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Open Space Corridors – Phase 2 
Application: 2019 Amendment 
The Open Space Corridors (OSC) Project is one of the City’s initial steps to implement 
the Parks and Open Space designation of the Comprehensive Plan, One Tacoma. The 
designation includes a variety of areas including active park and recreation areas, 
passive open spaces, steep slopes, and other important open space areas.  

The current effort focuses on Critical Areas standards for development and disturbance 
within and around erosion and landslide hazard areas—types of Geologically Hazardous 
Areas associated with steep slopes. Tacoma’s standards for Geologically Hazardous 
Areas are due for an update to reflect recent statutory amendments and advances in 
the Best Available Science (BAS). The updates will address known gaps and 
inconsistencies in the current code, and integrate the latest science in order to more 
effectively limit risks to life and property in areas prone to landslides or erosion. The 
updates will also increase predictability regarding development in these areas.  

Project Summary   

Applicant: City 

Location and Size of Area: Changes will apply city-wide where critical areas are present. 

Current Land Use and Zoning: Multiple 

Neighborhood Council Area: Multiple 

Staff Recommendation:  Release for Public Review and Comment 

Date of Report: May 2, 2018 

Project Proposal:  

Identify changes to TMC 13.11 Critical Areas Preservation Ordinance related 
to Geologically Hazardous Areas that ensure standards are consistent with 
Best Available Science (BAS), achieve no net loss of critical areas functions and 
values, and allow reasonable use that does not pose a threat to the health and 
safety of citizens and property. The project will commence with a review of  
BAS and recent statutory guidance, and will address known issues, including: 

1. Update classifications for erosion and landslide hazard areas 
2. Apply mitigation sequencing in accordance with the BAS 
3. Address inconsistencies between standards for Geologically 

Hazardous Areas and geo-setback areas 
4. Update submittal requirements for technical studies 
5. Update resources and maps used to identify and classify Geologically 

Hazardous Areas 

Section A. Proposed Scope of Work 
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1. Area of Applicability 

This project consists of critical areas standards updates applicable to landslide hazard and erosion hazard areas—two 
categories of Geologically Hazardous Areas generally associated with steep slopes. These areas overlap substantially 
with Tacoma’s designated Open Space Corridors (see map). Geologically Hazardous Areas located in designated 
Shoreline Districts will also be included in this effort. 
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2. Background    

In 2009 the City designated Habitat Corridors, renamed Open 
Space Corridors in 2015, in recognition of the multiple functions 
and values they provide. This is the second phase of the Open 
Space Corridors Project, which began with updates to the City’s 
critical areas standards for Biodiversity Areas/Corridors in 2017-
2018. Future phases will continue to focus on discrete issues to 
reflect time and resource constraints and provide the focus due 
to each issue.  

City, regional and state policy guidance calls for strengthening 
protections for urban open spaces and environmental hazards 
and assets, while allowing for reasonable use of property as 
required by state law. Tacoma’s designated Open Space 
Corridors are distributed citywide and include the City’s most 
important and valuable connected natural lands, as well as 
parks, recreational assets and other lands valuable as open 
space. They also include a substantial amount of Geologically 
Hazardous Areas. Since a large proportion of designated Open 
Space Corridors contain critical areas, enhancing critical areas 
standards is generally conducive to reducing their 
fragmentation. 

Since state adoption of the Growth Management Act, Tacoma 
has adopted and continued to refine Critical Areas standards to 
protect critical areas and preclude incompatible development.  

Periodic review and update of development regulations is a state requirement. Geologically Hazardous Areas are 
designated as critical areas due to the potential hazard to life and property that could result if these areas are 
developed. Updating standards for Geologically Hazardous Areas is necessary to ensure there are robust 
protections in place for public safety and property.  

Tacoma’s development standards for Geologically Hazardous Areas have not been substantially updated since 2005. The 
standards therefore do not reflect more recent statutory amendments and are based on BAS that is over 10-years old. 
Significant progress has been made in the scientific community in regards to risk assessment, landslide inventory and 
susceptibility mapping, and best management practices, spurred in large measure by tragic events that resulted in loss 
of life and property elsewhere in the state. Both climate change and increased development pressure make this review 
even more urgent. Tacoma has substantial areas which are prone to landslide and erosion, many of which remain 
undeveloped. However, inquiries regarding steep slopes development have increased dramatically in recent years.  

Washington is one of the most landslide-prone states in the country with hundreds to thousands of landslides occurring 
each year. Landslides can occur on gentle and steep slopes and are commonly triggered by rainfall that saturate soils, 
vegetation removal, loading on a slope, excavation at the base of a slope, and leakage from pipes. The events are often 
under-represented. However, even small shallow slumps can cause significant damage to roads, homes, and 
infrastructure as the debris flow accelerates and moves downslope.  

A working list of potential code updates, as identified to date, is included below in Section 4. Objectives. Review of BAS 
and stakeholder input will shed light on these topics and may also identify other topics for analysis.  

Tacoma’s designated Parks and Open Space Lands 
and resources.  
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3. Policy Framework 

Washington State Growth Management Act 

The Washington State Growth Management Act (GMA) requires all jurisdictions to balance multiple goals including 
accommodating growth, protecting the environment, and protecting the public from hazards to health and safety. The 
GMA requires all jurisdictions, including cities, to designate and protect critical environmental areas, conserve natural 
resources, and generally avoid geologically hazardous areas. In designating and protecting critical areas, local 
jurisdictions must use BAS in developing policies and development regulations (RCW 36.70A.172). 

One Tacoma Planning Policies 

One Tacoma policies recognize the importance of managing potentially hazardous natural areas for the protection of 
life safety as well as the preservation of open space. 

Manage Environmental Hazards 

Tacoma has varied topography, with hills, gulches, abundant trees, and vegetation. It is also located at the 
tidewaters of the Puyallup River watershed. As a result, there are periodic floods and landslides. The city is also 
in a seismically active region, at risk of earthquakes from local faults and the Cascadia Subduction Zone in the 
Pacific Ocean. The One Tacoma Plan policies direct development away from hazard-prone areas, seek to reduce 
hazard risks and impacts, and improve resilience to disasters and climate change. 

Policy EN–2.1 Minimize the risk of damage to life, property, and the environment by establishing robust 
development standards that ensure avoidance and/or minimization of potential geologic hazards. 
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Policy EN–2.2 Require appropriate levels of study, technical analysis, best available science and all known 
available and reasonable methods of prevention control and treatment (AKART) as a condition to permitting 
construction within geologically hazardous areas, ensure sound engineering principles are used based on the 
associated risk in these areas and limit land uses within or near geologically hazardous areas. 

Policy EN–3.5 Discourage development on lands where such development would pose hazards to life, property 
or infrastructure, or where important ecological functions or environmental quality would be adversely affected: 

 a. Floodways and 100-year floodplains 

 b. Geologic hazard areas 

 c. Wetlands 

 d. Streams  

 e. Fish and wildlife habitat conservation areas 

 f. Aquifer recharge areas 

 g. Shorelines 

Best Available Science 

The City’s policies call for the integration of the Best Available Science into planning and regulatory programs, including 
giving consideration to the impacts of climate change and other risks to the City’s environmental resources.  

Policy EN–1.17 Assess and periodically review the best available science for managing critical areas and natural 
resources and utilize the development of plans and regulations while also taking into consideration Tacoma’s obligation 
to meet urban-level densities under the Growth Management Act. 

Policy EN–1.18 Evaluate climate data and consider climate risks in the development of regulations, plans and programs. 

4. Objectives 

• Address inconsistencies or errors in the Comprehensive Plan 
or development regulations. 

The update will address inconsistencies between the Comprehensive Plan and development regulations. Current 
policies call for the minimization of risk to people, property and the environment through such methods as 
avoidance of geologic hazards and retention of vegetation to reduce erosion. The update will ensure that 
Tacoma’s Geologically Hazardous Areas standards, which have not been substantively updated in over ten years, 
fully implement the intent of the Comprehensive Plan and of the Critical Areas Preservation Ordinance.  

The project will commence with a review of BAS and recent statutory guidance, and will address known issues, 
including: 

1. Update classifications for erosion and landslide hazard areas 
 Statutory requirements include classifying geologically hazardous areas as either known or 

suspected risk, no risk, or risk unknown. Current development standards do not include this 
classification. 

 The statutory definition for Landslide Hazards was amended in 2010. 
 

2. Apply mitigation sequencing in accordance with the BAS 
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 The code is not clear that mitigation sequencing 
and avoidance is required by the GMA and 
applies to Geologically Hazardous Areas.  

 The code does not provide adequate guidance 
regarding best practices for vegetation 
retention and management.  

 Current standards recognize that risks to public 
safety can be mitigated with engineering in 
some cases, but do not make it clear that 
impacts should still be minimized.  

 
3. Address inconsistencies between standards for 

Geologically Hazardous Areas and geo-setback 
areas 
 Current standards focus primarily on 

development at the top of the slope, but are 
not robust in regards to development within the 
Geologically Hazardous Area itself (mid-slope) 
or at the bottom of the slope.  

 
4. Update submittal requirements for technical studies 
 Standards do not adequately define when a 

study is required or state what methods should 
be used to adequately assess risk. 

 
5. Update resources and maps used to identify and 

classify Geologically Hazardous Areas 
 New landslide inventory and susceptibility 

mapping was made available from the 
Washington Department of Natural Resources 
in July of 2017. This mapping supersedes 
previous mapping and is the BAS for landslide 
inventory and susceptibility hazards. 

 
6. Other updates indicated by the BAS and recent 

statutory guidance 
 

• Respond to changing circumstances, such as growth and development patterns, needs and desires of the 
community, and the City’s capacity to provide adequate services.  

These updates respond to increases in the pace of development pressure. Since Habitat Corridors (now Open 
Space Corridors) were designated in 2009, development within these areas has taken place at a slow rate, 
presumably due to the costs of developing Geologically Hazardous Areas. In the past few years, as housing 
prices and demand have grown, interest in development in these areas has increased, as evidenced by a sharp 
increase in development inquiries received by the City. In addition, climate change is increasing the likelihood 
of more extreme precipitation events which could further destabilize steep slope areas and increase risks to 
life and property within and adjacent to these areas.  
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Updating the current development regulations will ensure that these areas are managed properly for their 
potential hazards to life and property and avoided when uses are incompatible.  

• Maintain or enhance compatibility with existing or planned land uses and the surrounding development 
pattern.  

This update implements the Parks and open Space designation of Tacoma’s Comprehensive Plan, One Tacoma. 
One Tacoma’s land use vision and policies call for preservation of Open Space Corridors and emphasizes the 
importance of protecting life and property. These updates will be a significant step in preventing incompatible 
development that could increase such risks. 

• Enhance the quality of the neighborhood.  

Tacoma’s Open Space Corridors are valued, character-defining assets that are integral to Tacoma’s 
neighborhoods and the character of the city as a whole. The Comprehensive Plan calls for enhancement to 
human health through neighborhood design and development, integrating nature and the built environment, 
and providing greenspace as an important amenity while also directing development away from hazard-prone 
areas to reduce risks and impacts.  

5. Options Analysis 

This project is part of a multi-phased effort to implement Tacoma’s Open Space Corridors policies. The first phase 
updated critical area standards for Biodiversity Corridors/Areas. The current project phase consists of updates to 
critical area standards for Geologically Hazardous Areas. Staff recommendations  and potential future policy initiatives 
are described below.  

• Staff recommendations 
o Review the BAS and consult with subject matter experts to further refine needed updates to the 

Geologically Hazardous Areas standards.  
o Develop a package of updates to Geologically Hazardous Areas standards for adoption in the 2019 

amendments including the following components:   
1. Update classifications for erosion and landslide hazard areas 
2. Apply mitigation sequencing in accordance with the BAS 
3. Address inconsistencies between standards for Geologically Hazardous Areas and geo-setback areas 
4. Update submittal requirements for technical studies 
5. Update resources and maps used to identify and classify Geologically Hazardous Areas 
6. Other updates indicated by the BAS and recent statutory guidance  

 
• Other alternatives for the Commission to consider (potential future phases):  

o Consideration of creating an Open Space Overlay Zoning District 
o Passive and active open space access and improvement planning and standards  
o Updates to standards for tree planting, maintenance and pruning on public land and rights-of-way 
o Landscaping Code updates for sites located within Open Space Corridors 
o Open Space Program activities and management plans for specific areas 

 
 

6. Proposed Outreach  

Outreach will be citywide and include notification to owners of property within and in proximity to Geologically 
Hazardous Areas. Planning staff will work closely with other City staff, including licensed geological staff and 
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Environmental Specialists. In addition to the Planning Commission and City Council engagement processes, staff will 
seek input from subject matter experts and the community, including the following stakeholders:  

• Washington State Department of Natural Resources and Department of Commerce 
• Residents, members of the development community, neighborhood groups, public agencies and the 

environmental community 
• Users of the code with technical expertise, such as consulting firms with licensed geologists  

 
7. Impacts Assessment 

This application would require review of potential impacts to private property rights and development capacity. This 
application is unlikely to result in significant impacts to traffic, historic resources, air or water quality and should 
instead result in improvements to service provision, efficient use of resources, minimization of risks to public health, 
life and property, and a retention of aesthetic characteristics that are of value to the community.  

8. Supplemental Information 

What studies/analysis/information will be necessary to help the Commission to select an option and make a 
recommendation?  

• Review of the BAS and consultation with subject matter experts and end users of Tacoma’s critical areas 
standards 

• The Washington State Department of Ecology provides several key sources of guidance on this topic:  
o https://fortress.wa.gov/ecy/publications/documents/9331.pdf 
o https://ecology.wa.gov/Water-Shorelines/Shoreline-coastal-management/Hazards/Puget-Sound-

landslides  
o https://fortress.wa.gov/ecy/publications/documents/9331.pdf  
o https://www.dnr.wa.gov/publications/ger_homeowners_guide_landslides.pdf?ggi1lpv  

 

Section B. Assessment 
The applications were reviewed against the following assessment criteria pursuant to TMC 13.02.045:  

1. If the amendment request is legislative and properly subject to Planning Commission review, or quasi-judicial 
and not properly subject to Commission review.  

Staff Assessment: The amendment is legislative and subject to Planning Commission review.  

2. If there have been recent studies of the same area or issue, which may be cause for the Commission to decline 
further review, or if there are active or planned projects that the amendment request can be incorporated into. 

Staff Assessment: The City is currently in the process of updating TMC 13.11 Critical Areas standards to address 
Fish and Wildlife Habitat Conservation Areas. The current work program does not fully address updates to 
Geologically Hazardous Areas.  While both of these efforts are related to TMC 13.11, they entail distinct subject 
matter.  

There is potential to incorporate or at least integrate this project into the scope of work for the Shoreline 
Periodic Review, which is also proposed for inclusion in the 2019 Amendment package. Many of the City’s 
Geologically Hazardous Areas are regulated in part under TMC 13.10 Shoreline Management as well as TMC 

https://fortress.wa.gov/ecy/publications/documents/9331.pdf
https://ecology.wa.gov/Water-Shorelines/Shoreline-coastal-management/Hazards/Puget-Sound-landslides
https://ecology.wa.gov/Water-Shorelines/Shoreline-coastal-management/Hazards/Puget-Sound-landslides
https://fortress.wa.gov/ecy/publications/documents/9331.pdf
https://www.dnr.wa.gov/publications/ger_homeowners_guide_landslides.pdf?ggi1lpv
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13.11 Critical Areas Preservation. While there are substantive differences between the Shoreline Management 
Act and the Growth Management Act, which are reflected in the City’s codes, a single study of the Best Available 
Science and proposed code changes could provide the basis for amendments to both ordinances.  

3. If the amount of analysis necessary is reasonably manageable given the workloads and resources of the 
Department and the Commission, or if a large-scale study is required, the amendment request may be scaled 
down, studied in phases, delayed until a future amendment cycle, or declined. 

Staff Assessment: The larger Open Space Corridors Project has been broken into phases in order to afford 
adequate time, staff resources and Planning Commission review capacity to digest each phase. It is staff’s 
understanding that the time and resources are adequate to conduct the work and stakeholder engagement 
necessary as part of this phase.  

 


