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The Growth Management Act and How it Changed Planning in Spokane 

Part One: What is the Growth Management Act? 

Jessica Ryan / 21 July 2010 

 

This series is an introduction to the Growth Management Act and the impact it has had on the 

process of planning in Spokane. 

In 1990, Washington State became the eighth state to create a law related to the management 

of growth.   The Growth Management Act (GMA) was created in reaction to a trend of explosive 

development:   

“The legislature finds that uncoordinated and unplanned growth, together with a lack of 
common goals expressing the public's interest in the conservation and the wise use of 
our lands, pose a threat to the environment, sustainable economic development, and the 

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A
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health, safety, and high quality of life enjoyed by residents of this state. It is in the public 
interest that citizens, communities, local governments, and the private sector cooperate 
and coordinate with one another in comprehensive land use planning.” 
 
 -“Legislative Findings” Washington State Growth Management Act, RCW 

36.70A.010 

The legislation of the GMA is a milestone in Washington State’s planning history.  The Act was 

legislated in 1990 and for the first time, all cities and counties would be required by the State to 

generate basic planning devices in a coordinated effort toward achieving the following goals: 

1. Urban Growth  

2. Reduce Sprawl 

3. Transportation (multimodal) 

4. Housing (affordability, preservation and accessibility) 

5. Economic Development  

6. Property Rights – landowners are to be protected from arbitrary or discriminatory 

action; land is not to be taken for public use without just compensation. 

7. Permits are to be processed in a timely and fair manner, allowing for predictability 

and ease of use. 

8. Natural Resource Industries 

9. Open Space and Recreation 

10. Environment 

11. Citizen Participation and Coordination 

12. Public facilities and services – ensuring that levels of service (police, schools, etc.) do 

not fall below established standards 

13. Historic Preservation 

14. Shoreline Management (new in 2010) 

These goals, taken together, are to be used in the coordinated creation of Comprehensive Plans 

and development regulations. 

 

Next time we’ll be looking at some of the planning tools that organize development within 

Spokane. 

 

1. GMA http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A 

http://99westcentral.wordpress.com/definitions/
http://99westcentral.wordpress.com/definitions/
http://99westcentral.wordpress.com/definitions/
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A
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The Growth Management Act and How it Changed Planning in Spokane 

Part Two: How does it work? 

Jessica Ryan / 21 July 2010 

 

Last time we looked at Washington State’s Growth Management Act.  This time we’ll be looking 

at some of the planning tools used to organize growth within Spokane. 

The GMA tailors planning requirements based on populations, growth rates and projected 

growth.  The main tool used to make growth management work is the implementation of 

Comprehensive Plans.   

Comprehensive Planning 

The GMA mandates that counties and cities of a certain size and/or growth rate must create 

local Comprehensive Plans.  Spokane County experienced a high rate of growth between 1989 

and 1993, and the jurisdictions within the County were then required to prepare 

Comprehensive Plans.  This includes the designation of Urban Growth Areas, and the creation 

of plans that include the following critical elements: 

1. Land Use 

2. Housing 

3. Capital Facilities Plan 

4. Utilities 

5. Rural 

6. Transportation 

7. Economic Development 

8. Park and Recreation 

9. Amendment 

The GMA also mandated citizen participation in the creation of Comprehensive Plans; in 

Spokane, this led to the formation of the Spokane Horizons Group.  During this community 

participation process, Spokane elected to add several additional elements such as Leadership, 

Governance and Citizenship, Social Health, and Neighborhoods to its Comprehensive Plan.  

These elements became sections in the document. 

http://99westcentral.wordpress.com/2010/07/21/history-of-the-horizons-planning-process/
http://www.spokaneplanning.org/Documents/Comp_Plan_2010_full.pdf
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Urban Growth Area 

Urban Growth Areas (UGAs) are located within 

Growth Management Boundaries. Outside of 

these boundaries, development may only 

happen if it is not urban in nature; typically, this 

is rural and resource land. 

Some of the factors involved in determining the 

boundary are population projections, land 

capacity analysis, and the ability to provide 

public facilities and services to that area.  

Spokane’s initial Growth Management 

Boundary was drawn in the 1990s, based on 

these factors.  Spokane’s Urban Growth Area 

includes all land within the city limits and also 

some land outside of Spokane’s City Limits; 

these areas are known as Joint Planning Areas 

(JPAs).  The boundary is reviewed at least once 

every five years, taken into account growth that 

will occur over the following 20 years.   

In the City of Spokane, the boundary must be 

reviewed at least once every five years.  Spokane County is responsible for reviewing all of its 

Urban Growth Boundaries on a ten-year basis as follows: 

1. 20-year forecast population for Spokane County is prepared, based on information 

from the State Office of Financial Management 

2. Spokane County allocates the forecasted population in the following order: 

a. For metro cities (City of Spokane, Spokane Valley, Liberty Lake, Airway 

Heights and Millwood) 

b. For existing unincorporated UGA (JPA’s) 

c. For urban reserves (which are outside the UGA but are intended to become a 

part of the UGA in future) 

d. For rural areas 

3. Land capacity of UGA is determined, based on land use allocations and current use.  

4. An Environmental review is undertaken, based on the state’s Environmental Policy 

Act 

5. Revision to Comprehensive Plan is made if needed, or population allocation is 

modified. 

GMA-related Dispute Resolution 
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In order to resolve disputes related to the GMA, three Growth Management Hearing Boards 

(GMHB’s) were created.  These boards are specific to Western Washington, Eastern 

Washington and the Central Puget Sound, in order to reflect regional diversities. 

Amendment Process 

The GMA mandates an amendment process for Comprehensive Plans. In Spokane, the 

Comprehensive Plan can only be amended once a year, maximum.  This is intended to prevent 

uncoordinated changes to the Plan.  Changes are based on monitored data as well as citizen 

comment.  The process works as follows: 

1. Public notice of amendment cycle 

2. Workshops of public hearings scheduled by City Plan Commission 

3. Plan Commission makes recommendations as resolutions 

4. City council approval/denial 

5. Appeals of City Council decisions can be made through the Superior Court. 

 

Land use allocations within the Spokane UGA 

The Comprehensive Plan tells us that land use is driven by the Vision and Values generated 
during Spokane Horizons planning process.  Towards achieving this, Spokane identifies several 
planning tools to organize growth: 
 

 Neighborhoods are considered to be a basic planning unit in Spokane.  Spokane 

Horizons identified values associated with neighborhoods, including the enhancement 

and preservation of inner-city and older neighborhoods. 

 

 Centers and Corridors is a land use strategy that aims 
to focus growth efficiently.  Greater densities as well 
as mixed-use buildings are allowed in specified areas, 
as designated on the City’s Land Use Plan.   
 
“The centers and corridors designated on the land use 
plan map are the areas of the city where incentives 
and other tools should be used to encourage infill 
development, redevelopment and new development.” 
 - Spokane Comprehensive Plan, LU 3.1 p. 16 

Targeting growth through the designated centers and 

corridors is based on several factors, including but not 

limited to availability of infrastructure, existing and 

proposed conditions, accessibility of transit and level 

http://www.gmhb.wa.gov/
http://99westcentral.wordpress.com/quick-comp-plan/
http://99westcentral.wordpress.com/quick-comp-plan/
http://www.spokanecity.org/download/gistransfer/pubmaps/LandUseESize.pdf
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of capacity for public amenities.  Some of Spokane’s Centers and Corridors include the 

South Perry Neighborhood Center, and the North Monroe Business Corridor. 

Land Use designations also reflect existing uses; when the current (2001) Comprehensive Plan 

was written, some existing land uses were re-evaluated to recognize the actual intensity of 

development.  The reasoning behind this was to avoid creating large areas of nonconformance. 

The next and final part in this series will look at the historic and ongoing debate surrounding 

Growth Management, both within Spokane and beyond. 
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The Growth Management Act and How it Changed Planning in Spokane 

Part Three: The Ongoing Discussion 
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The matter of managing growth raises all sorts of conversation. This concluding piece will look 

at the historic and ongoing debate surrounding Growth Management, both within Spokane and 

beyond. 

In 1993, a new alternative weekly newspaper called the Pacific Northwest Inlander asked the 

question: “Growth Management: Boon or Bust?” Some people insisted that Spokane needed as 

much growth as it could get. People feared that growth management would punish Spokane for 

mistakes made in Seattle. Other stories reported on the plight of longtime farmers who had 

become overrun with suburbanite neighbors. 

People often feared that growth management equated to slow-growth or no-growth (this is 

sometimes referred to as growth control).  It was felt by some that Spokane was actually 

suffering from a lack of growth.  City Planner Charlie Dotson indicated to the Spokane Chronicle 

that growth management was not intended to stop or slow growth, but simply to give us tools 

to manage it. 

 “City Planner sees Potential for Growth Problems”, Spokane Chronicle, Mar 28, 1990 

 “Some Spokane-lovers Don’t Love Growth”, Spokane Chronicle, January 4, 1990:  

Citizen groups within Washington State continue to support and/or question the GMA: 

a) FutureWise is a statewide public interest group in favor of growth management: 

“The Growth Management Act requires communities to periodically conduct these major 

updates. The plans serve as important roadmaps in determining the long-term health of 

communities, rural areas and natural lands. We're also involved with local fights to 

prevent growth management laws from being weakened.”  

 

b) The Citizen’s Alliance for Property Rights has adopted its Policy 9 to address their 

concerns about the intention of the GMA: 

“In an incredibly cynical move, local politicians and governmental agencies are not only 

http://news.google.com/newspapers?id=au4iAAAAIBAJ&sjid=_PkDAAAAIBAJ&dq=growth%20management&pg=5497%2C4075629
http://news.google.com/newspapers?id=O7gSAAAAIBAJ&sjid=7_kDAAAAIBAJ&dq=growth%20management%20act&pg=4173%2C291753
http://futurewise.org/
http://www.proprights.org/
http://www.proprights.org/chapter_defaults/policy9.php
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refusing to accept their role in the current situation, but have been deliberately shifting 

the cost of environmental mitigation to a small number of rural property owners. Those 

property owners are effectively being punished with restrictions and fines for preserving 

their land, topsoil and habitat. At the same time, urban development and governments 

continue to be rewarded for so completely destroying the environmental value of their 

land.” 

On a nation-wide level, growth management has been questioned and considered.  Housing 
affordability is just one issue where the impact of growth management has been questioned or 
lauded. 

a)  Big Burdens from Growth Management  is a study by Randal O'Toole regarding 
housing affordability.  His findings indicate that average housing costs in states with 
GMAs significantly outweigh average income.  He indicates that growth 
management leads to a limited housing supply. Towards fixing the housing 
affordability problem, he advises that all growth management acts should be 
immediately repealed.  O’Toole contends that sprawl is not a real problem, noting 
that only 3% of available land in America has been developed, and that most people 
do not enjoy living in areas of high density.  He also considers that rural property 
owners have lost the right to develop their property without compensation. 

b) The Link Between Growth Management and Housing Affordability: the Academic 
Evidence is a study prepared for the Brookings Institute on Urban and Metropolitan 
Policy.  This study identifies that market demand is the primary factor behind 
housing prices, rather than land constraints.  It is noted that both traditional 
methods and newer growth management programs can increase the cost of 
housing: 

i) Traditional zoning and growth control limits where affordable housing can be 
located, often driving the cost of housing through minimum size requirements.  
Access to transportation and infrastructure may also be limited. 

ii) If Growth Management programs are crafted to include a mix of housing types, 
and access to infrastructure and transportation, housing costs may increase; 
however, this may be offset by lower transportation and energy costs. 

The notion of how growth should happen will change from person to person. As we learn from 

this small sample of the many points of view, we see that some see growth management as an 

environmentally responsible strategy.  Others disagree that cities can be sustainable.  Some will 

disregard the significance of environmental and lifestyle costs that are historically associated 

with uncoordinated development, and still more will remain apathetic to any sort of regulated 

planning.  It is important to remember that planning policy affects everyone in some way, from 

the basis of the individual to the entire population – and that the long-term effects of growth 

management strategies may not be known for years.  

http://www.cato.org/pub_display.php?pub_id=9701
http://smartgrowthamerica.org/growthmang.pdf
http://smartgrowthamerica.org/growthmang.pdf

