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March 20, 2018 
 

PRESS RELEASE 

 

Re:  2018 Walla Walla County Comprehensive Plan and development regulations update 

 

 

Walla Walla County Community Development Department 

310 W. Poplar Street 

Walla Walla, WA  99362 

www.co.walla-walla.wa.us 

509-524-2610 

 

About a year ago Walla Walla County began the state-mandated process of updating of its 

Comprehensive Plan and development regulations. This is a requirement of the State’s Growth 

Management Act, State Code:  Chapter 36.70A RCW, which requires a mandatory review and 

update every eight years to ensure that the County’s Comprehensive Plan and Development 

Regulations are in compliance with the Growth Management Act (GMA).   

 

In addition, the County is required to allow for any person to suggest amendments to the 

Comprehensive Plan or Development Regulations on an annual basis under state law, which states 

that: “Each county and city planning under RCW 36.70A.040 shall include in its development 

regulations a procedure for any interested person, including applicants, citizens, hearing examiners, 

and staff of other agencies, to suggest plan or development regulation amendments.”  The County 

generally requires a fee for these applications for amendments. This year, that annual amendment 

process is rolled into this year’s eight-year review update process. The County can only amend its 

Comprehensive Plan once per year, so all comprehensive plan amendments need to be adopted at 

the same time. Development regulations (zoning codes) can be amended more than once per year, 

so sometimes the County will adopt those at different times of the year, even though they start out 

the review process at the same time.  

 

The Walla Walla County Comprehensive Plan provides the policy framework for making land use 

and related decisions to accommodate the projected 20-year growth in the County.  The plan applies 

to the unincorporated areas of the County only, including the urban growth areas (UGA) of College 

Place, Prescott, Waitsburg, and Walla Walla.  However, each of our cities have their own 

comprehensive plans and separate amendment processes.  The purpose of the comprehensive plan is 

to guide development in the County, specifically for the unincorporated lands, including the UGAs, 

as well as the unincorporated communities of Burbank, Dixie, Lowden, and Touchet.  The 

Comprehensive Plan contains the goals and policies intended to guide land use planning in a 

coordinated and comprehensive manner.   

http://www.co.walla-walla.wa.us/
http://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=36.70A&full=true#36.70A.040
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The components of the comprehensive plan include land use, including land in the UGAs as well as 

rural and resource lands, transportation, housing, shorelines and critical areas, utilities and capital 

facilities, the Burbank Subarea Plan, and economic development. When revisions to these chapters 

are ready, they will be presented to the public, the Planning Commission, and the Board of County 

Commissioners for comment.  

 

The Development Regulations (County Code) are the tools that implement the Comprehensive 

Plan.  They provide the regulatory controls for development and land use activities.  They include 

the County’s zoning code, critical areas regulations, shoreline master program, planned unit 

development ordinances, and subdivision ordinances.  The County’s development regulations are 

applicable only to the unincorporated lands in Walla Walla County, including the urban growth 

areas of the cities of College Place, Prescott, Waitsburg, and Walla Walla, also the Burbank UGA, 

and the rural activity centers (RAC) of Dixie, Lowden, and Touchet.  The cities have their own 

development regulations, and separate amendment processes for them (though we do try to 

coordinate the amendment process as closely as possible. 

 

The purpose of the mandatory eight-year update is to review and, if needed, revise the 

comprehensive plan and development regulations to ensure they comply with the GMA. This 

differs from the annual amendment process that the County sponsors, where anyone from the 

public, including the County Planning Commission, staff, and the Board of County Commissioners 

may apply to make amendments to the comprehensive plan and/or development regulations.   

 

To assist with the update process, the County has hired a professional land use planning consultant:  

The Watershed Company.  Working together with County staff, the Planning Commission, and the 

Board of County Commissioners, the land use planning consultant is assisting the County in the 

process of identifying opportunities in the comprehensive plan and development regulations where 

the County can make amendments to comply with recent changes in the State’s Growth 

Management Act, plus any state and local legislative policies that have been enacted since our last 

update in 2007. 

 

The Growth Management Act establishes the deadlines for counties and cities to complete their 

periodic updates, and for Walla Walla County and its cities, that deadline for the required review is 

June 30, 2018.  Updates are required every eight years; deadlines are established within the GMA 

for different counties, and the cities within them.  Each county has a specific deadline date. 

 

To kick-off the planning process for the eight-year update, the County sponsored two open houses.  

Each used the same format, and was led by the consultant team: 

• The first, was held in Burbank at Columbia Middle School on December 4, 2017 (thanks to 

our hosts, Mike Taylor, Principal, and the Columbia School District).  There were 30 

residents at that open house, and concerns expressed were focused on transportation (access 

and safety), provision of county services including increased law enforcement, water 

availability and other infrastructure needs, housing, and request for more participation in 

county policy decisions affecting Burbank. 

• The second, was held at the Walla Walla Regional Airport the following day on December 

5th (thanks to our host Commissioner Fredrickson and the Port of Walla Walla).  There were 

43 residents attending this open house, and concerns focused on urban growth area 

expansion and balance, affordable housing, protecting agricultural land and farming, smart 

use of highway corridors, protecting quality of life, watershed management, keeping folks 

informed, safe and practical solutions for roads, and pro-growth regulations. 
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There will be two more open houses to be held in spring, likely during the months of April or May.  

We are still finalizing the schedule.  The purpose of those open houses will be to highlight revisions 

to the plan and the development regulations, and to collect comments from the public.  The GMA 

requires that the County provide multiple opportunities for public input, and commission 

deliberation.  The County’s formal Public Participation Plan is posted on its website at:  

www.co.walla-walla.wa.us/departments/comdev/Docs. 

 

In addition, the County has been busily processing the applications received during the 2018 open 

amendment application cycle (October 2, 2017 through November 30, 2017).  A total of eight 

application packages were received, which include UGA amendments by the cities of College Place 

and Walla Walla, as well as other UGA amendment applications submitted by private parties, and 

several development regulation amendments.  

 

The review process for amendment applications requires a number of workshops and public 

hearings with both the County’s Planning Commission, and the Board of County Commissioners.  

The County uses a docketing process to review applications.  First, all applications received are 

reviewed by staff for completeness of the application, that all application fees have been paid, and 

that the application meets the application criteria.  Then staff formulates a recommendation to be 

presented to the Planning Commission via workshops and a public hearing.  The Planning 

Commission’s recommendation (the Preliminary Docket) is then forwarded to the Board of County 

Commissioners at a regularly scheduled meeting.  If the County Commissioners agree with the 

Planning Commission’s recommendation, then the Final Docket is set by resolution.  If not, the 

County Commissioners are to hold a public hearing to take comment on the applications they are 

questioning.  Once the Final Docket is set, the process is still not over yet.  Then, staff takes the 

docket, and provides additional analysis, and formulates a final recommendation that again, first 

goes to the Planning commission, and then the Planning Commission’s final recommendation is 

forwarded to the Board of County Commissioners in a final public hearing.  The final decisions are 

memorialized by the adoption of a series of ordinances, one for each application.  We expect to see 

several more workshops and public hearings before this process is finally completed. 

 

Since the eight-year comprehensive plan and development regulation update is happening at the 

same time as the annual amendment process, it is our hope to complete both processes at the same 

time.  Any and all amendments affecting the comprehensive plan must be done at the same time the 

comprehensive plan is done.  Development regulations not directly tied to the comprehensive plan 

or required under the County’s mandatory review in order to come into compliance with the GMA, 

may be reviewed at a later time. 

 

The meetings of the County Planning Commission are on the first Wednesday of every month, 7:00 p.m., 

at 314 W. Main St., unless otherwise noted.  Because our deadline for completion of the comprehensive 

plan is approaching, we may need more than one monthly meeting to accommodate the necessary reviews 

of drafts and completed documents. The Board of County Commissioners meets every Monday, 

beginning at 9:30 a.m., also at 314 W. Main St., unless otherwise noted.   

 

The Department’s website (www.co.walla-walla.wa.us/departments/comdev/2018update.shtml) 

will provide information on the update process, including information about additional public 

meetings. The target for completion of the required update is June 30, 2018.  

 

-End- 

http://www.co.walla-walla.wa.us/departments/comdev/Docs

