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Why blanket zoning at one dwelling unit per 5 acres and deducting critical areas and critical areas buffers from density calculations does not comply with the variety of rural densities requirement of the Growth Management Act
The Growth Management Act requires a variety of rural densities.  This requirement is a tool to help achieve some of the other requirements of the Growth Management Act including protecting water quality, protecting drinking water sources, and buffering working farms and forests from development.  The variety of rural densities also recognizes that many remote areas lack the public facilities and services to support growth and the lower densities only allow the growth that can be supported in those areas.
The Thurston County alternative of zoning the rural area at a blanket one dwelling unit per five acre density and then calculating densities after deducting critical areas and buffers will not achieve any of these requirements.  First, it is unlikely to achieve a variety of rural densities.  To get a density of one dwelling unit per 20 acres, which is required to achieve a variety of rural densities, 75 percent of a parcel will have to consist of critical areas and critical areas buffers.  This is pretty rare.
We can get some sense of this from the work that the Thurston Regional Council has done for the new Buildable Lands Report.
  The TRPC looked that the percentages of land used for various purposes in subdivisions within the urban growth areas.  None of the subdivisions had 75 percent of the land in open space, which is the category that includes critical areas along with storm water facilities and other purposes that would not be deducted from density.  Only one subdivision in the whole urban growth area had opens space deductions above 50 percent and that included storm water facilities.  So this alternative is likely to produce densities higher than one dwelling unit per ten acres except in rare circumstances.  In fact most densities will be close to five housing units per acre.  While it is true that the rural area may have more critical areas than the urban growth area, it is unlikely there are so many more critical areas in the rural area that a true variety of rural densities will be achieved.
Second, while protecting wetlands, streams, and their buffers protects water quality, lower densities are also needed do the job.  But there will not be enough critical areas in the basins that need this protection achieve the right densities.  Similarly, not enough wetlands and other critical areas will be located next to the working farms and working forests to buffer then from development.  The essentially random location of critical areas on the landscape cannot substitute for carefully planning to achieve Growth Management Act requirements.
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� See Thurston Planning Regional Council, Achieved Net Density for Thurston County Urban Areas for the period 2000-2004.





