditional CUP 

process, or will be phased out entirely because of new development regulations and zoning 

restrictions and/or exhaustion of the mineral source.  See Map RL-11 for a map of Commercially 

Significant Mining Sites in the County. 

Mining operations are often considered poor neighbors and nuisance claims against operators are 

common.  To assure the long-term use of these resources, residential and other incompatible uses 

should be prevented from locating adjacent to these deposits.  Because of this potential conflict, 

most mineral extraction sites are primarily located in rural or unpopulated areas.  Although 

isolation lessens the impact on neighboring land uses, the movement of large amounts of mineral 

resources necessitates good roads capable of handling significant numbers of heavily-loaded 

trucks.  These trucks can have a significant impact on roads.  The impact of this is best negotiated 

as an agreement called a road haul agreement between the permit holder and the County. 

6.3.5. Resources Lands Goals and Policies 

Goal RL 21. Protect and conserve long-term, commercially viable forest, 
agricultural and mineral natural resource lands.  

Policy RL-43 Conserve and protect from conflicts productive farmland that is located outside 

an Urban Growth Area.   

Policy RL-44 Ensure that preferred land uses in agricultural areas are related to farming, 

ranching, and open space activities in areas designated as agricultural.  Limited 

outdoor recreation uses are allowed, and mining is allowed with certain 

restrictions.  Zoning standards shall limit non-agricultural accessory uses on 

designated agricultural lands.  

Policy RL-45 Protect existing prime and unique agriculture lands, as identified by the resource 

lands committee and shown on Maps RL-9 and RL-10, to a greater extent than 

other agricultural lands of long-term commercial significance by allowing within 

their limits only uses that are compatible with the agricultural industry.  
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Policy RL-46 Do not allow agricultural resource lands to be developed solely for residential 

use.  

Policy RL-47 Allow residential uses near agricultural lands and designated mineral resource 

lands to be developed only in a manner that minimizes conflicts and discourages 

the unnecessary conversion of resource land.   

Policy RL-48 Promote the arrangement of agricultural lands that provide landowners and their 

employees a means of residing on their property, while at the same time 

providing protection to resource land from encroachment of more intensive 

residential activity.  

Policy RL-49 Recognize that changing technologies and other circumstances can drastically 

alter farming practices and reflect these changes in agricultural practices in future 

code revisions.  

Policy RL-50 Ensure that natural resource support services or on-site enterprises that are 

proposed within the agricultural land designations maintain the agricultural 

character of the area and are permitted only through the conditional use permit 

process if strong nuisance potential or need for mitigation exists.  

Policy RL-51 Encourage the use of Best Management Practices (BMPs) for all resource 

activities.  

Policy RL-52 Revise the County Zoning Code to include zoning districts more appropriate for 

resource-based lands including timber harvesting, mining, and grazing, and from 

which incompatible uses are removed.  

Policy RL-53 Develop an ordinance to comply with the “Forest Practices Act.”  

Policy RL-54 Consider implementing development regulations to protect long-term mineral 

source sites that have not undergone a designation process.  

Goal RL 22. Maintain the current quality of life for County residents, while 
maximizing on the opportunity to make efficient use of 
resource land and improve the economic base of the County.   

Policy RL-55 Require that land use activities within or adjacent to resource lands are sited and 

designed to minimize conflicts with and impacts on resource lands.  

Minimization of impacts may be accomplished through the use of setbacks, 

buffers and other requirements.  

Policy RL-56 Certain limited recreational and community-oriented cultural land uses should be 

allowed in three of the zones comprising the designated agricultural resource 
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lands: Agriculture Residential-10, General Agriculture-20, and Primary 

Agriculture-40.  

Policy RL-57 Recreation/tourist and highway-oriented commercial/tourist facilities may be 

located in designated districts within select agricultural districts – primarily rural 

activity centers.  These are intended to be low-intensity uses compatible with the 

agrarian nature of the town sites in and around which they are located.  At a 

minimum, the following criteria should be met to permit recreation/tourist and 

highway-oriented commercial/tourist facilities in select agricultural districts:  

 The location of the facility must not adversely impact the natural resource 

production of the area 

 The facility is of a size and scale that is compatible with the surrounding area 

 The use does not require extension of urban services and 

 The business is dependent on the agrarian atmosphere of the general area.   

Policy RL-58 Work with State agencies responsible for reclamation to ensure that adequate 

reclamation standards are included as a “condition” when issuing conditional use 

permits on mineral resource sites.   

Goal RL 23. Adopt lower level of service standards in resource lands to 
minimize the expense to county taxpayers of providing these 
services.   

Policy RL-59 In agriculturally designated areas where subdivisions are allowed, require 

community water systems unless an acceptable alternative is proposed.  
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