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This document presents a working version of Chapter 1 Introduction to the Benton County Voluntary Stewardship Program (VSP) Work Plan. The Chapter covers the following:
Purpose
Work Group Members and Roles
Protecting Critical Areas 
Promoting Agricultural Viability
Voluntary Enhancement
Work Plan Framework
Introduction
Purpose
The Voluntary Stewardship Program (VSP) is an optional, incentive-based approach to protecting critical areas while promoting agriculture. The VSP is allowed under the Growth Management Act as an alternative to traditional regulatory approaches to critical areas protection. Benton County is one of 27 counties that has “opted in” to VSP, and has received funding to develop a VSP Work Plan. The VSP Work Plan is locally prepared and monitored by agricultural and environmental stakeholders; the VSP Work Plan is voluntarily implemented by individual agricultural producers to protect critical areas and improve agricultural viability through conservation practices. Unnecessary regulations are avoided.
This VSP Work Plan applies to the intersection of agriculture and five critical areas – including fish and wildlife habitat conservation areas, wetlands, frequently flooded areas, geologically hazardous areas, and critical aquifer recharge areas used for potable water – in unincorporated areas of Benton County. (See Appendix A for maps and Appendix B for methods and data sources.)
This Work Plan is intended to fulfil the VSP legislative requirements to create a voluntary set of goals, benchmarks, and planned implementation activities, and is organized as follows:
1. Introduction
2. County Watersheds
3. Agricultural Context
4. Background Information, Other Plans and Regulations
5. VSP Definitions
6. Technical Assistance
7. Baseline Conditions and Measurable Benchmarks
8. Monitoring, Reporting, and Adaptive Management
9. Plan Approval Process and Timeline
10. Appendices
Work Group Members and Roles
In 2012, Benton County opted into the VSP with Resolution 2012-038, and designated the Lower Yakima Watershed, the Alkai-Squilchuck Watershed, and the Rock-Glade Watershed for inclusion in its VSP.
The County formed a VSP Watershed Work Group in 2016 with representatives of the following agricultural and environmental interests and governmental agencies:
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AgriNorthwest
Benton Co Cattleman's Association
Benton County Conservation District
Benton County Park Board
Benton County Wheat Growers
Farm Bureau
Hogue Farmland LLC
Irrigated Agricultural Research and Extension Center
Kennewick Irrigation District
Lower Columbia Basin Audubon Society
Olsen Brothers Ranches Inc.
Tapteal Greenway Association
Washington Alfalfa Seed Commission
Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife
Washington Farm Bureau
Washington State Department of Agriculture (WSDA)
Washington State University Benton County Extension
Yakama Nation
Zirkle Fruit Company

While the County has the responsibility to opt into the VSP program, nominate watersheds, and form the VSP Watershed Work Group (VSP Work Group for short), the VSP Work Group has the responsibility to prepare a Work Plan with goals and benchmarks, and implement it over 10 years. See sidebar.
	Roles
The County. The County has the initial authority to opt-in to the VSP program, designate participating watersheds, recommend priority watersheds, convene and confer with stakeholders, and designate the VSP Watershed Work Group and Administrative Entity. If a VSP Work Plan is not approved within 3 years of initial funding, or if plan goals and benchmarks are not met after adaptive management efforts, the County maintains the responsibility for protecting critical areas under GMA with standard regulatory approaches.
The VSP Work Group. The VSP Watershed Work Group is responsible for developing and agreeing to this Work Plan, designating technical assistance providers, identifying outreach and implementation approaches, setting goals and benchmarks, establishing a monitoring plan, regular reporting and adaptive management toward those goals. The Work Group is responsible for developing and administering the Work Plan on an ongoing basis throughout implementation and monitoring. The Work Plan would be submitted by the Watershed Work Group to the Director of the State Conservation Commission and technical panel (Departments of Fish and Wildlife, Ecology, and Agriculture) for approval.

	



The VSP Work Group’s first core task is meeting the statutory test the Technical Panel, Statewide Advisory Committee and Conservation Commission Director will apply in determining whether or not to approve the VSP Work Plan:
“… at the end of ten years after receipt of funding, the work plan, in conjunction with other existing plans and regulations, will protect critical areas while maintaining and enhancing the viability of agriculture in the watershed.” RCW 36.70A.725
According to the VSP statutes, the Work Plan must be approved if the above test is met within three years after receipt of funding, as determined through the VSP Work Plan Approval process.
The Work Group’s second core task is to create measurable ten-year benchmarks designed to promote voluntary, incentive-based measures 1) to provide long-term protection of critical areas and 2) to encourage voluntary enhancements to improve critical areas.
Together these voluntary incentive-based efforts reflect the three core “test” elements of an approvable VSP Work Plan: 1) protection of critical areas; 2) maintenance and enhancement of agricultural viability; and 3) voluntary enhancement of critical areas through promotion of incentive-based measures. Each key test is described below
Protecting Critical Areas 
Critical areas are specifically defined under GMA (RCW 36.70A.030) and include fish and wildlife habitat conservation areas, wetlands, frequently flooded areas, geologically hazardous areas, and critical aquifer recharge areas used for potable water. See chart below for brief definitions.
This Work Plan must detail how Benton County, through VSP, will protect critical areas while maintaining and enhancing the viability of agriculture in the watershed. The definition of protection in the legislation for the Voluntary Stewardship Program indicates that:
“Protect" or "protecting" means to prevent the degradation of functions and values existing as of July 22, 2011.
RCW 36.70A.703
The VSP requirement "to protect critical areas" is met where a critical area is protected, at the aggregate or watershed level, from new harms or degradations. Swinomish Indian Tribal Community v. Western Washington Growth Management Hearing Board, 161 Wn.2d 415 (2007).

Source: Definitions are adapted from RCW 36.70A and WAC 365-190, and Benton County Code Title 15.
Promoting Agricultural Viability
Agricultural viability can be defined as the ability of a farmer or group of farmers to: [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Washington State Conservation Commission. Undated. Agricultural Viability Toolkit. Available: November 2016. According to the Conservation Commission, this definition was originally found in the “Farming in the Floodplain Project: Existing Conditions Report”, August 2016, Environmental Services Associate.] 

productively farm on a given piece of land or in a specific area,
maintain an economically viable farm business,
keep the land in agriculture long-term, and
steward the land so it will remain productive into the future.
The VSP Work Plan must “maintain and enhance” agricultural viability to receive approval. RCW 36.70A.725. Some VSP statutory sideboards implicitly help to maintain agricultural viability. 
The VSP Work Plan is to rely on voluntary stewardship “as the primary method of protecting critical areas and not require cessation of agricultural activities.” (RCW 36.70A.700.) 
The County, and the VSP Work Plan, may not “require an agricultural operator to discontinue agricultural activities legally existing before July 22, 2011.” RCW 36.70A.702.
VSP statutes do not grant counties or state agencies any additional regulatory authority to protect critical areas on lands used for agricultural activities. (RCW 36.70A.702.) 
In order to promote producer participation and productive discussion among Work Group members, VSP statutes prohibit county promulgation of new critical area regulations related to agricultural activities during the VSP process (narrow exceptions apply). (RCW 36.70A.130 (8)(a).) 
Nothing in the VSP statutes requires participation from agricultural operators, which is voluntary only. (RCW 36.70A.705.) 
With regard to conservation programs, VSP is not to be administered in a manner that prevents operator eligibility for environmental incentives (RCW 36.70A.702), and volunteer “agricultural operators implementing an individual stewardship plan consistent with a work plan are presumed to be working toward the protection and enhancement of critical areas.” (RCW 36.70A.750.) 
Agricultural operators volunteering to participate may withdraw from the program at any time. (RCW 36.70A.702.) 
VSP may not require participating operators who voluntarily enter conservation contracts to protect or enhance critical areas to continue such voluntary measures after expiration of the applicable contract. (RCW 36.70A.760.)
Voluntary Enhancement 
VSP statute requires the Work Group to create and meet critical area protection and enhancement benchmarks: 
“Create measurable benchmarks that, within ten years after the receipt of funding, are designed to result in (i) the protection of critical area functions and values and (ii) the enhancement of critical area functions and values through voluntary, incentive-based measures.”
RCW 36.70A.720 (2)(b).
The VSP legislation further states the “Program shall be designed to protect and enhance critical areas on lands used for agricultural activities through voluntary actions by agricultural operators.” (RCW 36.70A.705 (1).) Failure to meet a goal or benchmark set in the Work Plan will result in plan failure and will trigger a regulatory approach to critical areas protection. (RCW 36.70A.720 (2); RCW 36.70A.735; RCW 36.70A.130 (8).) 
Though critical area enhancement is not part of the initial VSP Work Plan Approval test, the Work Plan must also include benchmarks for promotion and implementation of voluntary actions designed to protect and enhance critical areas. The definition of “protection” is provided above. The VSP legislation’s definition of “enhancement” establishes that:
“enhance” means “to improve the processes, structure, and functions existing, as of July 22, 2011, of ecosystems and habitats associated with critical areas.” RCW 36.70A.703
Work Plan Framework
The VSP legislation at RCW 36.70A.720 specifically outlines the duties of the Work Group and requirements of this VSP Watershed Work Plan (Plan). These are: 
(1) A watershed group designated by a county under RCW 36.70A.715 must develop a work plan to protect critical areas while maintaining the viability of agriculture in the watershed. The work plan must include goals and benchmarks for the protection and enhancement of critical areas. In developing and implementing the work plan, the watershed group must:
(a) Review and incorporate applicable water quality, watershed management, farmland protection, and species recovery data and plans;
(b) Seek input from tribes, agencies, and stakeholders;
(c) Develop goals for participation by agricultural operators conducting commercial and noncommercial agricultural activities in the watershed necessary to meet the protection and enhancement benchmarks of the work plan;
(d) Ensure outreach and technical assistance is provided to agricultural operators in the watershed;
(e) Create measurable benchmarks that, within ten years after the receipt of funding, are designed to result in (i) the protection of critical area functions and values and (ii) the enhancement of critical area functions and values through the voluntary, incentive-based measures;
(f) Designate the entity or entities that will provide technical assistance;
(g) Work with the entity providing technical assistance to ensure that individual stewardship plans contribute to the goals and benchmarks for protection;
(h) Incorporate into the work plan any existing developmental regulations relied upon to achieve the goals and benchmarks for protection;
(i) Establish baseline monitoring for: (i) Participation activities and implementation of the voluntary stewardship plans and projects; (ii) stewardship activities; and (iii) the effects on critical areas and agriculture relevant to the protection and enhancement benchmarks developed for the watershed;
(j) Conduct periodic evaluations, institute adaptive management, and provide a written report of the status of plans and accomplishments to the county and to the commission within sixty days after the end of each biennium;
(k) Assist state agencies in their monitoring programs; and
(l) Satisfy any other reporting requirements of the program.
RCW 36.70A.720
The table below shows the relationship of major VSP plan sections to the statute. 
	Key Plan Section
	Work Plan Requirements 
(RCW 36.70A.720(1) a through l 
unless stated)

	Introduction
	

	Work Group
	b

	Core Elements of Work Plan:
	

	Protect Critical Areas Test
	RCW 36.70A.725

	Maintain and Enhance Agricultural Viability Test
	RCW 36.70A.725

	Create Protection and Enhancement Goals and Benchmarks
	RCW 36.70A.720 (1)

	Background Information, Other Plans, and Regulations
	a, h

	Technical Assistance
	d, f, g

	Baselines and Measurable Benchmarks
	c, e, i

	Monitoring, Reporting, and Adaptive Management
	j, k, l

	Plan Approval Process 
	RCW 36.70A.725




Benton County


Opt In


VSP Watershed Work Group


Develop Work Plan


State Conservation Commission and Technical Panel


Technical Panel Advises State Conservation Commission


Form VSP Watershed Work Group


Administer the Work Plan


State Conservation Commission Approves Work Plan


Set up Monitoring Program


Adaptatively Manage Work Plan


Nominate Watersheds










Fish and Wildlife Habitat Conservation Areas


Land and waters managed to maintain populations of fish and wildlife species in suitable habitats within their natural geographic distribution over the long term within connected habitat blocks and open spaces.


Wetlands


Areas inundated or saturated by surface water or groundwater at a frequency and duration sufficient to support a prevalence of vegetation typically adapted for life in saturated soil conditions.


Frequently Flooded Areas


Lands in the flood plain subject to at least a one percent or greater chance of flooding in any given year, or within areas subject to flooding due to high groundwater.


Geologically Hazardous Areas


Areas susceptible to erosion, sliding, earthquake, or other geological events, where development is not suitable due to public health or safety concerns.


Critical Aquifer Recharge Areas


Areas with a critical recharging effect on aquifers used for potable water, including areas where an aquifer that is a source of drinking water is vulnerable to contamination that would affect the potability of the water, or is susceptible to reduced recharge.


Includes: Ranges and habitat elements where federal and state listed endangered, threatened and sensitive species have a primary association.Lakes, rivers, ponds, streams, inland waters, and underground waters


Does not include (when no salmonids are present):Artificial features such as irrigation delivery systems, irrigation infrastructure, irrigation canals, or drainage ditches maintained by a port district or an irrigation district or company.


Wetlands do not include those artificial wetlands intentionally created from non-wetland sites, including, but not limited to, irrigation and drainage ditches, grass-lined swales, canals, detention facilities, wastewater treatment facilities, farm ponds, and landscape amenities, or those wetlands created after July 1, 1990, that were unintentionally created as a result of the construction of a road, street, or highway. However, wetlands may include those artificial wetlands specifically intentionally created from non-wetland areas to mitigate conversion of wetlands .


According to BCC 15.55.030, geologically hazardous areas are characterized by steep slopes over 15 percent. 
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