August 30, 2010

Honorable Pat McCarthy, Executive
Pierce County Executive’s Office
County City Building
930 Tacoma Avenue South, Room 737
Tacoma, WA. 98402-2100
Honorable Roger Bush, Council Chair
Pierce County Council Office
County City Building
930 Tacoma Avenue South, Room 1046
Tacoma, WA. 98402-2100
Re:

Evaluation of the Rural Separator area - Ordinance No. 2009-96s

Dear Pierce County Executive and Council Members:
The Summit-Waller Community Association has retained TBA Consulting, Inc., to conduct a
review and evaluation of public roads and utilities within Pierce County’s Rural Separator area.
The results of the evaluation are presented in the following findings, conclusions, and opinions
which are based upon my review of public records, discussion with county officials, my personal
knowledge, and my professional experience with the Pierce County Public Works & Utilities
Department, where, as you may be aware, I served the citizens of Pierce County for 32 years –
the last 15 years as County Engineer.
This evaluation of the public roads and utilities within the land designated as Pierce County’s
Rural Separator area was prompted by the 2010 Pierce County Council budget, Ordinance No.
2009-96s, which allocated funds to conduct a study of the Rural Separator area, as specified
below:
PROVIDED, the Office of Economic Development shall select and manage a consultant to complete an
evaluation of the Rural Separator area. The purpose of this evaluation is to determine the effect that the
presence of a rural low density area separating higher density urban areas has on the ability to provide
public services and facilities within the unincorporated Urban Growth Area in an efficient and cost
effective manner. The evaluation should document any increased or decreased public service and facility
costs associated with the presence of the Rural Separator area. The evaluation should also include an
examination of the potential effect the Rural Separator area may have on the geographic area and extent of
the unincorporated Urban Growth Area, any potential implications relative to future Urban Growth Area
expansion, and any corresponding fiscal impacts to Pierce County. Cost and benefit information should be
reported on a per capita, per unit, or other similar basis. At a minimum, roadway, transit, sanitary sewer,
and law enforcement facilities and services should be examined. The Planning and Land Services, Public
Works and Utilities, and Sheriff’s Department are requested to provide technical support as needed. The
results of the study should be provided to the Pierce County Executive and Pierce County Council no later
than September 1, 2010.
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The primary purpose of the Rural Separator evaluation, which is to be conducted by Berk &
Associates, a Seattle based firm, is to “determine the effect that the presence of a rural low
density area separating higher density urban areas has on the ability to provide public services
and facilities within the unincorporated Urban Growth Area in an efficient and cost effective
manner.” The implied presumption within the stated purpose is that the Rural Separator may
prevent the cost effective extension of urban services from one urban area to another urban area.
This evaluation will therefore address the issues related to cost-benefit, cost effectiveness,
efficiency, and fiscal impacts as identified in Ordinance No. 2009-96s above. This evaluation
will also address the difficulty and costs related to construction of urban standard roads within
the Rural Separator area on existing road bases that were never developed to accommodate urban
development, or heavy traffic loads. Additionally, this evaluation will primarily focus on the
local roads of the Rural Separator which constitute the vast majority of roads within the subject
area. Specifically excluded from this study is River Road because it is a State Highway and
Canyon Road because its future development remains pending and uncertain, especially the
segments north of SR-512 to River Road and across the Puyallup River. Major arterials such as
Waller Road and 72nd Street will be discussed separately because they are used by both regional
and local traffic.
Background
Description of the Rural Separator.
Located within the Mid-County
Community Plan area, the Rural
Separator is a relatively low density
area located generally between the
cities of Tacoma and Puyallup to the
west and east, and extending north of
Brookdale Road East at the south to
the Puyallup River at the north.
The Pierce County land use map
which accurately depicts the location
and boundaries of the area designated
as Rural Separator is depicted in the
adjacent Land Use map obtained
from the Pierce County website.
The planning area associated to the
Rural Separator encompasses
approximately 23 square miles of
which 91% is designated as
residential or agriculture, and which
26% is classified as wetlands.

6430 Tacoma Mall Blvd., Suite #2, Tacoma, WA 98409 tbaconsult@earthlink.net 253-279-9657

Page 3 of 18 - August 30, 2010
Pierce County Executive & County Council
Re: Rural Separator Evaluation

The Rural Separator area contains relatively severe topography features, hydrological
configurations, and soil conditions which are identified on the Pierce County hydrologic soils
map below.
History of Roads and Utilities within the Rural Separator. The Summit-Waller and North
Clover Creek-Collins community which comprises a major portion of the designated Rural
Separator area is a relatively old community. Many of the homes and roads within the Rural
Separator were developed 50-100 years ago. Most of the local roads within the Rural Separator
are oil mat roads which were developed over existing dirt roads without placement of a gravel
road base. This was common practice during the first half of the last century because most of the
county road traffic then consisted of light weight “Model T” era vehicles. During the past fifty
years, the local roads of the Rural Separator have been upgraded and widened to accommodate
today’s local rural traffic demands.
There have been no new public
roads developed within the Rural
Separator for many decades.
While there have been road
improvements made to 112th
Street, 72nd Street, Waller Road,
and Canyon Road, not all of these
road improvements have been
entirely successful. For example,
during the early 1900s, Waller
Road was converted from a dirt
road to a concrete panel road.
Pierce County later resurfaced the
concrete panel road with asphalt
which resulted in the transference
of panel cracks to the asphalt
surface. The subsequent
application of a crack resistant
membrane and asphalt also
resulted in the reoccurrence of
surface cracks. Pierce County is
currently addressing the crack
problems on Waller Road and
other county-wide roads through a
grind and patch road maintenance
program. There have also been
successful road developments
within the Rural Separator,
including 112th Street and 72nd
Street where subsurface soils
were removed and replaced with a
gravel base before the road was
surfaced with asphalt.
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Other than along 84th Street East, sewers have not been introduced into the Mid-County
Community Plan area designated as Rural Separator. The 84th Street line is an 8” force main
transporting sewage from a small development near Canyon Road. Existing sewer facilities do
provide service within the Mid-County Community Plan area to 9% of the commercial parcels
which are designated as urban commercial.
Local Roads and Utilities “Before” the Rural Separator. Before the 1960s, there was no
zoning in Pierce County, not even General Use Zoning. Before the adoption of county zoning,
development was market driven and the product of man’s ability to change the environment.
Before county zoning, development within the Rural Separator area essentially went around or
simply avoided the area’s many environmental constraints. Land that was easy to develop was
developed, while “difficult land” was used primarily for agricultural purposes, or simply left in
its natural state. The result of these historic development practices can be seen today throughout
the Rural Separator. The canyons, creeks, wetlands, steep slopes, and soil problem areas of the
Rural Separator have minimal development while the more developable areas have relatively low
to medium intensity development. The public roads that have developed over the past 50-100
years also reflect the tendency to avoid the environmental constraints of the area. During the
past century, road development within Pierce County has instead been focused on areas with
minimal environmental constraints such as Lakewood, Spanaway and South Hill. As a result,
the Rural Separator looks much as it did fifty years ago, absent urban services and amenities.
Local Roads and Utilities “After” the Rural Separator. After the Rural Separator area was
adopted as a part of Pierce County’s Comprehensive Plan, it became the policy of the County as
a whole, and the Public Works Department specifically, to not program or commit significant
capital road funds and sewer utility funds for the area designated as Rural Separator. Pierce
County instead committed road and utility funds to the county’s urban areas where urban
development was projected, planned, and occurring. Although a few road improvement projects
are identified in Appendix 4 of the Mid-County Community Plan, currently, there are no road
improvements funded within the Rural Separator area with the exception of Canyon Road and
Waller Road at 84th Street and 128th Street related to traffic signal improvements. Funding that
has been programmed is targeted at non-motorized facilities and restoration or improvement of
shoulder areas along existing roads. As a result, the Rural Separator continues to looks much as it
did fifty years ago, absent urban services and amenities.
Rural Separator under the Buildable Lands Analysis. Pierce County’s Buildable Lands
Analysis is relevant to this review because the analysis projects where capital facilities such as
roads and utilities should be located; and, in general, Pierce County directs road and utility
improvements to lands designated urban, rather than rural. Under the Growth Management Act,
Pierce County is required to have enough urban lands to accommodate twenty years of projected
growth. It is no secret that Pierce County’s UGA is already larger than allowed in the analysis
and that the County, based on the analysis, cannot add new urban lands unless existing urban
lands are converted back to a rural designation. The existence of the Buildable Lands Analysis
raises a number of interesting issues which are addressed below.
If the Rural Separator were eliminated or reduced in size, an equal amount of “urban” land
would have to be converted back to a rural designation. The re-designation of county lands from
urban to rural may be practically impossible for a number of reasons. The first observation is that
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it is questionable whether existing urban lands within the county’s Urban Growth Area are
sufficiently rural in character to qualify for conversion to a “rural” designation. This is because
rural lands generally do not currently exist within the County’s urban growth area, and/or the
lands are already being developed. The second observation is that it is within the County’s urban
growth areas that public funds are currently being invested on capital improvements such as
roads and utilities. At this late date, to redirect planned, programmed, and ongoing public work
projects from the designated urban areas to the areas designated as Rural Separator would create
a chaotic situation, particularly in light of the fact that the Rural Separator would be difficult and
costly to urbanize. The third observation is that private and public investments are being made
within the County’s urban growth area on the reasonable expectation that the designated urban
lands will remain urban and will not be re-designated to “rural.” It is not difficult to imagine the
negative response from the private and public sectors if Pierce County attempted to collapse the
size of the urban growth area. As a final observation, economic damage may occur to Pierce
County if the development community and private investors are deterred from predictable
planning by inconsistent County position’s regarding the location of urban and rural lands. It is
well understood that investors are generally deterred by fluctuating and inconsistent land use
decisions because they cannot be certain that their investments will be safe, particularly if land is
fluctuating between urban and rural designations.
Any decision to change the lands designated as Rural Separator to an urban designation would
require the County to re-designate other urban land to rural with the probable consequences
described above. In the event that Pierce County must at sometime reduce the size of the
County’s urban growth area, however, the Rural Separator would not be affected because it is
already designated as “rural.”

Evaluation
Assumptions upon which evaluation is based. This evaluation is based upon a number of
assumptions which are listed as follows:
o Pierce County’s Buildable Lands Report indicates that the County already has an
excessive inventory of available “urban” land.
o The Cities of Tacoma and Puyallup apparently have no desire or need to urbanize the
Rural Separator area.
o The entire existing local road system within the Rural Separator area would have to be
reconstructed to accommodate urban level traffic demands, pedestrian and drainage
standards, public amenities expected within an urban environment, and a much higher
density of development.
o The relatively severe topographical slope issues, as well as the soil and hydrologic
conditions of the Rural Separator area are a constant and would have to be overcome
before the Rural Separator area could ever be developed to urban intensities.
o Regardless of whether the Rural Separator area is “rural” or “urban”, the major
arterials located within the Rural Separator, including 112th Street, 72nd Street, Canyon
Road, and Waller Road are used by both local and regional traffic.
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Analysis of the Rural Separator, Public Roads and Utilities. On an intuitive level, it may
appear more cost effective to provide roads and utilities within an urban area, rather than a rural
area. Intuitively, urban development has the benefits of a higher population density, including a
higher tax base, a more efficient use of roads and utilities, and the spreading of costs across a
broader population. It is these economic benefits of urbanization that support the development
of urban communities under the Growth Management Act. On an intuitive level, it might also
appear more cost effective to compress all of Pierce County’s urban densities as close to the
urban nucleus of Tacoma as physically possible. However, to understand clearly the value the
Rural Separator area has to the Pierce County Community, one needs to move beyond these
intuitive responses and
comprehensively address the
relationship between Pierce
County’s Rural Separator and the
cost and efficiency of providing
roads and utilities within the subject
area.
a) The physical location of the
Rural Separator is determinative.
To the casual observer of the Pierce
County zoning maps, the Rural
Separator may appear to be a
“doughnut hole” located between
the Cities of Tacoma, Fife and
Puyallup. The two dimensional
zoning maps appear to reveal a low
density, undiscovered area that
might appear convenient for prompt
urban expansion. A more thorough
study of the Rural Separator area,
however, reveals that the land
presents substantial environmental
obstacles to urban level
development, such as the vast
amount of wetlands throughout the
area as shown on the adjacent map
obtained from the Pierce County
website. The more one studies and
explores the Rural Separator the
more it becomes clear why the area
has maintained its rural-like
character over the past century.
The location of the Rural Separator greatly influences the cost effectiveness of roads and utilities
within the subject area. The northeasterly edge of the Rural Separator is located along the
westerly rim of the Puyallup Valley in an area of relatively severe topography, soil, and
hydrologic conditions. History and market forces have taught Pierce County that the unique
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characteristics of the Rural Separator area would be more difficult to urbanize than other areas of
the county. Pierce County formalized this understanding when it designated the area as Rural
Separator and affirmed that designation less than 5 years ago.
b) The City of Tacoma has evaluated the Rural Separator area. The Rural Separator is
located between the cities of Tacoma, Fife and Puyallup. The City of Tacoma adopted an Urban
Growth Study Area Technical Report on September 29, 1992, which concluded that the
“estimated cost to Tacoma to provide services to this area would be high….and the estimated
annual revenues generated from this area would be low.” Before the Summit-Waller area could
become part of the City of Tacoma’s Urban Growth Area, the Technical Report recommends as
follows:
“A new low density residential zoning district should be explored
that is compatible with the Summit-Waller Plan if annexation is
pursued for this area in the long-term.”
It is apparent that the City of Tacoma understands the high costs and low tax revenues associated
with attempting to urbanize the Rural Separator area. The City of Tacoma also appears to realize
that the area should remain as a “low density residential zoning district.” In addition to high
costs and low tax revenues, there are other consequences related to attempting to urbanize the
Rural Separator. These consequences relate to the planning, funding, and construction of sewer
utilities, water utilities, storm water facilities, and public roads. Each of these probable
consequences will be discussed below.
c) Sanitary Sewer Utilities. The location of the Rural Separator presents substantial
difficulties in planning, funding, and constructing sewer utilities in the area. The land
comprising the Rural Separator between the Cities of Tacoma and Puyallup is located within the
“Puyallup River Basin Water Quality Management Plan” and which requires any future sewer
lines within the Rural Separator area to flow by gravity in a south-north direction to an
undisclosed future treatment plant (see Attachment “A”). On this basis, Tacoma would appear to
have no reason to extend sewers east toward the City of Puyallup and, similarly, the City of
Puyallup would have no reason to extend sewers west toward the City of Tacoma. It is apparent
that the City of Puyallup would not be positioned to provide sanitary sewer service to the area
and the City of Tacoma apparently has no interest in doing so.
The only remaining jurisdiction that could extend sewer service to the subject area is Pierce
County and the county does not have a sewerage treatment plant available to accommodate
gravity flow from a south-north direction. It is also questionable whether the City of Tacoma
would allow another jurisdiction such as Pierce County to access its distant sewer treatment plant
for county purposes even assuming it would be technically feasible. The only apparent “County”
alternative would be to pump effluent uphill and to the south for 4-6 miles and connect to the
Chambers Creek Sewer Basin, assuming there is sufficient line and treatment plant capacity. The
costs to pump effluent uphill for such a long distance would appear inefficient, costly, and
contrary to the “Puyallup River Basin Water Quality Management Plan.” It is for these reasons,
with several exceptions, that sewer service has not been extended into the Rural Separator area.
In fact, Pierce County, after having comprehensively studied the issue, designated the area as
Rural Separator which legally precludes the extension of sewer lines to the area.
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The existing sewer facilities are illustrated by the adjacent figure are taken from the Pierce
County website. The sewer lines which have been previously extended through the subject area
are summarized as follows:
1) The “Rody” sewer line on 84th Street
is a small, 8 inch force-main line that
was privately constructed during the
1980’s to facilitate Rody’s private
development near Canyon Road. This
force-main sewer line does not have
sufficient capacity to serve an area
greater than it was designed to serve.
2) The “Albertsons” sewer line on 112th
Street connects to the Chambers Creek
Basin Treatment Plant and was
privately constructed during the 1980s.
Initially, the 112th Street Sewer served
the Urban Center located near 112th and
Canyon Road, but the 112th sewer
line appears to have been made largely
obsolete on a regional basis by Pierce
County’s recent construction of the
north-south flowing trunk line on
Canyon Road which was installed
simultaneous to the recent widening of
Canyon Road.
Most of the Rural Separator south of
SR512 is located within the Chambers
Creek Sewerage Basin Plan. The
existence of the Rural Separator south
of SR-512 does not block or impede the
extension of sewer service as illustrated
by Pierce County’s recent construction of a north-south flowing trunk line along Canyon Road
which completely bypasses the Rural Separator area.
d) Water Utilities. The Summit Water and Supply Company has identified in a letter the
costs and inconvenience that would occur if Pierce County re-designated the Rural Separator
area to an urban designation (see Attachment “B”). Their expressed concern is yet another
example of how the private and public sector have relied upon Pierce County’s urban and rural
designations to plan, fund, and construct public and private utilities. In the case of the Summit
Water and Supply Company, most of its water distribution system has been designed and
constructed on the reasonable expectation that the Rural Separator area would remain rural.
According to company officials, the water supply system within the Rural Separator has been
constructed to accommodate “rural” densities and would cost millions of dollars to upgrade to
serve “urban” densities.
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e) Storm Water Facilities. The storm water facilities within the Rural Separator would also
be adversely affected if the Rural Separator area were eliminated or reduced. Over the years,
Pierce County has constructed a number of storm water holding facilities within the Rural
Separator which were planned and developed to handle storm water originating from existing
rural roads and rural development densities. The conversion of the land designated as Rural
Separator to urban densities would most likely require expansion or replacement of these
existing storm water facilities, several of which appear marginally capable of handling storm
water from current rural densities.
f) Public Roads. Public roads are different from sewer and water utilities because public roads
generally serve the traveling public at-large whereas sewer and water utilities generally serve
customers located within a limited geographical area. The following information compares the
cost and efficiency of public roads within the Rural Separator under two scenarios: first, the
Rural Separator area would be converted to an urban designation, and second, the Rural
Separator area will continue as currently planned.

Costs and Efficiencies of Converting the Rural Separator to an Urban Designation. It is
again emphasized that, under the Buildable Lands Analysis, any decision to eliminate or reduce
the Rural Separator area would require a corresponding increase in designated rural land in
another area of the county. In other words, Pierce County cannot address the cost and efficiency
of public roads within the Rural Separator by simply eliminating or reducing the amount of land
designated as Rural Separator. Eliminating or reducing the Rural Separator area would simply
transfer the questions regarding cost and efficiency to newly designated rural areas used to
replace the Rural Separator. The question therefore becomes whether it is more cost effective
and efficient to maintain the existing rural roads within the Rural Separator, or within some other
newly designated rural areas within Pierce County currently undergoing urbanization.
A cost–benefit analysis of eliminating or reducing the Rural Separator requires an assessment of
soil, water, and topographic conditions of both the Rural Separator and urban land used to
replace the Rural Separator. If the soils and topography of urban land used to replace the Rural
Separator lands are ideally suited for urban development, the resulting costs and inefficiencies
would include: 1) the costs related to waste of urban land caused by forcing rural densities onto
prime urban lands, and 2) substantial development costs related to attempting to force urban
development within the Rural Separator. On the other hand, if the conditions of soil, water, and
topography of the Rural Separator lands and the replacement urban lands are essentially the same
then the cost and efficiency differential would logically be minimal.
Perhaps the greatest cost associated with eliminating or reducing the Rural Separator area would
relate to the waste of public infrastructure within both the existing Rural Separator area and
urban land used to replace the Rural Separator land. The rural roads and utilities within the Rural
Separator constitute a substantial public investment, are already in place, and require only
periodic maintenance. The elimination of the Rural Separator area would not only result in a
waste of those existing road and utility investments, but it would also require substantial public
funds to urbanize the Rural Separator to urban standards and expected amenities. Some of these
costs are presented below.
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The Rural Separator area contains approximately 55 miles of arterial roads and 110 miles of
local public roads. The vast majority of these roads are essentially an oil mat surface (bituminous
surface treatment) without substantial gravel base. Most of the oil mat roads within the Rural
Separator are typically 30 feet in width and include within the road right of way easement
facilities for water, power, cable, and other utilities both overhead and underground. The
conversion of these existing oil mat roads to urban road standards would require acquisition of
additional right of way easements from private landowners, replacement of subsurface soils with
a design gravel base, relocation and/or removal of utilities within the easement, and construction
of sidewalks and an enhanced storm drainage system. There would also be additional costs to
convert the roads and utilities within the Rural Separator area to urban standards associated with
mitigation of the many environmental constraints existing within the Rural Separator area. The
approximate costs to convert an existing local oil mat road within the Rural Separator to urban
standards could easily reach $ 2,000,000 per mile.
There would also be a substantial waste of existing infrastructure within the County’s urban
growth area if such urban areas are used to replace the Rural Separator areas. Pierce County has
focused nearly all of its planning, funding, and construction of roads and utilities to the County’s
urban growth areas and, according to all available information at this time, will continue to do so
into the future. The private sector has also focused investment and development within the
County’s urban growth areas. Not all of these investments may be visible on the ground, but
exist in the form of land purchases, planning, and various decisions which are being made by the
private and public sector on a constant basis. The re-designation of urban growth areas to a rural
designation would be controversial, would disrupt the development focus on existing urban
growth areas, and would be fraught with waste of public and private investments as described
above.
Even if the Building Lands Analysis did not require replacement of the Rural Separator as
described above, the costs to urbanize the Rural Separator would still occur and would be
substantial. It is the substantial and unavoidable costs necessary to urbanize the Rural Separator
that has caused the area to remain rural-like for the pass century.

Costs and Efficiencies of Maintaining the Rural Separator as Rural. As mentioned, the
Rural Separator contains approximately 165 miles of public roads most of which have been in
place for more than fifty years. The cost to maintain these local roads is limited to periodic road
maintenance and the removal of vegetation from the road shoulder. The typical industry cost to
prepare and resurface an oil mat roadway using a chip seal process for a 30 foot wide road within
Rural Separator every 7 to 8 years is expected to be approximately $30,000 per mile. These
processes are a very cost effective method of providing road maintenance to local rural roads.
Note that even Waller Road, a primary arterial, has been partially chip sealed for resurfacing
purposes.
While it may intuitively appear cost efficient to increase population densities within the Rural
Separator area to urban levels, the inefficiencies would actually increase because of the need to
provide utilities and infrastructure necessary to support an urban population within an
environmentally difficult area. The cost effectiveness and efficiencies of maintaining the existing
roads and utilities within the Rural Separator will continue to improve, however, because the
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rural population will continue to grow within the area’s means to support rural population
densities. In this manner, the Rural Separator area will continue to experience the efficiencies of
rural population growth without the inefficiencies of attempting to urbanize against the area’s
severe environmental constraints.
It would be far more cost effective and efficient to continue to focus investments, utilities, and
development within the county’s existing urban growth areas as planned. In light of the Rural
Separator’s environmental constraints, it would cost substantially more money to produce an
acre of developable urban land within the Rural Separator than it would cost to produce within
areas of the county that are not burdened with similar environmental obstacles.
There are several roads which pass through the Rural Separator and which provide regional, nonlocal, transportation routes, including Waller Road East, 72nd Street East, and 112th Street East.
The cost to improve just these few limited arterials ran into the tens of millions of dollars, and
has taken years to design and complete (see Attachment “C”). The cost to construct and maintain
these roads have occurred, and will continue to occur, regardless of whether the Rural Separator
area is designated rural or urban because regional traffic will continue to travel through the area
regardless of its designation.

Substantial evidence that the Rural Separator would be difficult and costly to urbanize.
The natural ecosystems and inherent environmental limitations of the Rural Separator make the
area impractical and cost ineffective to urbanize. The northern portion of the Rural Separator
located between the Puyallup River and Pioneer Way is a flood hazard area unlike any other area
of Pierce County. During periods of heavy rainfall, combined with high tide and heavy snow
melt within the lower Puyallup River, it becomes difficult for the creeks within the Rural
Separator to physically drain to the Puyallup River. As a consequence, the creeks which drain the
Rural Separator and converge at Clear Creek are forced to backup, overflow, and flood much of
the northern portion of the Rural Separator. This may explain why this area has historically
contained a flood control gate and is largely designated by Pierce County for agricultural
purposes and limited development. The Rural Separator’s flood hazard area would be difficult to
urbanize.
The area extending south from Pioneer Way (flood hazard area) all the way south to 72nd Street
East is the Rural Separator’s “canyon area.” The depth, width, and number of canyons within
the Rural Separator are rather dramatic. One of the oldest and highest two-lane concrete bridges
in Pierce County extends over Squally Creek Canyon at 48th Street East. This aging bridge is
below the standards required for urban development and would have to be replaced before urban
level development could be considered. These canyon features present such an obstacle to
development that not a single road has ever been extended from Tacoma to Puyallup through this
deep canyon area between Pioneer Way and 72nd Street. The Rural Separator’s “canyon area” is
probably one of the worst possible locations for urban development found anywhere in Pierce
County. The names of the canyons within the Rural Separator include Swan Creek, Squally
Creek, east and west Clear Creeks, Rody Creek, Diru Creek, Woodland Creek, Canyon Creek,
North Clover Creek, and several unnamed creeks.
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The area extending south of 72nd Street East is the within the Rural Separator’s “Clear Creek
Watershed” and is the headwaters to most of the creeks which drain the Rural Separator. Several
of the watershed’s deep canyons, such as Clear and Canyon Creeks, extend even south of 72nd
Street East, but have been traversed by county roads. As previously indicated, the planning area
associated to the Rural Separator encompasses approximately 23 square miles of which 26% is
classified as wetlands. Many of these documented wetland areas within the Rural Separator are
located south of 72nd Street East all the way to SR512. It is the soil and wetland conditions south
of 72nd Street East that has prevented this area from developing to urban intensities over the past
century. In areas where sufficient surface and subsurface drainage exists, particularly east of
Canyon Road East, some suburban level development has occurred. The area between the City
of Tacoma and Canyon Road East, however, has largely remained low intensity, a consequence
of the area’s soil, water, and drainage characteristics.
The area south of SR-512 is located within the Rural Separator’s North Clover Creek area.
Again, because of the soil and water conditions located between Tacoma (Parkland) and Canyon
Road East, this has also remained an area of low intensity development.
The environmental limitations referenced in this report may be visually appreciated by traveling
Vickery Avenue East from its northern terminus to its southern terminus which extends through
the middle of the Rural Separator. The available soil and nature system maps also present a
general understanding of the area’s environmental limitations and obstacles to urban level
development.

Conclusion
In summary, the “Rural Separator” appears to exist more because of its environmental
constraints and obstacles to development than because of any governmental decision. Over the
years, urban development has simply bypassed the Rural Separator area in favor of more easily
developmental lands. Governmental decisions which created the “Rural Separator” designation
have simply acknowledged the area’s limitations to urban intensity development. Any
governmental decision to attempt to urbanize the Rural Separator area would have to overcome
the substantial obstacles that caused the area to remain rural-like in the first place.
The Pierce County Council’s budget proviso calling for a 2010 evaluation of the Rural Separator
area is not the first time the area has been studied and evaluated. The Rural Separator has
maintained its rural-like character over the past century because the answer to the “cost-benefit”
question always comes back the same. It would require substantial public funds to provide the
roads and utilities necessary to attempt to urbanize the Rural Separator. The costs necessary to
urbanize the Rural Separator area would not be an efficient and cost effective use of funds
because much of the area simply could not be developed to urban intensities. It is more cost
effective to use public funds in areas of the County that present fewer environmental obstacles to
urban development. In this way, the public and private sector will be able to spend less money to
construct urban roads, utilities, and associated urban development. Just as it would not be cost
effective to force rural intensity development within the urban areas of Lakewood, Spanaway, or
South Hill, it would also not be cost effective to force urban development within the land
designated as Rural Separator. The Rural Separator area has continued to remain rural-like over
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the past century because the most cost effective and efficient use of public and private funds has
always been to direct urban intensity development to areas of the county which are more cost
effective and efficient to develop to urban intensities.
Based upon the above review and evaluation, it is my opinion that Pierce County has acted in a
cost effective and efficient manner by maintaining the Rural Separator area as a designated rural
area of low intensity development. It is also my opinion that the Rural Separator area does not
affect the ability to provide public services and facilities within the unincorporated Urban
Growth Area in an efficient and cost effective manner. The continued presence of the Rural
Separator would actually appear to decrease public service and facility costs. The continued
existence of the Rural Separator will not cause negative fiscal impacts related to roads and
utilities.
I also offer a final observation and editorial. The Rural Separator evaluation required under
Ordinance No. 2009-96s is a valid search for the potential inefficiencies and fiscal impacts of a
County land use designation. In light of the foregoing information, however, it appears probable
that the Rural Separator will be maintained into the future. On this basis, it may be prudent for
Pierce County to also identify the “beneficial effects” that the Rural Separator brings to the
citizens of Pierce County. To dismiss the Rural Separator area as unimportant or dispensable
because it is difficult to urbanize would not appear to be a reasonable or objective conclusion to
the questions raised under Council Ordinance No. 2009-96s. As written, Ordinance No. 200996s requires that the “the evaluation should also include an examination of the potential effect
the Rural Separator area may have on the geographic area and extent of the unincorporated
Urban Growth Area…”. Not until the “beneficial effects” of the area are also evaluated will the
County Council and citizens be in a position to have a balanced discussion regarding the relative
merits of the Rural Separator. While the “beneficial effects” of the Rural Separator is beyond the
scope of this report, an evaluation and discussion of such beneficial effects would appear
necessary in order to prevent the County’s evaluation from being perceived as incomplete, onesided, or possibly bias.
Please feel free to contact me at the number and/or address below if you have questions. On
behalf of the Summit-Waller Community Association, thank you again for your attention to this
matter.
Sincerely,

Thomas G. Ballard, P.E.
Principal
cc:

Shawn Bunney, Councilmember District 1
Joyce McDonald, Councilmember District 2
Timothy Farrell, Councilmember District 4
Barbara Gelman, Councilmember District 5
Dick Muri, Councilmember District 6
Terry Lee, Councilmember District 7
file 10-05
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ATTACHEMNT “A”
Sewer Line Plan
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ATTACHEMNT “B”
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ATTACHEMNT “C”

The following information was provided by Pierce County Public Works and Utilities Department on
August 18, 2010 11:43 AM:
Please note, some records pertaining to cost have been destroyed according to Pierce County Budget
and Finance Department. The file retention requirements have expired. In some cases, final contract
acceptance letters were still on file with the County. Noted below is where that was the case because
the figures do not include engineering and right of way acquisition costs.
Below are the costs (rounded to the nearest $10k), year completed, and associated County Road Project
numbers:
Waller Rd E project between 112 St E and 72nd St E
CRP 5119 (112th E and 72nd St E):
Total cost = $4,920,000
Completed YR 1995
72 St E projects between City of Tacoma and Woodland Av E
CRP 5140 (City of Tacoma/25 Av E to Canyon Rd E):
Construction Contract total only = $1,900,000
Completed YR 1982
CRP 5133 (Canyon Rd E to Woodland Av E)
Construction Contract total only = $2,450,000
Completed YR 1989
Total cost of improvements to 72 St E between City of Tacoma and Woodland Av E was $4,350,000
112 St E projects between Golden Given and Woodland Av E
CRP 5246 (Golden Given/112 St E):
Construction Contract total only = $140,000
Completed YR 1992
CRP 5585 (18 Av E/112 St E):
Total cost = $200,000
Completed YR 2003
CRP 5725 – Overlay (Golden Given to 17 Av E):
Total cost approx = $240,000
Completed in YR 2008
CRP 5138 (18 Av E to Waller Rd E):
Total cost = $5,820,000
Completed YR 1997
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CRP 5445 & 5635 (Waller Rd E to 50 Av E):
Total cost = $6,790,000
Completed YR 2003
CRP 5494 (58 Av E to Woodland Av E):
Total cost = $6,960,000
Completed YR 2006
Total cost of improvements to 112 St E between Golden Given and Woodland Av E was $20,150,000
Canyon Rd E projects between 160th St E and 104th St E
CRP 5216 (Canyon Rd E / 104 St E):
Total cost = $160,000
Completed YR 2003
CRP 5283 (Canyon Rd E / 160 St E):
Total cost = $2,100,000
Completed YR 1997
CRP 5153, 5528, 5529, 5636, 5637 (116 St E to 106 St E):
Total cost = $11,520,000
Completed YR 2004
CRP 5404, 5433, 5665, 5683, 5714, (160 St E to 116 St E):
Total cost = $35,240,000
Completed YR 2009
Total cost of improvements to Canyon Rd E between 160 St E to 104 St E was $49,020,000

6430 Tacoma Mall Blvd., Suite #2, Tacoma, WA 98409 tbaconsult@earthlink.net 253-279-9657

