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Acronyms & Abbreviations

GMA: Growth Management Act 

CAO: Critical Areas Ordinance (local)

SMA: Shoreline Management Act (local and state)

RCW: Revised Code of Washington (laws)

WAC: Washington Administrative Code (rules for implementation of laws)



Wetlands in Washington are regulated at local, 

state, & federal level

Local – RCW 36.70A (GMA) critical areas 

ordinances (CAO) & RCW 90.58(SMA) shoreline 

master Programs

State- RCW 90.48, WAC 173-201A (Water 

Pollution Control Act)

Federal – Clean Water Act



Washington’s Growth Management Act (GMA)

The Washington Legislature enacted the Growth 

Management Act (GMA) in 1990 to guide planning for 

growth and development in Washington State. 

GMA requires local governments in fast growing and 

densely populated counties to develop and adopt 

comprehensive plans.



Uncoordinated and unplanned growth & a lack 
of common goals pose a threat to:

the environment,

sustainable economic development, 

health, safety, and 

quality of life.



GMA goals

(1) Urban growth

(2) Reduce sprawl

(3) Transportation

(4) Housing

(5) Economic development

(6) Property rights 

(7) Permits

(8) Natural resource industries

(9) Open space and recreation

(10) Environment

(11) Citizen participation and coordination

(12) Public facilities and services

(13) Historic preservation



GMA Requirements – RCW 36.70A

All counties and cities are required to:

Designate and protect critical areas 
functions and values

Wetlands are one of the listed critical 
areas.



RCW 36.70A.172

Critical areas—Designation and 

protection—Best available science to be 
used.

Counties and cities shall include the best 

available science in developing policies 

and development regulations



The State of Washington has: 

39 Counties

281 Incorporated Cities and Towns

~320 Critical Areas Ordinances (CAO)



Agency support for GMA

Counties and cities should (substantively) consider 

wetlands protection guidance provided by the 

Department of Ecology, including:

Management recommendations based on the best 

available science

Mitigation guidance



Wetlands:  How to know one



A singular approach to Delineation



Wetland Functions



Store water during flood events and 

recharge groundwater during low flows



Remove pollutants  (sediments, 

nutrients, toxics)



Provide habitat for a large number of plants 

and animals



Wetland values or…

The importance humans place on them

For some jurisdictions, flood storage may be really important

For others, it’s all about water quality improvement

Some jurisdictions place high value on livability (green space, 

wildlife viewing)



How do we 

know what 

functions 

and values 

are present?



Wetland Rating in Washington

Four Categories – based on functions, rarity, ability to 

replace through mitigation (Category 1 is highest)

Special Characteristic: Bogs, Estuarine, Alkali, Mature 

Forested, etc.



How do we protect these functions?

Landowner actions and incentives

Public acquisition and restoration

Watershed-level long range planning

Regulation/permitting



How much protection is enough?

There is no bright line

Science provides a range

How much risk is a jurisdiction willing to accept

The greater the reliance on site-specific regulations, the more 
stringent the regulations need to be to overcome the risk of 
wetland impacts.







Wetland Guidance for CAO Updates

Buffer tables

Mitigation language

Stormwater/LID language

Small wetland exemption language

Ag language



Buffers 101

Scientific literature is clear that buffers are critical to 

maintaining wetlands and their functions

Width is only one of several factors that affect buffer 

effectiveness (adjacent land use, condition of buffer, etc.)

Width depends on what function you’re protecting

Water quality 10-50 feet

Wildlife habitat 100-1200 feet



Buffers 

necessary 

to protect

different 

functions

Courtesy of Southeastern Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission



Ecology’s buffer approach

Ecology’s guidance is a moderate-risk approach

Consider the cumulative effects of:

Exemptions

Exceptions

Averaging

Reduction

The bottom line:  What buffer do you end up with and is it 

wide enough to protect the function present?  



Buffer Tables in Wetland Guidance

Use rating scores and category descriptions from 2014 rating 

system 

Emphasizes the importance of a corridor in protecting habitat 

function for some wetlands. 



Table 1 (no corridor or minimization measures)

Buffer width (in feet) based on habitat score

Wetland Category 3-4 5 6-7 8-9 

Category I:  Based on total score 100 140 220 300

Category I:  Bogs and Wetlands 

of High Conservation Value
250 300

Category I:  Coastal Lagoons 200 220 300

Category I:  Interdunal 300

Category I:  Forested 100 140 220 300

Category I:  Estuarine
200

(buffer width not based on habitat scores)

Category II: Based on score 100 140 220 300

Category II: Interdunal Wetlands 150 220 300

Category II: Estuarine
150

(buffer width not based on habitat scores)

Category III (all) 80 140 220 300

Category IV (all) 50



Table 2 (W/ corridor & minimization measures)
Buffer width (in feet) based on habitat score

Wetland Category 3-4 5 6-7 8-9 

Category I:  Based on total score 75 105 165 225 

Category I:  Bogs and Wetlands 

of High Conservation Value
190 225

Category I:  Coastal Lagoons 150 165 225

Category I:  Interdunal 225 

Category I:  Forested 75 105 165 225

Category I:  Estuarine
150 

(buffer width not based on habitat scores)

Category II: Based on score 75 105 165 225

Category II: Interdunal Wetlands 110 165 225

Category II: Estuarine
110 

(buffer width not based on habitat scores)

Category III (all) 60 105 165 225

Category IV (all) 40



Table of 

measures to 

minimize the 

impacts from 

adjacent 

land use

(Appendix 8C and Table 

XX.2 in Wetland 

Guidance)



Mitigation Guidance



More Mitigation Guidance



Mitigation Sequencing

Washington State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA) and the federal 

Clean Water Act require:

Avoiding 

Minimizing 

Rectifying 

Reducing 

Compensating 

Monitoring 



Mitigation ratios

Category and Type of 

Wetland

Creation or 

Re-establishment
Rehabilitation Enhancement

Category I:

Bog, Natural Heritage site

Not considered 

possible
Case by case Case by case

Category I:

Mature Forested 
6:1 12:1 24:1

Category I:

Based on functions
4:1 8:1 16:1

Category II 3:1 6:1 12:1

Category III 2:1 4:1 8:1

Category IV 1.5:1 3:1 6:1



How’s it all working so far?

Number that have 
adopted 123 Ecology commented 92

Total 321 123

% that have adopted 38% % commented 75%

adopted 2004 rating system 99
adopted our 
guidance 48 adopted our ratios 67

Number that have 
adopted 123 123 123

% that have adopted rating system (out of 
adopted) 80%

% adopted our 
guidance 39% % ratios 54%

2007 snapshot



How’s it all working so far?

Current snapshot

~90% of jurisdictions have some version of our guidance, and include mitigation 

provisions

Minor modifications to buffer averaging and reduction are the biggest 

departures from our recommendations

Generous exemption criteria can be another departure

~97% use our rating system



Challenges in implementation at the local level

Staffing (turn over, training)

Expertise (few wetland professionals)

Relationships

Politics



Tracking



Thank you!





Why the different buffer strategies?
Alternatives 1, 2 and 3 from Appendix 8-C

1:  Category only

2:  Category and adjacent land 

use

3:  Category and adjacent land 

use and habitat score
FlexibilityPredictability



Land Use Intensity



Example:  Wetland Buffer Options

 Category II

 Moderate habitat function (habitat score of 6)

 Adjacent land use is single-family residential

Alternative 1

300 feet

Alternative 2

225 feet

Alternative 3

110 feet



How can I reduce a buffer?

 Reduction

Reduce the intensity of the impact (buffer doesn’t have to “work” as hard)

 Averaging

Increase the width of the buffer in one area and decrease it in another

▪ To improve wetland function

▪ To allow reasonable use



Reducing Buffers

Buffers can be reduced by 25% if the applicant:

 Implements measures to minimize the impacts from adjacent land 

use

 AND, if the wetland scores 6 or more habitat points

Provides an undisturbed vegetated corridor at least 100 feet 

wide between the wetland and another priority habitat



Ecology’s A-B-C approach to 

protecting functions

 Avoid the wetland impact in the first place

 Buffer the wetland from impacts

Compensate for unavoidable direct and indirect 
impacts (i.e., mitigation)


