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1. The Voluntary Stewardship Program (VSP) was established by the Washington State Legislature to provide an alternative approach for counties to protect environmentally sensitive areas while maintaining the viability of local agricultural activities.

a. The program is intended to be a collaborative effort between the local agricultural community, environmental groups, Indian Tribes, and other interested organizations, agencies and individuals.

2. The Pend Oreille County Board of County Commissioners has agreed to participate in the VSP Program and to be the lead agency to administer the project.

a. As a result, the State has provided funding to support the establishment of local work groups to prepare and submit a voluntary stewardship work plan for County and State approval. 

3. If, through the Voluntary Stewardship Program, the County submits a work plan that is approved by the State, the implementation of the work plan will satisfy the requirements of the Growth Management Act.

a. This work plan must be submitted to the State by June 30, 2017.

4. In preparing the work plan, environmentally sensitive areas, also known as critical areas, must be identified, as well as priority agricultural areas. In addition, the following activities must occur:

a. Review applicable water quality, watershed management, farmland protection, and species recovery data and plans;

b. Seek input from agricultural operators, tribes, and environmental groups;

c. Identify benchmarks for protection of the environment;

d. Identify voluntary measures to protect and enhance the environment;

e. Develop strategies for the provision of technical and possibly financial assistance to agricultural operators; and 

f. Establish and implement a monitoring system to evaluate the effectiveness of the voluntary measures.

5. Once the work plan is approved by the Board of County Commissioners, it is forwarded to the State for review by a technical committee, chaired by the Conservation Commission that includes the Washington State Departments of Fish and Wildlife, Ecology, and Agriculture.

a. If the State finds that the local stewardship plan will protect environmentally sensitive areas while maintaining and enhancing the viability of agriculture, it must approve the plan.

b. If an agreement cannot be reached on an acceptable action plan, the County can withdraw from the Voluntary Stewardship Program and revert back to the traditional regulatory approaches.

6. In Pend Oreille County there are three watersheds:

a. The Pend Oreille River Watershed (WRIA 62), which generally includes all of the County north of Newport;

b. The Little Spokane River Watershed (WRIA 55), which includes the south central and western portions of the county; and

c. The Middle Spokane River Watershed (WRIA 57) which includes a small area in the southeastern corner of the county.

7. It is proposed that two separate working groups be established to support the VSP planning process, one for the Pend Oreille River Watershed (WRIA 62) and one of the Spokane River Watershed (WRIA 55/57). 

a. The efforts of the two work groups will be coordinated through a county-wide steering committee.

b. Policy questions and resource allocation issues will be addressed by an executive committee of the steering committee. 

8. All meetings will be open to the public and the County will be inviting farmers, representatives of the agricultural community, environmental agencies and organizations, and local tribes to participate as members of one or both work groups.

a. It is anticipated that the Board of County Commissioners will invite 10-12 participants to formally serve as steering committee members.

b. It is also anticipated that the Executive Committee will consist of approximately five members of the steering committee and will include a representative of the agricultural community, the environmental community, the Kalispell tribe, and an at-large member. The Executive Committee will in all likelihood be chaired by a County Commissioner.

9. Staff support for the Voluntary Stewardship Program planning process will be provided by the Pend Oreille County Department of Community Development under the direction of Director Mike Lithgow.

a. Andy Huddleston will be the lead on communications, outreach, and technical assistance;

b. Cesar Stoddard will be the lead on mapping and research; and

c. Gregg Dohrn, the County’s planning consultant will facilitate the meetings and provide technical and management support. 

10. The dates, times, and frequency of meetings will be determined as we proceed. Currently we are targeting the last Thursday of the month in the early evening.

11. As a starting point, our focus will be on both agricultural lands that are participating in the special farm and agricultural property tax assessment program through the Pend Oreille County Assessor’s Office, as well as those properties that have also been classified as agricultural by the Assessor but are not participating in the program 

a. This includes properties over and under twenty acres being farmed primarily for commercial purposes.

b. There are approximately 550 farms totaling approximately 35,000 acres participating in this tax program in Pend Oreille County.

12. Environmentally sensitive or critical areas include rivers, creeks, streams, lakes, and wetlands, as well as floodplains, priority habitat areas, aquifer recharge areas, and steep slopes. 

a. As a starting point, the primary focus will be on water quality and possibly habitat areas. This may change over time. 

13. The next steps include:

a. Organizing the work groups;

b. Identifying the priority areas where agricultural activities and environmentally sensitive areas overlap;

c. Identifying strategies and specific activities to protect and enhance the long-term viability of agricultural activities in the county and to protect environmentally sensitive areas; 

d. Setting priorities and expectations consistent with the availability of resources; and 

e. Continue to reach out and consult with interested and affected persons.

14. When establishing benchmarks to be used to determine whether environmentally sensitive areas are being protected, priority consideration should be given to using data that is already being collected or otherwise readily available.

15. A webpage for the Voluntary Stewardship program has been established on the County website at http://pendoreilleco.org/your-government/community-development/vsp/ .

a. An email list is being established to provide interested parties with notices of upcoming meetings and the availability of documents.

b. To be added to the email list, please contact ahuddleston@pendoreille.org or cstoddard@pendoreille.org.

16. Over 50 organizations and individuals have been invited to participate in the Pend Oreille County Voluntary Stewardship Program including representatives of the Pend Oreille County agricultural community, environmental groups, and the Kalispell Tribe. A list of invitees, participants, and interested parties will be posted on line. 

17. Currently, agricultural activities are permitted in all zoning districts in the County, provided that:

a. Depending on the nature of the agricultural activity, it may or may not be considered a development activity subject to the provisions of the County Development Regulations. In general terms, existing agricultural activities are not considered development activities and are not subject to the County Development Regulations. New agricultural activities may be considered a development activity, as would the construction of new buildings or features such as irrigation canals, and if so, would be subject to the Development Regulations and would require a permit(s) from the County. 

b. In addition, if the proposed activity is located on or near an environmentally sensitive area(s) the County regulations protecting critical areas may apply and a critical areas report and permit may be required. 

c. If the environmentally sensitive areas include areas under the jurisdiction of the Shoreline Management Act, then a shoreline permit may be required. 

18. New agricultural activities on or near environmentally sensitive areas may be subject to mitigation sequencing measures starting with avoiding and minimizing adverse impacts, before compensating for adverse impacts. 

a. A critical area report may be required. 

b. Buffers from wetlands may be required based on the category of wetland and the intensity of the proposed use. In many instances, agricultural uses would be considered medium, or low intensity uses.

c. Buffers from the top and toe of landslide hazard areas may be required.

d. Fish and wildlife habitat areas may require 150 to 200 foot buffers.

19.	Currently agricultural, farming, and ranching activities along with the construction of agricultural buildings and structures may be permitted in Pend Oreille County in areas under the jurisdiction of the Shoreline Management Act through the issuance of a Shoreline Authorization (SA) permit, provided that:

a. Construction and practices normal or necessary for farming, irrigation, and ranching activities, including agricultural service roads and utilities on shorelands, and the construction and maintenance of irrigation structures including but not limited to head gates, pumping facilities, and irrigation channels. A feedlot of any size, all processing plants, other activities of a commercial nature, alteration of the contour of the shorelands by leveling or filling other than that which results from normal cultivation, shall not be considered normal or necessary farming or ranching activities and may be permitted only through the issuance of a Shoreline Substantial Development Permit (SSDP). 

b. Some activities, such as the construction of a new building, must meet the buffer requirements of the County’s Shoreline Master Program. Standard buffers range from 50 to 200 feet from the Ordinary High Water Mark (OHWM) depending on the classification of the shoreline. Customized buffers that include reduced buffers in some areas and increased buffers may be permitted.    

20. In addition, agricultural drainage and diking systems may be permitted through the issuance of a Shoreline Substantial Development Permit (SSDP), provided that:

a. Development activities associated with the operation and maintenance of any system of dikes, ditches, drains, or other public facilities existing on September 8, 1975, which were created, developed or used primarily as a part of an agricultural drainage or diking system may be permitted through a shoreline authorization.   

21. As we get started, your insights on the following questions will be helpful as we proceed:

a. What are the most significant challenges or issues affecting the viability of agricultural activities in Pend Oreille County?

b. Are there areas in the County where agricultural activities are more at risk than others?

c. Do you have any suggestions on benchmarks or indicators that could be used to measure the well-being of agricultural activities in Pend Oreille County?

d. What are the significant challenges or issues affecting environmentally sensitive areas in the Pend Oreille County?

e. Are there areas of the county where environmentally sensitive areas are more at risk than others?

f. Do you have any suggestions on benchmarks or indicators that could be used to measure the well-being of environmentally sensitive areas in Pend Oreille County?
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