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I INTRODUCTION 
 

This background report for the Natural Environment Element provides a summary of the key regulatory 
provisions and policies that apply to the management of the natural environment and expands on the 
discussion of water quality in the Green/Duwamish River, and Tukwila’s streams and wetlands. 

II SENSITIVE AREAS 
This Section describes the various regulations and policies that are applicable to critical areas 
management.   

Growth Management Act Requirements 
The Washington State Growth Management Act (GMA) requires counties and cities to designate and 
adopt policies and development regulations to protect critical (sensitive) areas.  Under the Act, critical 
areas are defined as:  wetlands; fish and wildlife habitat; aquifer recharge areas (where groundwater is 
used for potable water supply); frequently flooded areas; and geologically hazardous areas.  The 
application of best available science (BAS) must be considered in adopting regulations to protect the 
functions of critical areas, giving special consideration to conservation or protection measures necessary 
to preserve or enhance anadromous fisheries.   

The Natural Environment Chapter provides the policy direction for the City’s Sensitive Areas Regulations, 
originally adopted in June 1991 and amended in 2004 and 2010.  It also provides the basis for the 
sensitive areas regulations that form part of the Shoreline Master Program.   

Tukwila’s sensitive areas regulations are designed to protect, and require compensation for, unavoidable 
impacts to wetlands, watercourses, and fish and wildlife habitat areas.  The approximate locations and 
classifications of these sensitive areas have been established in a Sensitive Areas map (including 
sensitive areas in the shoreline jurisdiction), and are updated as detailed delineation and classification is 
obtained.    

Under all of the Sensitive Areas regulations, Tukwila’s wetlands have been defined using the State 
definition [RCW 36.70A.030(21)] and Tukwila’s watercourse classifications are consistent with 
the Washington State Department of Natural Resources (DNR)’s stream typing system.  Tukwila has 
designated and protected several fish and wildlife habitat conservation areas – including Tukwila Pond 
and several restored habitat areas on the Duwamish River (designated under the Shoreline Master 
Program).  The designated fish and wildlife habitat conservation areas are publicly owned and managed 
and those in the shoreline jurisdiction have been especially developed for salmonid rearing and resting 
habitat. 

Tukwila’s sensitive areas regulations also define and map geologically hazardous areas and coal mine 
hazard areas, and require geotechnical evaluations and corresponding design requirements to reduce 
risks created by development in such areas.   
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Watercourses and wetlands form part of the City’s surface water drainage system and provide important 
flood storage and conveyance functions, and are therefore protected under the Sensitive Area 
regulations.  However, flood management issues on the Green/Duwamish River are dealt with under 
different regulations and procedures (as described in Section IV).  Frequently flooded areas associated 
with streams are dealt with through the City’s Comprehensive Surface Water Management Plan and 
individual basin plans, which identify problem flooding areas and prioritize action for managing them. 

Tukwila does not have aquifers that are used for water supply, therefore, this type of GMA critical area, is 
not addressed in this Element.   

The Growth Management Act also requires the protection of resource lands - those lands that have “long-
term commercial significance” for agriculture, fisheries, timber production and mineral extraction.  Since 
Tukwila does not have lands used by resource-based industries, goals and policies for these types of 
lands are intentionally absent from this chapter.  Although agricultural activity was practiced until recently 
in the newly annexed Tukwila South area, the area is being developed for urban uses, and agricultural 
activity has ceased. 

The Growth Management Act allows the use of non-regulatory measures to protect or enhance functions 
and values of critical areas.  These may include public education, stewardship programs, pursuing grant 
opportunities, joint planning with other jurisdictions and non-profit organizations, and stream and wetland 
restoration activities.  Tukwila has been employing all of these measures and the updated Chapter 
contains goals and policies addressing them. 

State and Federal Regulations and Guidance for Wetlands 
Most wetlands and watercourses are regulated under the federal Clean Water Act, and both the U. S. 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the U. S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) have regulations 
related to their management.  Permits for filling or dredging “waters of the US” are required by the Corps 
of Engineers and EPA and the Washington Department of Ecology (Section 401 of the Clean Water Act) 
have review authority over permits and can require additional conditions on the permit.  Compensatory 
mitigation is also required for impacts. 

In 2004 the Department of Ecology, Corps and EPA published Guidance on Wetland Mitigation in 
Washington State, based on BAS, to guide local jurisdictions’ decisions on wetland management and 
mitigation.  Tukwila’s Sensitive Areas Ordinance was updated in 2010 to incorporate the new policies in 
this guidance.  One of the key modifications in Tukwila’s regulations was the adoption of state and federal 
methods used to classify wetlands, which are based on wetland functions.  Another key modification was 
the adoption of mitigation ratios consistent with the guidance, which vary based on the classification of 
the wetlands and the type of mitigation proposed, requiring a greater amount of mitigation for impacts to 
higher functioning wetlands.  Monitoring and maintenance periods for installed mitigation were also 
increased to better ensure its success.   

In May of 2010, the US Army Corps of Engineers issued a regional supplement to its Wetlands 
Delineation Manual, which modified the delineation process.  Tukwila’s Sensitive Areas regulations 
require use of these federal requirements for wetland delineations. 

In 2008, the Corps and EPA issued a revision to rules (33CFR Part 332) for compensatory mitigation for 
impacts to water resources, which established standards and criteria for compensatory mitigation, 
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defining the types, the methods and priorities for mitigation.  The mitigation methods are established with 
the following order of preference:  mitigation banks, in-lieu fee programs, permittee responsible mitigation 
using a watershed approach (taking into account the wetland’s location and role in the landscape), 
permittee responsible mitigation in-kind/on-site, and finally, permittee responsible mitigation off-site and 
out-o -kind.  Tukwila’s Sensitive Areas Regulations are consistent with the types of mitigation but do not 
currently reflect the priorities for the methods of mitigation.  While off-site mitigation and mitigation at a 
wetland mitigation bank are permitted under certain circumstances, where, the City’s regulations do not 
currently allow fee-in-lieu programs.   

King County County-wide Planning Policies 
The update of this chapter is consistent with the King County Countywide Planning Policies related to 
sensitive areas. The County policies state that local governments should incorporate environmental 
protection and restoration efforts into their comprehensive plans to ensure that the quality of the natural 
environment and its contributions to human health and vitality are sustained now and for future 
generations.  In addition, local governments should coordinate approaches and standards for defining 
and protecting critical areas, especially where such areas and impacts to them cross jurisdictional 
boundaries.  Also, the County encourages basin‐wide approaches to wetland protection, emphasizing 
preservation and enhancement of the highest quality wetlands and wetland systems.  

Tukwila’s Sensitive Areas regulations are consistent with state and federal guidance, which favor 
preservation of the highest quality wetlands.  Tukwila’s regulations also allow for a watershed approach to 
wetland mitigation, by allowing off-site wetland mitigation where wetland functions would be significantly 
increased over performing on-site mitigation at poor quality wetlands.  The City has designated several 
publicly-owned wetland systems where mitigation projects could increase wetland functions.  In addition, 
mitigation at a nearby mitigation bank (Springbrook Creek Mitigation Bank) developed by Washington 
State Department of Transportation and the City of Renton, within the Green/Duwamish River watershed 
just outside of the City’s border, is allowed.  This Chapter also contains policies for exploring use of or 
establishment of in-lieu-fee programs for wetland mitigation. 

III ENDANGERED SPECIES AND PRIORITY HABITATS 
 

The Federal government regulates endangered, threatened and sensitive wildlife species under the 
Endangered Species Act (ESA).  Federal agencies involved in implementing the Act are the National 
Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) and the US Fish and Wildlife Service (USFS).  Marine mammals are 
also protected under the Marine Mammal Act. 

The Growth Management Act requires that the Comprehensive Plan contain policies guiding decisions 
related to anadromous fisheries or fish and wildlife listed under the federal ESA.   In Tukwila, Chinook 
Salmon and Bull Trout in the Green/Duwamish River have been listed as threatened under the ESA.  
Tukwila’s Shoreline Master Program contains specific policies and regulations to protect these species 
and ensure no net loss of shoreline ecological function.  In addition, the Master Program includes a plan 
to prioritize and direct restoration activities to promote ecological function and restore habitat for salmon 
and other fish and wildlife along the river.  
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Tukwila is a party to the Water Resource Inventory Area (WRIA) 9 Salmon Habitat Enhancement Plan, 
along with King County and other local jurisdictions in the watershed.  This plan identifies programs and 
restoration projects to foster recovery of Chinook salmon, which will also benefit bull trout and other fish.  
Tukwila is actively supporting restoration activities under both this plan and the restoration plan adopted 
as part of the Shoreline Master Program. 

The Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW) identifies priority species (which include all 
listed species under the ESA, as well as species of state significance) and maps their habitats, to provide 
guidance to local jurisdictions in considering the impacts of proposed development and in protecting 
them.  WDFW also regulates any work in rivers or streams that requires a Hydraulics Permit Authorization 
(HPA) and mitigation/restoration to reduce the impacts of the work.   

New policies have been incorporated into the Natural Environment Chapter to ensure that all new 
development consider potential impacts to fish and wildlife, identify if they are priority species, and ensure 
that state and federal requirements are met.  This Chapter is consistent with the King County planning 
policies requiring an integrated and comprehensive approach to managing fish and wildlife habitat 
conservation, especially, protecting endangered, threatened, and sensitive species and implementing 
salmon habitat protection and restoration priorities under the WRIA 9 Salmon Habitat Enhancement Plan. 

IV FLOOD MANAGEMENT 
 

Flood control is regulated and managed by several levels of government:   

• The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) maps flood plains and operates the 
National Flood Insurance Program.  In Tukwila, this program covers the urban center, part of 
Tukwila South, the light industrial area south of S. 180th and Fort Dent Park.   

• The US Army Corps of Engineers permits, certifies and in some cases operates federally-
constructed levees for flood control.  Tukwila has a federally certified levee on the left bank of the 
Green River between SR-405 and South 190th.   

• The King County Flood Control District is a special purpose government charged with funding, 
policy development and construction projects to improve flood control structures throughout the 
County.  Tukwila contracts with the Flood Control District for levee maintenance services.  
Tukwila’s Comprehensive Plan includes goals, policies and implementation strategies that are 
consistent with King County’s policies related to flood management:  

• The City has responsibility for localized flooding from streams.  Flood control projects are 
identified and prioritized in its Comprehensive Surface Water Plan and individual stream basin 
plans.   
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V WATER QUALITY 
 

The Washington Department of Ecology regulates municipal storm sewer systems under the National 
Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) Municipal Stormwater Management Program.  Tukwila 
will be required to update its surface water regulations by 2016 to implement the requirements of the 
municipal permit.  Key features of the new regulations will include requirements to use Low Impact 
Development techniques for managing urban surface water run-off from new development, utilizing best 
management practices for turf and landscaped areas, and water quality monitoring. 

The King County County-wide Planning Policies specify establishment of a multi‐jurisdictional approach 
for funding and monitoring water quality, quantity, biological conditions, and outcome measures and for 
improving the efficiency and effectiveness of monitoring efforts.  The Policies also seek to have all 
jurisdictions collaborate to implement the Puget Sound Water Quality Management Plan, under the 
management of the Puget Sound Partnership, to restore and protect the biological health and diversity of 
the Puget Sound basin.  The Puget Sound Partnership was created by the Washington State Legislature 
as the state agency with the responsibility for assuring the preservation and recovery of Puget Sound and 
the freshwater systems flowing into the Sound. There are two strategic initiatives in the Puget Sound 
Partnership’s 2012/13 Action Agenda that apply to Tukwila:  1) prevent pollution from urban stormwater 
runoff; and 2) protect and restore habitat along rivers and streams.   

The City does not currently have an ongoing water quality monitoring program for the river or streams, nor 
are surface water discharges monitored for quality.  Some water quality monitoring has been done in the 
past on the Green/Duwamish River and King County has a current monitoring program with a station at 
Fort Dent in Tukwila.  The river is considered by regulatory agencies to be impaired for water quality for 
several contaminants:  dissolved oxygen (too low to support fish in some areas), temperature (too high in 
much of the Lower Green and upper Duwamish to support salmonids) and fecal coliform in some areas.   

Water quality in Tukwila Pond was evaluated by the City over a 1 year period in 2009 and 2010.  The 
pond suffers from high levels of phosphorus, high water temperatures and low levels of dissolved oxygen, 
much of it related to stormwater runoff that flows into the pond, natural inputs of phosphorous (decayed 
vegetation and waterfowl feces) and the shallowness of the pond.  These factors work together to 
produce unsightly algae blooms in the late summer months.  No potentially toxic blue-green algae blooms 
have been observed to date.   

Some periodic water quality monitoring has been done in Tukwila’s streams.  Past monitoring in Gilliam 
Creek showed elevated turbidity during storm events and high levels of copper and zinc.  Riverton Creek 
has exhibited high levels of fecal coliform bacteria, phosphorus, turbidity, total suspended solids, and 
copper.  High turbidity and fecal coliform have also been measured in Southgate Creek.  High 
phosphorus and fecal coliform were also measured in Johnson Creek, possibly due to the agricultural 
activities in the vicinity at the time the water samples were collected. 

This Comprehensive Plan is consistent with the strategies of the Countywide policies and the Puget 
Sound Action Agenda, as it contains goals, policies, and implementation strategies for improving surface 
water quality, monitoring water quality and restoring riparian habitat.  In addition, the 2010 update of 
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Tukwila’s Sensitive Areas regulations strengthened requirements for protecting and restoring 
watercourses and their buffers.  The Shoreline Chapter also has policies for no net loss of shoreline 
ecological functions and restoration of riparian habitat on the Green/Duwamish River.   

VI AIR QUALITY 
 

The Puget Sound Clean Air Agency regulates emissions and monitors air quality in King and other Puget 
Sound counties.  This agency focuses its efforts on reducing air pollutants that pose the greatest health 
risks to our region – which include criteria air pollutants, air toxics and greenhouse gases.  It requires 
permits from businesses with air emissions and from construction projects and regulates open burning 
and burning in fireplaces and wood stoves.  Emissions from vehicles is monitored and controlled by the 
State Department of Ecology.  The agency also has growth management policies for promoting clean air 
that relate to promoting development policies that improve air quality and address climate change.   

King County also has several county-wide policies related to air quality and climate change including 
policies for reducing green-house gases, directing development to existing urban centers and facilitating 
modes of transportation other than single-occupancy vehicles.   

The City has a role in improving  air quality through the environmental review process for new 
development projects.  It also manages a commute trip reduction program for businesses, which indirectly 
contributes to improving air quality by reducing the number of vehicle trips.  Further the City can 
implement energy efficiency strategies in its buildings and City vehicles.  These air-quality and climate 
change issues are addressed in the transportation, land use, and utilities chapters of the Comprehensive 
Plan. 

VII TREES/URBAN FORESTRY REGULATIONS 
 

In 2008 the State Legislature passed the Evergreen Communities Act, which requires that local 
jurisdictions develop urban forestry management programs in order to be eligible for state funding and 
provides technical assistance to local communities in developing and implementing the plans.  The Act is 
not currently in force, because no funding was appropriated to carry it out, however the requirements may 
be enforced in the future.   

The Washington Department of Natural Resources (DNR), through its Urban Forestry Program, provides 
education, technical assistance and some funding to local jurisdictions for urban forestry management.  
Funding supports such efforts as tree inventories, urban canopy studies, urban forestry plans, and on-the-
ground projects.  If the Evergreen Communities Act were implemented in the future, DNR would have an 
important technical role in assisting communities in complying with its requirements. 

Planning and management of the urban forest in Tukwila is a shared responsibility between the 
Department of Community Development (tree removal permits, sensitive areas protection, shoreline 
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vegetation protection and restoration), Parks and Recreation (trees in parks), Public Works (trees on 
public rights-of-way), and property owners (trees on private property).   

Tukwila has been a “Tree City, USA”, certified by the National Arbor Day Foundation, since 2002 and has 
tree protection and replacement regulations for both sensitive areas and the Green/Duwamish River 
shoreline.  Tukwila’s landscape code also requires tree planting for most new development.   

New goals and policies are included in the Natural Environment Chapter of the Comprehensive Plan to 
formalize and augment Tukwila’s current tree management efforts.   
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