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GMA changes focus on rural areas,

By Harry Reinert
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Use Sl.ud! Commission

hen the Legislature created the
Land Use Study Commission
in 1995, it gave it several
tasks. The commission’s first yvear of
work focused on how the state’s land
use and environmental statules were
functioning.

As a result of several months of
public hearings, the commission directed
its attention to a limited number of
subjects that it believed would improve
the Growth Management Act, while
maintaining a commitment to the overall
goals and objectives of the GMA.

The commission’s recommendations
were incorporated into ESB 6094, which
was passed by the Legislature and signed
by the Governor. In addition to the
commission’s recommendations, the
Legislature also added several other
provisions, most of which the Governor
vetoed from the bill.

There are three areas included in ESB
0154 that will be of particular interest to
local governments and members of the
public who follow growth management
issues: 1) the rural element; 2) growth
management hearings board authority;
and 3) monitoring comprehensive plan
implementation.

Rural Element

The rural element has proved to be
one of the more troublesome aspects of
the GMA. Issues relating 1o county
decisions about rural arcas have been a
part of nearly every appeal of a county
comprehensive plan and of nearly every
county comprehensive plan that has been

hearings hoards,
and monitoring

found invalid by a growth management
hearings board,

Beyond this obvious problem, the
lack of substantive guidance about the
rural element has also been a significant
factor in the criticisms of the boards and
complaints that the GMA does not
allow sufficient flexibility to local
COVETNIMENLS.

The commission concluded that a key
element of improving the GMA was
providing greater guidance to the coun-
ties and the boards about what develop-
ment was appropriate in rural areas. With
amore defined state framework, counties
will have a better sense of what choices
are within the bounds of the GMA. At the
same time, the boards will not be forced
into interpreting an ambiguous statute.

The commission’s proposal as
implemented in ESB 6094 explicitly
recognizes rural development as a
component of county comprehensive
planning. Counties are clearly given the
authority to make decisions for their
communities and may take local
circumstances into account.

With this authority, comes certain
responsibilities. Counties must develop a
written record explaining how the rural
element “harmonizes the ... goals ... and
meets the requirements™ of GMA.
Counties must also implement measures
to protect rural character. These measures
include controlling development, assur-
ing visual compatibility, reducing sprawl,
protecting critical areas, and protecting
against resource conflicts.
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