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DISCLAIMER 

The following report was prepared by the William D. Ruckelshaus Center, a joint effort of the University of 
Washington and Washington State University whose mission is to help parties involved in complex public 
policy challenges in the State of Washington and Pacific Northwest tap university expertise to develop 
collaborative, durable and effective solutions. 

University leadership and the Center’s Advisory Board support the preparation of this and other reports 
produced under the Center’s auspices. However, the key themes, findings, and proposals contained in this 
report are intended to reflect the opinions of the participating parties. This report provides a collective 
reflection of the views and experiences of over 2,500 participants who gave their time and talent to this 
inquiry. The role of the Ruckelshaus Center’s Road Map Project Team was to listen to and collect multiple 
viewpoints with neutrality, and then to consolidate, synthesize, and communicate the array of ideas 
shared by identifying themes and, ultimately, proposals to consider for action. Those themes, findings, and 
proposals for action do not represent the views of the universities or Advisory Board members, nor do they 
represent the personal views of Project Team members.  



ROAD MAP TO WASHINGTON’S FUTURE
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In 2017, the Washington State Legislature allocated funds to the William D. Ruckelshaus Center for 
a two-year project to create a “Road Map to Washington’s Future.” The purpose of the project was to 
articulate a vision of Washington’s desired future and identify additions, revisions, or clarifications to 
the state’s growth management and planning framework needed to reach that future. 

To understand how the framework aligns with, creates barriers to, and/or supports the desired 
future of the communities it is meant to serve, the Project Team traveled across the state, gathering 
information and hearing from ~2,500 individuals, which included nearly 400 elected officials 
(Appendix A).

The Project Team is deeply grateful to the many individuals who gave their time, talent, and energy to 
participate in workshops, interviews, questionnaires, and to otherwise inform this report.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
LISTENING 
The Road Map to Washington’s Future project was about listening. The voices of participants were heard 
through 67 workshops in 26 locations across the State, 147 individual interviews, questionnaires, letters, 
reports, and other documents. Participants included more than 2,500 people (Appendix A.). These 
participants shared their stories, lived experiences, ideas, and recommendations about a desired future, and 
what parts of the growth planning framework are working or not working in their communities, regions, 
and the State. 

Participants identified key historical events (social, cultural, economic, and ecological) that have influenced 
the patterns of community identity, development, engagement, and challenges and opportunities. They 
discussed what their communities need to thrive, and what contributes to their quality of life. Across the 
state, participants expressed their deep attachment to place (whether that is a neighborhood, a town, 
a river, or many other types of place), and gave examples of what contributes to the character of these 
places to which they are profoundly connected. Participants reflected on the value of the growth planning 
framework and shared examples of what has worked well, including the protection of farmland and forestry 
resource lands, reduction of sprawl, concentration of growth in urban areas, and public engagement.

Stories were told of challenges and uncertainties brought on by unprecedented and rapid changes, 
economic downturns, complex social and public health issues, and climate impacts. Participants spoke 
of coastal erosion due to intense storms, and destruction of forests and infrastructure from wildfire. They 
described three-hour commutes due to the cost of housing, and a lack of housing due to residential units 
being used as short-term rentals. The talked about areas that have not recovered from the last decade’s 
recession, and other areas that are feeling overwhelmed by rapid growth. In doing so, participants shared 
an astute awareness of the difficulty of creating plans and policies that fully account for the unique nature 
and circumstances of the places they call home. For some, there was fear of change. For others, there was 
grief due to loss—loss of lifestyles, loss of property from fires, loss of local businesses, loss of community 
gathering places, loss of housing opportunity.

Evident in the comments and stories were the interrelationships between economic, social, and ecological 
vitality. Participants shared that environmental protection, economic development, and personal and 
community health were at the core of their desired future. Many said they want more control over their 
lives, and to have their basic needs met. In both rural and urban areas, the seven most common concerns 
expressed were (not in order of priority):

•	 Availability and affordability of housing for the current and next generations

•	 Transportation choices and mobility

•	 Impacts of a changing climate, and the ability and resources to mitigate and adapt to those impacts

•	 Income availability and inequity

•	 Maintenance of community identity, character, and sense of place

•	 Protection of the environment, access to nature, and outdoor recreation

•	 Control over their lives and livelihoods

SYNTHESIZING
The Ruckelshaus Center’s Road Map Project Team (Project Team) synthesized the wealth of information 
and insights collected from participants, in order to develop and communicate potential pathways to the 
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future. Regardless of participants’ specific interests and orientation, there were some common threads in 
their views: that issues need to be addressed as systems and not silos; that political will and leadership 
across political boundaries is needed to respond to change and consider new approaches; that the diverse 
regions of the State are actually interdependent and significantly impact each other; and that greater 
understanding of these impacts and interdependence is needed.  

Participants were asked to describe their desired future. The purpose of asking this was to understand those 
desires and expressed values and use them to guide any recommended additions or modifications in how 
growth management planning and implementation is achieved in the State. Implicit in this effort to provide 
a “Road Map to Washington’s Future” were a number of core questions: Does the collection of growth 
management laws, policies, and institutions developed over decades equip communities to address current 
and changing conditions? What new or modified approaches are needed to address the unique conditions 
around the state? What is restraining the ability of communities to thrive? Are there limits to growth? How 
can people have their needs met without compromising future generations? How can decision-makers best 
identify appropriate trade-offs, and make informed decisions? 

The Legislature asked for a Road Map to Washington’s Future. What became evident is that, while people 
wish to shape the future, it cannot be entirely predicted or mapped. The future that emerges will be the 
result of the dynamic interplay between historic and current forces and events, the choices of individuals, as 
well as political, ecological, social, technological, and marketplace dynamics. 

So why plan or regulate? A number of participants stated that the fundamental value of the growth 
planning framework is to compel people, especially decision-makers, to stop and think before taking 
action. The hope is that policies and plans provide a framework for choices and actions that can help lead 
to a preferred future. However, many participants commented that planning and policies alone cannot 
assure reaching that future. They emphasized that essential to successful outcomes will be the ability to 
implement, monitor, evaluate, and adapt plans and actions as the future unfolds. A number of participants 
shared that central to successful outcomes is the ability of communities to develop inclusive collaborations 
that create a desired community/regional vision and make policy decisions based on that vision. 

The comments from participants suggest that all levels of government have an important role to play in 
influencing the future, and that it is also important to recognize the role of the marketplace in influencing 
the quality of life. Participants called out the need for the actions of government and the actions of the 
marketplace to be better aligned, through the development of shared goals, values, and partnerships.

GUIDING
Through all of the information gathering, the Project Team was tasked with identifying common themes 
that help articulate a vision of Washington’s desired future. The Project Team was also tasked with analyzing 
interests, finding connections between issues, and identifying common concerns, in order to “identify 
additions, revisions, or clarifications to the State’s growth planning framework of laws, institutions, and 
policies needed to reach that future.” The resulting guidance to decision-makers is communicated in 
three ways: 

1. Participant Perspectives
Perspectives and ideas, as shared and recommended by individual participants or groups, are included in 
the following places: 

Volume 1: The Road Map to Washington’s Future Report
• Section IV. Key Findings: Participants’ Responses

Volume 2: Workshop Summaries and Online Questionnaire Summary

Volume 3: University Partners Research and Data Inventories

Volume 4: Formal Letters Received
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Key Findings: 
Participant Perspectives

• Promotes
Deliberative
Decision-Making

• Prioritizes
Resources, Reduces
Sprawl

• Promotes Good
Governance

• Creates Structure,
Consistency,
and Encourages
Coordination

• Protects Critical
Areas, Agriculture,
and Forest
Resource Lands

• Requires Public
Participation

Purpose and Value of Growth Planning

• Protects Critical Areas, Agriculture,
and Forest Resource Lands

• Reducing Sprawl

• Shoreline Management Planning

• The Voluntary Stewardship
Program

• Public Participation

• Inter-Jurisdictional Coordination

• Regional Coordination and
Collaboration

• Requirement to Identify Open
Space Cooridors

• Essential Public Facilities Provisions

• Growth Management Appeals
Process

• Regional Transportation Planning
Organizations

Working Well in the Growth 
Planning Framework 

• Community and Civic Life

• Independence, Self-Determination,
and Self-Reliance

• Identity

• Equity and Diversity

• Economic Opportunity and
Prosperity

• Connection to and Protection of
Nature

• Viable Agriculture

• Change

• Resilience, Adaptation, and
Sustainability

• Growth and Development

• Infrastructure, Transportation,
and Mobility

• Housing

• Health and Safety

• Education

• Government, Governance,
and Coordination

Visions of a Thriving Future
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• Existing Growth Planning
Framework: “One Size Fits All”

• Tax Structure and Revenue
Generation

• Alignment and Coordination of
State Laws and Growth Planning

• Housing

• Economic Development

• City, County, and State
Coordination with Tribal
Governments

• Planning for a Changing Climate
and Natural Disasters

• Annexation Laws and Processes

• Economically Viable Natural
Resource Industries

• Transportation and Other
Infrustructure

• Ecosystem Protection

• Enforcement and Dispute
Resolution

• Equitable Growth Planning and
Implementation

• Strategic Water Planning

• Regional Planning

• Monitoring and Evaluation

• State Environmental Policy Act
(SEPA)

• Coordination with Special Purpose
Districts

• City, County, and State
Coordination with Federal Military
Installations

• Leadership, Engagement, and
Accountability

• Development Regulations and
Permit Processes

• Density and Community Character

• Integrating Health into Growth
Planning

• Comprehensive Plan Update
Cycles and Time Horizons

• Urban Growth Areas

Key Findings: 
Participant Responses Cont.
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2.   Guiding Principles
The second form of guidance is contained in principles that could be used by decision-makers at all levels to help 
guide the direction and implementation of new actions, and future planning and policy-making efforts. Over the 
course of the Road Map project, through listening, reading, and synthesizing the vast amount of input received, 
the Project Team identified key common principles that emerged. Reflected in these principles (listed below) are 
underlying values and approaches that can serve as a foundation for the next generation of growth planning efforts.  

Respect that place matters. Each community and region of the state has a unique social, political, ecological, 
and cultural history that creates the story of that place. It is critical to understand the social and ecological dynamics 
and identity of each place, in order for growth to contribute to the health of its environment and people. People 
often develop strong emotional, spiritual, and cultural connections to place, to other people, as well as to lifestyles. 
Disruption of these connections can impact the quality of community life and human health.

Maximize flexibility, adaptation, and innovation in the development and 
implementation of growth management plans and policies, as the future is highly 
uncertain, and the pace of change is rapid. Creativity, innovation, and collaboration are needed to 
address the impacts of change. Economic and ecological conditions are very different across the state. In order to 
meaningfully address the unique circumstances of place, communities need the capabilities to adapt. 

Align economic development with ecological resilience. Collaborate on approaches that move 
away from compromising the health of one system for another. Instead, consider how to develop and integrate 
approaches that support both the health of the environment, and the health of people and the economy.

Use a systems approach to identify, plan, design, implement, and evaluate efforts and 
policies. A systems approach includes: 

•	 Taking a long-term, multi-generation view of planning horizons and desired outcomes; 
•	 Identifying interconnections; 
•	 Identifying influences and trade-offs;
•	 Considering patterns, trends, and changing conditions; 
•	 Challenging individual and group assumptions; 
•	 Not being bound by how things were approached in the past; 
•	 Breaking down silos and working across disciplinary and sectorial boundaries;
•	 Addressing multiple objectives whenever possible; and 
•	 Considering the appropriate scales to address issues, which in some cases will not correspond to political 

boundaries.

Recognize that healthy ecosystems transcend jurisdictional boundaries. Maintenance and 
restoration of the health of ecosystems are foundational to thriving people and communities. It is important, when 
designing approaches to planning and implementation, to consider natural ecosystems, bioregions, and watersheds.

Rethink the concept of land use in planning, to account for the interdependency and 
relationship of people with the land. It is the relationship of people with the land that is the basis for 
social, economic, and ecological sustainability. Land use often focuses on the adaptation, management, or utilization 
of land for human needs. Thinking more in terms of relationship allows for greater harmony between human activity 
and ecological vitality, and the potential that outcomes have multiple and mutual benefits.

Consider all elements needed to create thriving communities. Planning and policy goals are 
often siloed and reduced to narrow indicators (for example, number of units of housing built may be a goal for 
housing availability).  The nature of development, and the range of outcomes that development can serve, may be 
different if the focus is on building community.

Focus on creating conditions for collaboration versus adversarial approaches. Given the 
complexity and challenges of managing growth and/or creating thriving communities, maximize opportunities for 
collaboration, and provide technical support, to achieve desired outcomes. 

Recognize that financial resources are required to achieve successful outcomes. Without 
sufficient resources and capacity, the best-laid plans will not come to fruition.
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A Road Map
3. Transformational and Systemic Change and Key Reforms
The third form of guidance synthesizes the wealth of participant perspectives and ideas, and applies the 
guiding principles, to identify six actions that could create transformational and systemic change and  
twenty eight key reforms that could improve the current growth planning framework. Over recent 
decades, much has changed in the State of Washington, and with these changes, new challenges have 
arisen. Communities in Washington also now have decades of experience implementing elements of the 
existing growth planning framework, experiencing and observing what is working and not working to 
achieve desired outcomes. 

Becoming more evident is the complexity and interrelationships of the issues involved in growth 
management, and the inadequacies of trying to address them in silos and without adequate resources. 
This is compounded by uncertainty and significantly-changing conditions brought on by, for example, 
advances in technology, a changing climate, persistent economic distress, rapid population growth, 
widening disparities in income, and threats of natural hazards. Participants emphasized the need for new 
ways of thinking, more adaptive approaches, securing adequate financial resources, as well as increased 
opportunities for collaboration, in order to meet the needs of their communities.

Even though the future can’t be precisely mapped, actions can be taken that increase the likelihood that 
Washington’s people, communities, and environment will thrive. The guiding principles provided above, and 
the six actions for transformational change provided below, can provide pathways to systemically address 
core challenges and gaps in the present growth planning framework. Transformational changes take time to 
manifest and require leadership, inclusive and authentic community engagement, and political will.

Participants also identified numerous elements of the existing growth planning framework that could be 
improved in the short-term and offered many ideas for how those improvements could be made. Where 
there was widespread interest in change, the Project Team focused on these areas and distilled participants’ 
ideas into a number of key reforms to improve the existing growth framework. Although participants 
provided many different ideas for how to address these issues, there was common interest, and often 
urgency, in trying. 

Participant perspectives detailed in Section IV and Volume 2 provide additional comments and ideas 
related to each of these key reforms. While there are connections between some of these topics and the six 
transformational changes, it would be possible to move forward in the near-term to build agreement on 
these reforms or other actions. This could take many forms: convene interested parties to share information 
and refine options for further work; create collaborative work groups to build agreement for shared 
legislative or other solutions; and identify areas for potential further research by the universities or others 
(including, but not limited to, the issues preliminarily investigated in Volume 3).
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Actions: 

Transformational & Systemic Change

1. Funding and Revenue Generation
Action 1.1: Focus legislative efforts on enhanced state funding and new fiscal tools that enable cities,
counties, regions, and state agencies to address needs and manage growth.

2. Adaptive Planning at a Regional Scale
Action 2.1: Convene a collaborative process to explore how best to achieve the goals of the GMA
through the development of an adaptive management and regionally-based approach that provides 
flexibility, coordination, and creates opportunities to address local and changing conditions and needs. 
Consult with tribal governments, to determine if and how they may want to be involved in such a 
process.

Action 2.2: Initiate government -to -government consultation with tribes in Washington State, to 
discuss the key questions asked, and guidance detailed, in the Road Map to Washington’s Future Report.

3. Resilience to Changing Conditions and Disasters
Action 3.1: Develop comprehensive and integrated strategies, policies, implementation plans, and
funding for climate adaptation and mitigation on the local, regional, and state level.

Action 3.2: Integrate disaster preparedness, and emergency and recovery planning, with growth
management planning and policies.

4. Statewide Water Planning
Action 4.1: Establish a collaborative process to develop a statewide water plan for sustainably
protecting, managing, and developing water resources in the state, for current and future generations.

5. Equity
Action 5.1: Integrate equity as a goal in growth planning, policies, strategies, and implementing
actions, including adopting it as a goal of the GMA and an adaptive management regionally-based
approach, if developed.

6. Economic Development
Action 6.1: Develop and implement a statewide economic development strategy that builds on
the unique assets and needs of the diverse regions of the state. Place emphasis on improving rural
economies and slow-growing cities. Identify in the strategy what is needed to support local economic
development plans, including state agency programs and state investments.

Action 6.2: Integrate the capital facilities and economic development planning of Ports with local and
regional capital facilities, growth management, and transportation planning.

Road Map to Washington’s Future
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Key Reforms: 
To Improve the Existing Growth Planning 
Framework

State Agency Coordination with, and Support for, Regional Plans
• Integrate State agency planning into the GMA and consider how to improve coordination in the

implementation of regional growth management plans.

Funding and Capacity for Planning and Implementation
• Increase grants for cities and counties to plan under the GMA.
• Align funding of county government with the realities of implementing GMA.

 Monitoring and Evaluation of Comprehensive and Regional Plans
• Fund and develop guidelines and methods for performance monitoring and measurement of

comprehensive and regional plan implementation.

Education
• Incorporate into already existing required training for elected officials an understanding of policies

in the growth planning framework; the roles of state, regional, and local governments and the
responsibilities of elected officials as policy makers, related to growth management.

• Identify opportunities to strengthen civic education throughout the state and across all sectors,
including K-12, as well as community-based programs.

Health of the Environment
• Add a Planning Goal to the GMA - Resilience to climate change and natural disasters.
• Convene a collaborative process with, at a minimum, representatives of cities, counties, tribes, state

agencies, ports, business, development, planning, and environmental organizations to identify areas
of agreement for reforming the State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA).

Human Health and Well-Being
• Add a Planning Goal to the GMA on Human Health and Well-Being.  Elevate and fund the

implementation of human health and well-being as a goal in growth management planning and
implementation, including the design and location of transportation and other infrastructure, land
use plans, and development regulations.

• Prepare a “comprehensive planning and civic design for public health” guidebook to assist state
agencies and local governments on ways they could factor human health and well-being into
updating their comprehensive plans, and the design and implementation of capital facilities such
as state highways, county roads, city streets, and public parks. This could be a joint effort of the
Departments of Commerce and Health, in consultation with tribal governments, state agencies, local
governments, public health professionals, and county public health departments.

Housing
• Develop funding strategies and new fiscal tools for cities and counties to implement the housing

elements in their Comprehensive Plans and monitor achievement of housing targets.
• Address availability of middle- income housing, low and middle-income homeownership, and the

impacts of short-term rentals and investment homes on housing availability and affordability.
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Annexation
•	 Convene a collaborative process(es) with, at a minimum, representatives of cities, counties, special 

districts, boundary review board, planning and environmental organizations to identify areas of 
agreement for reforming annexation laws in a way that streamlines the process and removes barriers 
to annexation of land adjacent to existing cities, maintains the fiscal sustainability of counties, 
clarifies the role of special districts, and reduces conflicts.   

Economic Viability of Agriculture and Other Natural Resource Industries
•	 Support policies and programs that enhance the economic and environmental viability of agriculture 

and identify and develop strategies and programs that address the needs of farmers.
•	 Undertake an assessment that looks at the cumulative impacts of laws and regulations on the ability 

of agriculture and other natural resource-based industries to be economically viable and to achieve 
desired environmental outcomes.

Transportation
•	 Clarify how the six chief goals of the Washington State Transportation Plan can be achieved in 

context with GMA Planning Goals.
•	 Provide funding support for WSDOT, WSTC, RTPOs, and local governments to monitor and evaluate 

how well their plans, policies, and systems are working, in order to enable them to consider 
appropriate course corrections.

•	 Consider strengthening the requirements and incentivizing the use of multimodal performance 
measures within urban growth areas.

•	 Consider strengthening and funding local planning requirements for freight.
•	 Integrate state highways into the GMA transportation concurrency system.

Coordination with Military Installations
•	 Coordinate planning between federal military installations and regional, county, and city 

governments.

Other GMA Modifications
•	 Convene multi-sector urban and rural summits to dialogue and help identify priorities for 

modifications of the GMA that would improve planning and implementation for rural and urban 
communities.

•	 Consider revising the update cycle for comprehensive plans from every eight years to every ten years. 
Begin this process in phases, starting with moving the next update deadline for the four Central 
Puget Sound counties from 2023 to 2025, in order to synch with population data from the 2020 
Federal Census. 

•	 Convene a collaborative process to identify areas of agreement for improvements to the statewide 
planning framework’s development regulations and permitting processes to shorten the time 
needed to issue permits and increase predictability and achieve better outcomes both for permit 
applicants and residents in the vicinity of new development.

•	 Convene a process to gather additional information and research and to identify areas of agreement 
for improvements to the GMA provisions for LAMIRDs. 

•	 Integrate school district capital facilities planning, including school siting, with the land use policies 
and capital plans of local governments.

•	 Integrate water and sewer districts, school districts, and port district planning into the GMA.
•	 Initiate a review of State statutes, beginning with the SMA and SEPA, to identify major conflicts or 

disconnects with the goals and requirements of the GMA, and undertake efforts to reduce gaps, 
conflicts, or redundancies.




