


Clark County Community Development October 10, 2025
Clark County Council

Clark County Planning Commission

P.O. Box 5000, Vancouver, Washington 98666

FOR THE PUBLIC RECORD AND COMPREHENSIVE PLAN UPDATE
Re: September 30, 2025 Clark County Agricultural Lands Study Workshop CCCU Concerns
Dear Councilors, Commissioners and Planners,

Clark County Citizens United, Inc. (CCCU) is a 501c4 non-profit, with approximately 6,000
members. Most live in the rural and resource areas of Clark County, Washington. Three
CCCU Board members attended the September 30, 2025 Clark County Agricultural Lands
Study Workshop, held in Battle Ground, Washington. Many “red flags” popped up all over
the room. Most alarming is how the maps shown to the public didn't match or coincide
with one another. In addition, there were very few “landmarks” such as locations of roads,
etc. Therefore, landowners, looking at the maps, could only guess where their land was
located and how the county proposal would affect that land. They likely came to the
meeting to see what was intended for their property, but no doubt, they went away
confused and empty handed, as did the CCCU Board members.

One area of one map showed land that was fallow, another map showed the same area as
being irrigated. Good agricultural practices dictate that no commercial farmer would
irrigate land that is sitting fallow and is not being farmed. The reality is that very little land
in Clark County is commercially farm irrigated, as dryland farming is the norm. On small
acreage, personal wells are sufficient to meet the water needs. Most of the rural and
resource zoned land is served by Clark Public Utility water service, which does not allow
heavy irrigation. The true farm irrigation wells are located on land near the Columbia River
in lowlands underneath Vancouver, Hazel Dell and Ridgefield. But that map showed many
parcels as irrigated land, throughout the county.

An accurate map of prime and good soil, that mirrors the 1972 Soil Survey of Clark County,
Washington. United States Department of Agriculture Soil Conservation Service,
Washington Agricultural Experiment Station was nowhere to be found at this Workshop.
Soil doesn't change, and that manual is the most scientifically correct soil information for
Clark County, Washington. The staff report references the soils manual as a resource
document, but it also references an environmental non-profit’s information as just as
important, with no credible scientific data to back that information up. At the September
24, 2025 Agriculture Advisory Commission meeting, a slide was shown to the members
labeled WAC 190-050 (3) (b) Agriculture Production Capability. Under that heading states
Ways of Measuring Agriculture Capabilities. The chart shows Soils, Crop Coverage and
Irrigation. Under the Soils heading are two resources the staff has noted. The first on the
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list is USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), which is appropriate. But the
second item on the list is not appropriate. That item is named American Farmland Trust
(AFT) with subheadings "Agricultural Productivity” and “Versatility Resiliency Index.” The
GMA does not authorize any other organization other than what is in state law under the
GMA. This non-profit buys farmland and is not an expert on Clark County soils or farms.

“American Farmland Trust (AFT) is a national non-profit organization based

in Washington, D.C dedicated to protecting fanmland, the promotion of environmentally
sound farming practices, and the support of farmers and ranchers across the United
States. Founded in 1980 by a coalition of farmers and conservationists, AFT was one of
the nation's first agricultural land trusts and remains the only one with a national scope.
its work spans policy advocacy, land conservation, and technical assistance, with
regional offices supporting local efforts”

Only the 1972 Soil Survey of Clark County, Washington. United States Department of
Agriculture Soil Conservation Service, Washington Agricultural Experiment Station is the
appropriate research document that must be used to determine agriculture soils in Clark
County. Confirming commercial farmland viability in Clark County is a simple process,
and GIS can easily do it. In 2014, CCCU performed an extensive research and mapping
exercise of the USDA Soil Conservation Service 1972 soils manual, to find those viable
agriculture farm soils. That study revealed what those soils were and where they are located.
That information was then transferred to a GIS map. The findings indicated that:

The prime soils Class | — Il are identified within the Hillsboro, Cloquato and Newberg Soil
Series. The good soils Class Il are identified within the Sauvie, Hesson, Olympic, McBee,
Semiahmoo and Tisch Soil Series,

County staff has not performed such a study. When the GIS agent made CCCU a map of
those soils, he was fired for doing so. In addition, GIS agents were told not to make CCCU
any more maps. Interestingly, a former Clark County Comprehensive Plan, prior to 1990,
had also performed a similar task, along with a map. Those documents briefly described the
soils and why they were Class | and Il. It also explained why Class {lI, IV, V Vi, Vil and Vil
were not viable as commercial agricultural land in Clark County. Both the NRCS and the
former Comprehensive Plan document determined that Class lli soil was too limited and was
not a good choice for designating it as commercial agriculture land.

A review of the soil map presented to the public at the meeting has numerous errors. It
appears staff's criteria used to designate agriculture zones, was the size of the parcel. The
only criteria that can be used for this zone is what is mandated in the Growth Management
Act RCWs and WACs for Agriculture. CCCU picked an area on that map that was noted as
Class Il with moderate limitations. A GIS review of the parcels in that area demonstrated
incorrect designations of five parcels, along with the other parcels in the area. The only
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similarity between the five parcels CCCU examined is they all are 20 acres or larger. In the
1994 Comprehensive Plan the only thing that was used to determine resource land was an
aerial photo and staff, according to a 1993 GIS metadata document.

In one case, a landowner who owned two adjacent 20 acre parcels, surrounded by 2.5 and 5
acre lots, had a felt pen line drawn around both lots. The whole area was then zoned 40
acre Agriforest, and later to 20 acre Agriforest. After CCCU’s court win, some of the lots
were zoned five acre rural. But much of the land in that area was zoned 10 acre rural, even
though they were already divided into 5 acre lots through a legal process, under the
previous Comprehensive Plan, prior to the 1994 Comprehensive Plan.

The five lots examined by CCCU were zoned Rural-10, Ag-20, Ag-20, Ag-20 and Ag-20. The
tax status for all but one was Regular taxation, and not Current Use Agriculture. One of the
lots was under Senior tax status. All these parcels were designated on the staff map shown
at the meeting, as Good and Prime Agriculture land. But the land in all of them doesn't
match prime and good soil, according to the county NRCS soils manual and the GMA. They
all had a large portion of CvA Cove soil which is not on the lists of prime or good agriculture
soil. Cove soil is considered hydric and on page 10 of the soils manual it states:

The Cove series consists of deep, very poorly drained, mostly nearly level soils. These soils
have a clayey subsoil. They formed in water-laid deposits in old lakes and ponds. The
native vegetation Is deciduous treed, sedges, reeds, and water-tolerant shrubs and grasses.

A 1979 Clark County Comprehensive Plan map shows the area of the five lots to be zoned
Rural Farm 10-20 acres. On the back of that map it states:

The Clark County Comprehensive Land Use Plan has been prepared based upon the
following county-wide goals:

*  Jo conserve agricultural and forest lands as a source of food and fiber, jobs, wildlife
habitat, and open space.

*  Jo encourage a feeling of heritage and communily identity within each area of the
county.

*  Jo protect the physical features which make Clark County an attractive place to live and
work, including the air and water resources of the county.

*  TJo accommodate growth in a manner which minimizes service costs, conserves energy,
prevents premature commitment of land to urban uses, and ensures the orderly transition
from rural to urban uses.

Because agricultural and forest lands are important to Clark County’s economy, and because
enough land for residential purposes has been allocated by the plan for various areas and
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densities, the plan recommends a 20 acre minimum lot size for agricuftural and forest land's.
An acceptable alternative to this lot size is cluster housing at a five-acre density, provided
the homes are placed on % to 7 ¥4 acre homesites.

This former Comprehensive Plan had the same goals for resource land, as in the 2025 Plan
update, so why does the current Plan have 40 and 80 acre forest parcels? Why didn't the
current Plan have the same parcel sizes as the former Plan, if that Plan met the county-wide
goals? CCCU and the councilors must ask the question, What was wrong with this former
map and these concepts? They appear to be brought over to all the successive maps, and
yet the zoning for rural and resource parcels and housing has drastically changed.

There were no maps indicating Wetlands with buffers, Critical lands with buffers, and other
environmental constraints, such as permanent conservation covenants, for all parcels noted
on the GIS maps. Those county designations have placed severe environmental constraints
on these lands. It would be impossible to freely commercially farm any parcel with such
constraints. These parcels are not commercial farmland according to the GMA.

An April 1980 map called, PRIME FARMLAND, CLARK COUNTY, WASHINGTON claims to
have used the US DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE SOIL CONSERVATION SERVICE, with the
Thematic detail compiled by state staff. The majority of the Prime Farmland is next to the
Columbia River in Vancouver, Hazel Dell, Saimon Creek, Barberton and Ridgefield areas. The
five lots examined are not indicated as part of this soil. One must assume there are many
incorrect agriculture soil determinations throughout the soil map presented to the public at
the September 30, 2025 meeting, and all need to be corrected.

On page 47 of the 1972 NRCS Soils manual it states:

USE AND MANAGEMENT OF THE SOILS

This section gives an explanation of the capability classification system and descriptions of
the individual capability units, It also contains a table of estimated yields and a brief
discussion of the management required to obtain the yields. In addition, this section
discusses the use of the soils of Clark County for woodland, wildlife, engineering and
nonfarm purposes.

CAPABILITY GROUPING

Capability grouping shows, in a general way, the suitability of soils for most kinds of field
crops. The soils are grouped according to the limitation of the soils, when used for field
crops, the risk of damage when they are used, and the way they respond to treatment.

“The grouping does not take into account major and generally expensive landforming that
would change slope, depth, or other characteristics of the soils; does not take into
consideration possible but unlikely major reclamatfons projects; and does not apply to rice,



Page 5 of 8

cranberries, horticultural crops or other crops requiring special management. Those familiar
with the capability classification can infer from it much about the behavior of soils when
used for other purposes, but this classification is not a substitute for interpretations
designed to show suitability and limitations of groups of soils for forest trees or
engineering.”

“In the capability system, the kinds of soils are groups at three levels, the capability class,
the subclass, and the unit. These are discussed in the following paragraphs. Capability
Classes, the broadest groups are designated by Roman numerals | through VIll. The
numerals indicate progressively greater limitations and narrower choices for practical use,
defined as follows:

Class 1 soils have few limitations that restrict their use.

Class Il soils have moderate limitations that reduce the choices of plants or that require
moderate conservation practices.

Class lll soils have severe limitations that reduce the choice of plants, require special
conservation practices, or both. (CCCU Notes: This is expensive)

Class IV soils have very severe limitations that reduce the choice of plants, require very
careful management or both." (CCCU Notes: This is very expensive)

According to the soils manual, Class V. VI, VlI and VIl have very severe limitations that
preclude their use for commercial plant production. It is clear that only Class | and Il meet
the definition of commercial agriculture land under the Growth Management Act 36.70A,
and all other soils should be designated and zoned for their highest and best use.

RCW 36.70A.030 Definitions.

(6) "Agricultural land” means land primarily devoted to the commercial production of
horticultural, viticultural, floricultural, dairy, apiary, vegetable, or animal products or of
berries, grain, hay, straw, turf, seed, Christmas trees not subject to the excise tax
imposed by *RCW 84.33.100 through 84.33.140, finfish in upland hatcheries, or
livestock, and that has long-term commercial significance for agricultural production.

(25) "Long-term commercial significance" includes the growing capacity, productivity,
and soil composition of the land for long-term commercial production, in
consideration with the land’s proximity to population areas, and the possibility of more
intense uses of the land.”

Washington State Statutes and Regulations regarding Agriculture

These statutes and regulations relate to agricultural land uses, agricultural
marketing, and farmland protection in Washington State.
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o Title 15 RCW — Specific laws related to agricultural products, marketing,
agricultural commodity boards and commissions.
o Ch. 15.64 RCW - Statute addressing farm marketing.
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o Ch. 15.66 RCW — Provides requirements for Washington State
Agricultural Commodity Commissions.

o Ch. 15.92 RCW - Establishes Center for Sustaining Agriculture and
Natural Resources at Washington State University.

» Growth Management Act

o RCW 36.70A.030(3) — Definition of "agricultural land.”

o RCW 36.70A.040 — Requires cities and counties planning under GMA to
designate agricultural lands and adopt development regulations
conserving designated agricultural lands.

> RCW 36.70A.050 - Provides guidelines to classify agriculture, forest and
mineral lands and critical areas. WAC 365-196-480 and WAC 365-196-
815 also addresses this.

o RCW 36.70A.060 — Requires cities and counties planning under GMA to
adopt development regulations to assure conservation of agricultural and
other natural resource lands. WAC 365-196-815 also addresses this.

o RCW 36.70A.170 — Requires designation of agricuitural lands with long-
term significance for the commercial production of food or other
agricultural products.

o RCW 36.70A.177 — Describes innovative zoning techniques and
accessory uses in agricultural lands.

« RCW 7.48.300-.310 — Statutes related to nuisances and agricultural activities
and forest practices, presumed reasonable and not a nuisance (Right to Farm).

» Ch. 43.362 RCW — Regarding Regional Transfer of Development Rights
Program.

« RCW 64.04.130 — Statute related to conservation easement.

« Ch. 84.34 RCW — Statutes relating to open space, agricultural and timber lands
(Current Use and Conservation Futures).

o Ch. 89.08 RCW — Addressing conservation districts.

+ Ch. 89.10 RCW - Statute related to farmland preservation.

« Ch. 365-190 WAC — Describes minimum guidelines to classify agriculture, forest,
mineral lands and critical areas.

¢ Ch. 458-30 WAC - Provides Open Space Taxation Act rules.

There were no maps showing the lands that have been set aside for “parks”, open space,
Legacy lands, and Columbia Land Trust lands that the county owns and has taken out of the
tax system and out of commercial production. These lands are sitting fallow and account
for thousands of Clark County acres, that were taken off the tax rolls that will likely never
become parks. These parcels are not, and will not be commercially farmed.
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There were no maps showing all the thousands of blue lines on a GIS stream map
throughout the county. Each of those lines claim some type of stream that would be highly
regulated under the current county code, and have a 100 foot to 250 foot buffer on both
sides of that blue line. One example shows a twenty acre parcel with seasonal stormwater
running diagonally through the lot. When one uses the county stream map, which has no
scientific basis, buffers would wipe out 75% of that land for any reasonable rural or
commercial farm use. (See Attachments A, B, C, and D.)

There were no maps showing all the buffer mitigation land and permanent conservation
covenant land, that was forced upon the landowners throughout the county. These
regulated lands now give the county full jurisdiction over the whole lot, and the landowner
must ask permission to do anything on that land. Commercial agricultural practices don't
work that way. CCCU assumes there are untold acres throughout the county that are
burdened with these regulations, preventing landowners from using their land for any large
commercial production of agriculture products that would support a family. Combined,
these lands almost consume all the resource and rural zoned lands.

There were no maps, at the September 30, 2025 Workshop showing GIS records of
wetlands, environmental constraints, endangered species, floodplains, priority habitats,
streams and water feature locations. Each of these land infringements severely restricts or
eliminates the ability to farm the land, even for “back yard” farming. Across the rural and
resource landscape in Clark County, the following examples took place hundreds of times.
The county controls almost all those lands because a permanent conservation covenant was
required from the landowner, before the county would give them an occupancy permit.
CCCU believes this is a Constitutional “takings”. The way in which the county environmental
ordinances are used against any type of development in the rural and resource areas,
prevents any agricultural use of the land. A farmer needs to live on the land.

There are many examples, but CCCU will name a few. One landowner bought a five acre
hay field with the intent to build a house in the corner, live on the land and have a small
farm. The land was historically used for farming. After county agents were done, they had
to re-engineer the house three times, and now it sits in the middle of the lot. Huge buffers
and mitigation were demanded, and a thousand trees were to be planted, which they could
not do because of public water. The regulations destroyed any ability for them to continue
to farm their land.

Another landowner bought a five acre historic farmland, also wanting to build a house, live
on the land and continue with a small family farm. After county agents were done, they had
huge buffers and were to plant 600 trees. They were told they could buy into a wetland
bank for $18,000. They agreed to do that, but in the end, they had to pay $49,000. In
addition, the county coerced them into signing a permanent conservation covenant, if they
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wanted their occupancy permit. All this effectively stopped them from having the small
family farm they had envisioned.

This “public process” occurring for this Comprehensive Plan update, is “smoke and mirrors”,
using vague maps and deceptive documents. Clearly, “best available science” along with
the credentialed use of the NRCS 1972 soils manual has gone “out the window". Clark
County Citizens United, Inc. has seen this happen many times over in each and every
Comprehensive Plan update as the county puts a “cap” on rural and resource land growth.
But now the state is requiring counties to prove their work when it comes to designations of
agriculture. The Growth Management Act now allows for small agriculture lots and five
acres is more than appropriate in Clark County. For far too long, over 30 years, the rural and
resource lands have been locked up in large lot zoning that does neither the cities or the
rural and resource lands any good, particularly as it applies to agriculture activity. Small
family farms are historically the norm in Clark County and should be encouraged.

Rural people from historic families are forced to move out of the county to find housing,
because there is nothing available for them to buy that is affordable in their homeland.
This displacement is at epic proportions. There are many children of farmers and foresters,
wanting to continue to farm their parents land, but they can’t live there in a second home
on the property because of the inappropriate zoning and regulations. A very limited
number of people can afford to buy a large parcel to farm. This eliminates new farmers and
foresters from getting a foothold. But even if they do buy a lot, any lot, the environmental
regulations would stop any meaningful commercial farming activity.

What county staff presented to the public at the September 30 meeting is not acceptable.
The county must preserve the culture and character of the rural and resource lands in Clark
County and stop using some generic definition that doesn’t apply. The definition of
resource land in Clark County must exactly mirror what is on the ground and has historically
occurred in the county over decades. This agriculture designation process needs to start
over, with integrity at its core and use of authentic, authorized data per the GMA “ that
encourages a feeling of heritage and community identity within each area of the county”.
The goal should be to enable small farms and a variety of affordable housing in the rural
and resource area, once again.

Sincerely,

A

Carol Levanen, Exec. Secretary, For and in behalf of the membership

Clark County Citizens United, Inc.
P.O. Box 2188,
Battle Ground, Washington 98604
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