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Alder Church

INTRODUCTION

THE UPPER NISQUALLY VALLEY

Overview of the Plan Area

The Upper Nisqually Valley Community Plan area is located in southeast Pierce County,
Washington.  The plan area is approximately 18 miles in length beginning slightly north of Alder
Dam and extending eastward along the State Road 706 highway corridor through the
communities of Alder, Elbe, and Ashford, terminating at the Nisqually entrance to Mt. Rainier
National Park.  The southern border of the plan area is the Nisqually River and Lewis County. 
The northern border follows the northern boundary of the Upper Nisqually River Watershed. 
Major highways within the plan area are SR-7 and SR-706.  The plan area consists of
approximately 27,000 acres.  Roughly 50 percent of this area is public lands held by the Federal,
State, or local government.  The majority of the public lands are designated forests which provide
significant recreational opportunities and conservation of wildlife habitat.  Population in the plan
area is approximately between 1,100 - 1,200 persons.  Population density is approximately 28.1
persons per square mile.  

The Upper Nisqually 
The community of Alder, at an elevation of 1,220 feet, is characterized by a series of homes, the
Alder General Store, Alder Church and Alder Community Club, and a Washington State
Department of Transportation maintenance facility.  Alder is located on a gently sloping hillside
above Alder Lake at the entrance to Alder Lake Park.  The first vista of Mount Rainier from
within the plan area for east-bound travelers is visible
as one leaves Alder heading east.  The west end of the
valley consists of rolling foothills with a combination
of open pasture and hardwood and coniferous forests. 
The Cascade foothills occupy the northern edge of the
plan area and begin just east of Alder Hill.  The
central valley contains large pasture areas which
provide beautiful views of Mount Rainier.  The
highway corridor throughout the central valley is
characterized by tall evergreen trees that align the
roadway.  The east end of the valley is a combination
of forests, pastures, and commercial nodes.  The
entrance to Mount Rainier National Park borders the
easternmost end of the plan area.  The south side of
the plan area is bounded by the Nisqually River which
divides Pierce and Lewis Counties.

Alder, Alder Lake and La Grande Reservoir
The west end of the plan area is dominated by two
man-made bodies of water, Alder Lake and La
Grande Reservoir, which were formed by the Alder
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and La Grande Dams, respectively.  The dams were built for hydroelectric generation and include
powerhouses at Alder Dam and at La Grande, downstream from La Grande Dam.   The dams are
owned and the reservoirs managed by Tacoma Power under license from the Federal Energy
Regulatory Commission. 

Elbe
The Elbe area is distinct because the Cascade foothills fall steeply to the shore of Alder Lake,
allowing only enough room for SR-7.  The community of Elbe, at an elevation of 1,210 feet,
serves as the western terminus of the main portion of the Nisqually River Valley floor.  The
unincorporated community of Elbe lies between the steep hillside of the Cascade foothills to the
north and east and Alder Lake and the Nisqually River to the south and west.  Elbe is comprised
of a platted townsite with small residential home sites along streets off SR-7 and primarily tourist-
oriented commercial development along the SR-7 corridor through the community.  The
community is dominated by the train-oriented facilities located between SR-7 and Alder Lake. 
The train facilities include lodging, a restaurant, and the terminus for an excursion train that runs
approximately six miles south to Mineral in Lewis County.  There is a dinner train operating from
Elbe.  The historic Elbe General Store and the Elbe Evangelical Lutheran Church provide two
more unique sites in the community.  Several other commercial businesses, a second church and a
fire hall are also located in Elbe.  Elbe sits at the junction of SR-7, which runs west to Tacoma
and south to Morton, and SR-706 which runs east to Mount Rainier National Park.  The southern
highway entrance to the plan area is by way of the SR-7 bridge over the Nisqually River at Elbe. 

The hills above Elbe to the north and east are part of the DNR's Elbe Hills State Forest, an area of
recreational trails for hikers, horseback riders, and cross-country skiers, in addition to being an
active commercial forest.  The Elbe Hills State Forest contains two identified trail systems:  the
Sahara Creek/Nicholson Horse Trail System for horseback riders and hikers, running along lower
slopes of the Elbe Hills from Elbe east approximately six miles to the Sahara Creek Campground;
and the Elbe Hills Off-Road Vehicle (ORV) Trail System for jeeps, motorcycles, and mountain
bikes, located higher up in the Elbe Hills. 

Ashford and National
The Ashford community is located in along SR-706 at an elevation of 1,769 feet.   It is
characterized by a mix of homes, restaurants, stores, lodging, a post office, fire hall, small to
medium sized residential lots, and vacant, wooded lots.  The hillside above the west end of
Ashford, to the north, has a large recent clearcut.  The area between the highway and the
Nisqually River contains homesites with pastures and a large clearcut.  

The community of National has not existed for decades but, at one time was the site of a large
timber mill.  The area currently consists of large, vacant tracks of land which are mostly owned by
the Washington Department of Natural Resources.  The water district also has some facilities in
the area.  The road system within National is currently comprised of dirt and gravel logging roads.

The east part of Ashford is characterized by two  motels, one of which includes several  cabins
and a restaurant.  A large subdivision composed of 305 small lots (Echo Valley) is located on the
southeast side of Ashford.  Over half of the lots within Echo Valley are vacant.  Along Mount
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Tacoma Canyon Road is a moderate-size subdivision of 55 small lots (High Echo), the majority of
which are vacant.

Park Entrance
For about one mile from Goat Creek to the entrance to Mount Rainier National Park, at an
elevation of 2,000 feet, there are visitor-oriented commercial activities and small residential home
sites.  The commercial development is characterized by restaurants, an inn, a motel, commercial
cabins, RV park and camping facilities, and a few retail businesses.  Near the entrance to the Park
is a large subdivision of 145 small lots (Nisqually Park), which is only about half developed.  The
eastern entrance to the plan area is at the gate to Mount Rainier National Park. 

Mount Rainier National Park
The campaign to establish a national park emerged in the 1880s when several influencing factors
converged to give the park movement momentum.  Among those who played important roles
were the local commercial interests in Tacoma and Seattle that aggressively promoted tourism to
the future park area, especially through the operations of the grand Northern Pacific Railroad
hotel, The Tacoma, which opened its doors in 1884.  No less significant were the string of small
hotels and inns stretching between Tacoma and Longmire Springs, and the discovery of Paradise
Valley as a popular destination point.

Organized political pressure to create the national park came from various individuals and groups. 
Mountaineering clubs, local newspapers, commercial clubs, and national scientific and geographic
interests lent their weight.  Notable individuals, particularly prominent European visitors to Mount
Rainier, and John Muir who climbed the mountain in 1888, gave the park movement strong
support through newspapers and other publications.  With the creation of the State of Washington
in 1889 and the Pacific Forest Reserve in 1893, the proposal to create the nation’s fifth national
park moved a step closer to reality.  Conservation was, for the first time in American history, a
priority of the federal government in the 1890's, and local congressmen joined Interior
Department officials in pushing for the establishment of a park area surrounding Mount Rainier
within the larger Pacific Forest Reserve.  Throughout the 1890s the park proposal in Congress
was introduced six different times and finally passed on March 2, 1899.

Mount Rainier National Park is predominantly a one-day visitor park, and the overwhelming
majority of visitors enter at the Nisqually Entrance on the southwest corner of the park.  Along
the 19-mile road between the entrance and Paradise Valley there are hotels, campgrounds,
overlooks, and trailheads.  At Paradise, 5400 feet in elevation, is the park’s major visitor center
and the 126-room historic Paradise Inn which opened in 1917.  The Stevens Canyon Road, a
paved highway, connects Paradise Valley with the east side at State 123.  In the northeast section
of the park a highway off State 410 climbs to Yakima Park, elevation 6400 feet, with limited
services during summer months.

Gifford Pinchot National Forest
The USDA Forest Service (USFS) manages an area along the eastern edge of the plan.  The
National Forest lands are technically part of the Mount Baker-Snoqualmie National Forest, but
are administered by the Gifford Pinchot National Forest.  Congressional action would be
necessary to formally transfer the lands between the two forests.  The Gifford Pinchot National
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Forest runs from Mount Rainier south to the Columbia River Gorge and from Mount Saint Helens
east to Mount Adams and the crest of the Cascade Mountains.  The Gifford Pinchot National
Forest is responsible for administering 1,371,720 acres, including the portion of the forest within
the plan area.  

The forest is managed through the Forest Land and Resource Management Plan (hereafter
referred to as the "forest plan") of 1990 as amended by the Northwest Forest Plan of 1994 which
guides all natural resource management activities and establishes management standards for the
forest.  The forest plan establishes multiple use goals, management direction for future activities,
the allowable sale quantity for timber, and the identity of lands suitable for timber management. 
The forest plan was revised by Amendment 11 in February 1995 to institute changes resulting
from the development of President Clinton's 1994 plan for managing habitat for species found in
late-successional and old-growth forests in the range of the northern spotted owl.

The forest contributes to the quality of life for the people of the Upper Nisqually Valley and the
greater Puget Sound region.  Outdoor recreation opportunities, including backpacking, hiking,
and mountain-biking, are readily available.  Old-growth trees provide aesthetic and recreational
value.  Scenery includes snow-capped mountains, glaciers, lakes, streams, waterfalls, and rock
outcrops.  The forest has a diverse population of plant and wildlife species.

Washington State Department of Natural Resources Elbe Hills State Forest
The Washington Department of Natural Resources (DNR) manages approximately 23,000 acres
of land as the Elbe Hills State Forest which is located within the plan area.  Elbe Hills State Forest
is part of an original 1889 land grant from the Federal government.  The DNR manages the State
forest for both timber production and recreational use.

In January of 1997, the Federal government signed agreements allowing for implementation of the
DNR's Habitat Conservation Plan (HCP) for managing lands containing northern spotted owl
habitat.  The HCP is a way for the State to obtain relief from the prohibition on removing habitat
of species covered under the Endangered Species Act, including the northern spotted owl and
marbled murrelet.  An HCP is a plan generated by a landowner, in this case the DNR, that
provides long-term conservation measures for a listed species in exchange for the right to take a
portion of its habitat.  The HCP offsets the harm to individually listed animals with a plan that
promotes conservation of the species as a whole.  The DNR's approved HCP provides mitigation
for removal of habitat through timber harvest by providing habitat areas for the northern spotted
owl and marbled murrelet.  

The HCP manages land to minimize the harm done to the habitats of seven other listed species
within the range of the spotted owl.  The HCP conserves habitats for numerous unlisted species
west of the crest of the Cascade Range, including western Washington runs of salmonids.  In
addition to the protection of northern spotted owl, marbled murrelet, and aquatic habitat, the
HCP identifies and protects cliffs, caves and cave passages, oak woodlands, and talus fields that
provide habitat for various other species.

History of the Upper Nisqually Valley
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Native American groups inhabited the Upper Nisqually Valley for thousands of years.  The
Nisquallys were the primary group that occupied the area and had many permanent villages along
the Nisqually River.  Other groups, from both the west and east sides of the Cascades, used the
mountain as a hunting ground and considered it sacred.  After the Indian War of 1855-1856, the
Nisquallys were not allowed to return to their villages.

European settlement of the Pacific Northwest did not occur until the early part the nineteenth
century.  The original impetus for settlement was the desire to control areas for fur trapping. The
Native Americans showed the early settlers where to find and how to utilize wild plants that
provided food such as potatoes, onion, carrots, water lily roots, and skunk cabbage roots.

In the latter half of the 1890's through the early 20th century, the Klondike gold rush in Alaska
created a boom in the Seattle area as a center for outfitting and supplying prospectors on their
way to the mines.  Although gold and silver mining in the Cascades was fairly limited, coal was
extracted from mines near Mount Rainier including Wilkeson, Carbonado, Mineral, and just north
of Ashford.  Numerous mine claims in and around Mt. Rainier were established beginning in 1898. 
Coal mining declined when hydropower generated electricity and oil replaced coal as energy
resource in the 1920's.

Prior to the establishment of a national park in 1899, residents in the Puget Sound area traveled to
Mount Rainier during the summer to recreate.  Although mountain climbing expeditions were
most notable, many groups also traveled to the Mountain to horseback ride, fish, and camp.  The
railroad companies and local residents recognized the potential for tourism and invested in various
endeavors to accommodate visitors from the Puget Sound region.

German immigrants and homesteaders settled at the Elbe town site in the late 1800's. A plat for
the town of Elbe was filed in 1903.  In the early days, the town functioned as a market center
where loggers, Native Americans, and farmers came to exchange goods and produce.  The town
hall, completed in the 1890's, functioned as a gathering place for the surrounding communities and
drew people from Longmire to Tanwax when there were special events such as elections, dances,
or holiday celebrations.

The first logging and milling operation in Elbe started in the early 1900's.  Many mills were in
operation by the time Tacoma Eastern Railroad reached Elbe in 1904.  In 1936, the passenger
railroad service stopped with the completion of the Mountain Highway.  During the depression of
the 1930's, youths came from all parts of the country to work on the construction of trails, roads,
and buildings within Mount Rainier National Park.  One of the compounds erected to house the
workers was located near Elbe. 
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The Ashford and the Hershey family c. 1915

Mining prospects initially attracted settlers to the Ashford area.  Although some coal mining
occurred, the logging and milling industry soon became the economic focus.  The town became an
important log-shipping center. In 1904, anticipating growth in the valley, Walter and Cora
Ashford platted the townsite in their name.  In the same year, the Tacoma Eastern Railroad

Company extended its railroad line to
Ashford.  By the early 1940's, with the
decline of the logging industry, the town’s
economy relied on recreation and tourism.

The Pacific National Lumber Company
established the town of National in 1905. 
This company-owned town rented housing
to its employees in addition to operating a
general store.  The employees of the
company either worked as loggers or as part
of its milling operation.  The company
holdings were sold and eventually bought by
the Weyerhaeuser Company in the 1950's. 
By this time the town began to decline. 
Homes were bought by individuals and
moved off the site.  The Washington State
Department of Natural Resources now owns

the properties.

Farm settlement began in the Alder area in the early 1890's.  After the Tacoma Eastern Railway
lines reached La Grande and  became available to transport milling equipment and logs, a shingle
and saw mill located at the north fork of Alder Creek.  Shortly after railroad spurs were built to
reach the new mills, a hotel and store were built by the Alder Mill Company.    

The Alder Dam was completed in 1940's to supply electric power to the City of Tacoma.  The
Alder Lake (reservoir) covered more than 200 acres of farm land and the original town of Alder.

PLANNING HISTORY

County Planning

1962 Pierce County Comprehensive Plan and Zoning
The first Pierce County Comprehensive Land Use Plan was adopted on April 2, 1962.  The Pierce
County Zoning Code, which implemented the Comprehensive Plan, was adopted on October 8,
1962.  The 1962 Pierce County Comprehensive Plan designated the Upper Nisqually Valley,
along with the rest of southern and eastern Pierce County, as “rural residential.”  The purpose of
the rural residential designation was to “...identify an area which lies outside the path of
immediate urban expansion, and to delineate a boundary of suburban residential development
which is consistent with adequate public service being provided.”  Low density residential use was
recommended in rural residential areas to: “...avoid premature and uneconomic extension of
public facilities and services; reserve potential residential land in sufficiently large ownership
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parcels to permit proper subdivision at a future date; and provide areas within reasonable
commuting distance of major employment centers where rural living can be enjoyed with a
minimum of use restrictions.”

From 1962 until 1990, the plan area was zoned General Use, which allowed a wide range of
commercial, industrial, residential, and resource uses.  In July and November of 1990, the General
Use Zone was amended to require multi-family residential and most commercial and industrial
uses to go through the conditional use public hearing process.  Also in 1990, per Ordinance No.
90-178S, the Pierce County Council approved an area-wide rezone of forest lands of long-term
significance to a Forest Land zone, which primarily allowed the growing, harvesting, and
processing of forest products.  With regard to the plan area, the Forest Land zone encompassed
most of the foothills and mountains north and east of Elbe.  In 1993, per Ordinance No. 93-84S2,
most of the remaining plan area was rezoned from the General Use to General Rural zone.  The
General Rural zone required a minimum lot size for residential subdivision of land of 10 acres, as
was the minimum lot size for non-residential uses.  There were three areas of the Upper Nisqually
Valley which remained zoned General Use:  the Elbe area; the Ashford area, west of Mount
Tahoma Canyon Road; and the Park entrance area, between Kernahan Road and Mount Rainier
National Park.  

1994 Pierce County Comprehensive Plan and Development Regulations-Zoning
In 1990, the Washington State Legislature passed legislation referred to as the Growth
Management Act (GMA).  GMA required Pierce County to develop and adopt a comprehensive
plan which would control residential, commercial, and industrial growth.  Thirteen goals are listed
in GMA to guide policy development in nine required elements.  The required elements include
land use, housing, capital facilities, utilities, rural, and transportation.  Pierce County also elected
to include four additional elements: environment and critical areas, economic development,
community plans, and essential public facilities.  Each of the nine GMA required elements must
conform to specific standards set in the legislation.  The rural element requirements in the
originally adopted GMA contained very general standards.  It stated that “...Counties shall include
a rural element including lands that are not designated for urban growth, agriculture, forest, or
mineral resources.  The rural element shall permit land uses that are compatible with the rural
character of such lands and provide for a variety of rural densities...”

In 1997,  the Growth Management Act was amended to provide more flexibility and detail in the
type of development allowed in the rural areas of counties.  The new provisions recognize that
rural characteristics and land use patterns are different between counties across the State. 
Counties are now allowed to consider local circumstances in the development of policies and
regulations for a designated rural area.  As a consequence, limited areas of more intensive uses
may be planned.  The new requirements specifically addresses infill development, recreational and
tourist uses, and cottage industries.

In 1994, per the requirements of the Washington State Growth Management Act, Pierce County
adopted a new Comprehensive Plan.  The 1994 Pierce County Comprehensive Plan replaced the
1962 Pierce County Comprehensive Plan in its entirety.  The 1994 Comprehensive Plan identified
the entire Upper Nisqually plan area as “rural.”  The new plan contained the following land use
designations for the valley:  Rural 10, which encompasses the floor and western end of the Upper
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Nisqually Valley; Rural Neighborhood Centers, in Ashford and Elbe; Designated Forest Land, in
the hills and mountains north and east of Elbe; and Rural 20, which encompasses a narrow buffer
along the western edge of the Designated Forest Land--east of the Eatonville Cut-off Road. 
These land use designations are further described within the Land Use element of this plan.

In July 1995, per Ordinance No. 95-79S, the Pierce County Council adopted the Pierce County
Development Regulations-Zoning which implemented the 1994 Pierce County Comprehensive
Plan.  The Development Regulations-Zoning created zoning districts which mirrored the names
and locations of the Comprehensive Plan designations.    

Projects received by Pierce County Planning and Land Services are vested under the rules and
regulations that apply at the time the development application is submitted.  There are several
projects in the Upper Nisqually Valley that are presently undergoing County review that were
received before the community planning process had even begun.  The community plan policies
and regulations do not directly apply to these projects and cannot be used to influence the types of
uses allowed.  

Community  Planning

Pierce County Comprehensive Plan policies found in the Community Plans Element address
community autonomy, community character, new community plans, consistency with the
Comprehensive Plan, consistency with the Development Regulations-Zoning, transition strategies,
and joint planning agreements.

The Community Plans element of the 1994 Pierce County Comprehensive Plan envisions a local
voice in how the Comprehensive Plan and its Development Regulations will be carried out in
communities.  Community plans exemplify how the objectives and policies of the Comprehensive
Plan play out when applied to detailed and specific conditions.  They indicate specific land use
designations, appropriate densities, and the design standards that should apply in community
planning areas.  Preserving and building community character while ensuring an efficient and
predictable development approval process is a central theme.  Community plans are a unifying
force for communities.  They identify local characteristics.  They survey population, employment,
transportation, building, and social attributes.  Community plans help citizens decide what they
want to nurture and what they want to change at the local level, where citizens live and interact.

Although the Growth Management Act (GMA) does not require comprehensive plans to provide
for community plans, Pierce County Ordinance 90-47S directs County officials to prepare a
Community Plans element of the Comprehensive Plan.  The majority of unincorporated County
population resides in community plan areas.  The Community Plans element spells out how to
coordinate consistency between community plans and the Comprehensive Plan.  Community plans
must be consistent with the Comprehensive Plan and the GMA.  Flexibility exists only in the
interpretation of how Comprehensive Plan policies apply in a given community or in areas where
the Comprehensive Plan is silent on an issue or does not provide detailed guidance.  Ensuring
such consistency requires comparing proposed community plan policy and land use designations
against each policy of the Comprehensive Plan.  If a community plan policy would mean that a
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Comprehensive Plan policy could not be met in the community planning area, the policies would
be incompatible and therefore inconsistent.

If a community plan vision  or policy can be determined to have County-wide value, then the
Comprehensive Plan policy may be altered.  Otherwise, modifications to any inconsistent
community plan policy will be necessary until it meets the consistency test.  Changes to any
community plan will be developed collaboratively by citizens with County staff and adjacent
jurisdiction's staff for adoption by the County Council.  To avoid unnecessary and undesired
inconsistencies between a community plan and the Comprehensive Plan, the unique values and
community desires reflected in individual community plans should be reflected, built upon, and
incorporated into the Comprehensive Plan.

Upper Nisqually Valley Community Planning Efforts
In the summer of 1996, Pierce County Planning and Land Services Department began to develop
an integrated community plan and environmental analysis for the Ashford/Elbe community.  This
effort was the first sub-area plan to be initiated since the adoption of the County’s GMA
comprehensive plan.  But prior to Pierce County’s involvement, the community had already begun
outlining visions for the future.  These visions, articulated in the 1992 Upper Nisqually
Community Report and the 1994 Upper Nisqually Community Workshop Report, became the
basis for the visions and policies of the Upper Nisqually Valley Community Plan.

1992 Upper Nisqually Community Report
In the spring of 1992, students from The Evergreen State College conducted a community survey
and in person interviews with the Upper Nisqually community.  The students’ efforts resulted in
the Upper Nisqually Community Report, also known as the “Evergreen Study.”  The students
mailed approximately 1,100 surveys out to the community and received back 226 completed
survey forms, a 20.08 percent return rate.  In addition to the analysis of the survey results, the
Community Report includes anecdotal history and opinions from valley residents.  Three
proposed visions for the future were identified by the students:  no change, bedroom community,
and tourist service community.  The survey showed the community would like to see future
growth directed into towns or centers.
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1994 Upper Nisqually Community Workshop Report
In the winter and spring of 1994, the Rivers, Trails, and Conservation Assistance Program of the
National Park Service, along with a non-profit facilitation organization known as the Sonoran
Institute, worked with the Upper Nisqually community to develop two community visioning
workshops.  The workshops were held in June 1994.  The residents attending the workshops
identified and prioritized values the community held, visions the community had for the future,
and actions to implement the top priority visions and  values of the community.  This effort also
lead to the formation of the Upper Nisqually Community Forum.  This group of community
representatives was responsible for carrying out the actions identified in the visioning process.  As
the County’s planning efforts materialized, this group eventually disbanded.

SCOPE OF THE COMMUNITY PLAN

Legislative Authority to Develop the Plan

In the Community Plans element of the 1994 Pierce County Comprehensive Plan, the Upper
Nisqually Valley, i.e., Ashford-Elbe area, was identified as a community for which a future
community plan would be developed.   
 
Pierce County Resolution R96-68S, passed June 11, 1996, directed the Pierce County Planning
and Land Services Department to develop an integrated community plan and environmental
analysis for the Upper Nisqually Valley, i.e. Ashford-Elbe community.  The resolution establishes
that the community plan should seek to: maintain the rural character and natural beauty of the
area which draws both residents and visitors and to encourage appropriate tourism and provide
economic opportunities for community residents.

In March 1996, Pierce County Planning and Land Services was awarded a grant which partially
funded the community planning effort for the Upper Nisqually Valley area.  The state legislature
made the grant monies available through its Planning and Environmental Review Fund.  The
Washington Department of Community, Trade, and Economic Development administers the grant
program.  The intent of the grant funding was to assist communities that are attempting to
integrate environmental analysis into growth management planning efforts.  The State hoped that
the communities using these grant monies would develop plans that could serve as models for
other communities in Washington State.

Purpose and Use of the Community Plan

The Upper Nisqually Valley Community Plan will give residents, property owners, business
people, and Pierce County government a clearer, more detailed sense of how the community
wants to develop in the future and what standards could be utilized to create and maintain the
look and feel identified in the community plan through goals, objectives, principles, and standards. 
The Upper Nisqually Valley Community Plan develops a vision for the entire Upper Nisqually
Valley region of Pierce County; develops a vision unique to each community within the valley;
refines the Pierce County Comprehensive Plan to more closely reflect the needs, concerns, and
desires of those in the valley while making sure that what the valley community desires will still fit
well with the big picture for all of Pierce County in terms of County-wide policies; and identifies
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actions necessary to implement the community plan, including:  adopting or revising land use
regulations; identifying priorities for use of public funds to develop physical improvements such as
sidewalks, street landscaping, street lights, water-related improvements, and park development;
social programs; and economic programs.  
The community plan has been prepared with the expectation that growth can occur within the
Upper Nisqually Valley and can bring vitality to Ashford and Elbe while continuing to retain rural
character throughout the area.  This growth may occur at the rate which is accommodated in the
plan or may occur more slowly than anticipated in the plan.  Growth, and the rate at which it
occurs, will largely depend upon the actions of the local community such as marketing of services
and coordination of activities with public land managers.  

The policies contained in the plan are distinguished as goals, objectives, principles and standards.  
Goals are a general vision statement by the community. 

Objectives are statements of what is desired to be achieved in the future or
statements of what conditions should exist in the community.  

Principles set a particular course of action to accomplish objectives. Standards,
quantitative or qualitative, are specific benchmarks or targets to be accomplished
in the ongoing development of the County.  

All of the policy statements were developed through citizen comment and represent the will of the
people translated into decision oriented statements.   When applying the policy statements, each
should be afforded equal weight and consideration.

Consistency with the 1994 Pierce County Comprehensive Plan

The goals, objectives, policies, and standards in the Upper Nisqually Valley Community Plan are
consistent with the provisions in the Pierce County Comprehensive Plan.  Although the
community plan proposes to change land use designations within the valley, the proposed
designations are already defined and policy direction included in the County Comprehensive Plan. 
The plan does propose new zoning districts to implement the existing land use designations.  The
regulations associated with the zoning districts conform with the general provisions of the existing
land use designations.

PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT

The Gateway Community Advisory Board

The development of the Upper Nisqually Valley Community Plan could not have been
accomplished without the Gateway Community Advisory Board (GCAB).  The GCAB, appointed
in June of 1996, consisted of a nineteen member group representing a variety of  interests and
geographic locations of the community.  Representatives included:  Tacoma Power; National Park
Service; U.S. Forest Service; Department of Natural Resources; Nisqually Indian Tribe; Visitor
Convention Bureau; the local service providers; environmentalists; development interests;
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recreationalists; business interests; forestry; and local residents from both Pierce and Lewis
Counties.

The GCAB was charged with three main responsibilities:  1) serving as a sounding board for the
community; 2) guiding the development of policies and map changes that address community
concerns while remaining consistent with the Comprehensive Plan; and 3) identifying regulations
to implement the policies of the Upper Nisqually Valley Community Plan.

The efforts of the GCAB were exemplary and cannot be understated.  Members attended over 45
meetings, 2 open houses and workshops, and donated over 135 hours of their personal time to see
the visions of the community brought to fruition through this document.  

Visioning

Visioning is the process of defining the hope and dream of what the community could be in the
future.  Visioning is typically completed through a series of public meetings or workshops
structured to allow the community to articulate hopes for the future.  Statements, thoughts, and
ideas brought forth in the visioning process become the basis for the visions, goals, objectives, and
principles of the community plan.

Many of the visions and policies found in the Upper Nisqually Valley Community Plan were
developed in the workshops and surveys of the 1992 Upper Nisqually Community Report
conducted by Evergreen State College and the 1994 Upper Nisqually Community Workshop
Report conducted by the National Park Service.  

To add to the information provided by Evergreen State College and the National Park Service,
Pierce County Planning and Land Services and the Gateway Citizen Advisory Board sponsored a
community open house and workshop in October 1996.  The main purpose of the open house was
to provide information to the community about the planning process and to get feedback from the
community on the results of the 1992 Evergreen Study and 1994 Community Visioning
Workshops.  The public was asked to provide written comments about the planning process and
their community.  A week after the open house, a workshop was held to gain specific feedback
from the community on certain land use issues and to survey the community's attitude toward
different types of development.  At the workshop, participants discussed various issues in small
groups and participated in a visual preference survey.

Throughout the first part of 1997, the Gateway Community Advisory Board (GCAB) utilized the
information from the 1992, 1994, and 1996 visioning processes to formulate an overall vision
statement for the community plan and five individual vision statements for each of the plan
elements.  These six vision statements echo the desires articulated by the community throughout
the years by emphasizing the importance of:  the natural environment and resources; a small,
close-knit community composed of unique and creative individuals; the rich history and heritage
of the valley; locally owned and operated businesses that are the strength of the economy; the
value in being situated close to the National Park, National, and State forests; and the rural
lifestyle that provides a valuable haven to residents and visitors.
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Open Houses and Workshops

The National Park Service held two workshops in June of 1994 which resulted in the Upper
Nisqually Community Workshop Report.  One hundred one participants attended on June 5, and
82 participants attended on June 6.  The workshops laid the groundwork for the visions and
policies articulated in the Upper Nisqually Valley Community Plan.  In October 1996, an open
house and a workshop were held to inform the public about the County planning process and
receive feedback on how the community envisioned the future of the valley.  On March 5, 1998,
over 150 people attended an open house that was held to present the GCAB’s preferred
alternative to the public and receive feedback on the proposal.

Surveys

In addition to the visioning process, the community was asked to complete surveys on several
occasions.  Surveys are a useful tool for canvassing more of the community.  Many people are
uncomfortable with speaking publicly but if allowed to comment privately will do so.  Surveys
were used as part of the study completed by The Evergreen State College, the 1996 workshop,
the Draft Environmental Impact Statement of the Preferred Alternative, and at the March 1998
open house.  The residents of the Upper Nisqually Valley respond well to surveys and usually
have a 20-30 percent return rate.

SUMMARY OF THE UPPER NISQUALLY VALLEY COMMUNITY PLAN

The proposed Draft Upper Nisqually Valley Community Plan contains policies and implementing
regulations for five subject areas or elements:  Land Use Element, Community Character and
Cultural Element, Natural Environment Element, Economic Element, and the Infrastructure and
Services Element.  

The Land Use Element addresses what and where land uses and intensity of land uses would be
allowed.  It includes zoning and regulations that govern land uses. The community plan directs
residential and commercial growth into three centers and maintains the rest of the community in
large tracts of land that may be used for homes or natural resources activities such as farming or
forestry. 

The Land Use Element establishes three commercial centers and designates each of these centers
as a Gateway Community.  These three centers are Elbe, Ashford, and the Park Entrance. 
Commercial and residential uses are allowed through the application of three new zoning
classifications:

1. Village Center Zone:
Allows a mix of activities including civic, lodging, all services.  Encourages
pedestrian orientation. Residential allowed at 3 units per acre, employee housing
also allowed.  All of Elbe and a portion of Ashford are zoned Village Center.

2. Village Residential Zone:
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Allows residential at 1 unit per 10 acres, senior housing, and group homes. 
Education facilities and day-care also allowed.  A portion of Ashford, including
Echo Valley and High Echo subdivisions, are zoned Village Residential.

3. Tourist Commercial Zone:
Allows restaurants, lodging, and sales of general merchandise and rental of
recreational equipment up to 5,000 square feet.   Residential allowed at the same
density of the surrounding rural residential zone.  The Park Entrance and a portion
of Ashford (Hewitt Field properties) are zoned Tourist Commercial.

The majority of the plan area remains as zoned in the 1994 Comprehensive Plan which promotes a
rural land character of large tracts of land containing single family homes or resource-based
activities.  The existing rural zones contained within the plan area are:  Rural 10, Rural 20, Forest
Lands, and Rural 40.  The Rural 40 zone is new to the Upper Nisqually Valley plan area and
allows only one unit per 40 acres with no bonus density provisions.  The Rural 40 zone is located
immediately adjacent to the Nisqually River and encompasses all of the Case II Volcanic Hazard
Areas.

The Community Character and Cultural Element addresses community character, heritage, and
social interaction.  The policies contained within the Upper Nisqually Valley Community Plan
promote and enhance historic preservation through education and restoration of historic
properties, encourage views and viewsheds are maintained throughout the Valley, and establish
design standards and guidelines for buildings, site design, signs, and landscaping.

Design standards contained within the community plan are intended to improve the overall
appearance of the community through quality design in architecture and site layout.  The
standards promote a rustic mountain-oriented appearance such as log cabins or a turn-of-the-
century look with false fronts or board-and-baton siding.   The residents of the Upper Nisqually
Valley are committed to retaining local ownership and do not want to be controlled by outside
wealth.  Reliance on or use of standardized corporate or franchise styles is prohibited.  The
design standards are required for all commercial and multi-family development within the three
centers.  All signs throughout the plan area are required to meet the standards.  Standards address
Site Design, Building Design, Signs, Planting Design, Lighting, and Street Furniture. 

The Natural Environment Element includes consideration of the natural resources found in the
Upper Nisqually Valley.  Natural resources such as wildlife, clean water, forests, and open spaces
are an integral and valued part of the community.  The policies contained within the Natural
Environment Element of the Upper Nisqually Valley Community Plan promote protection of
critical areas, encourage preservation of natural vegetation, and address special topics such as
waste disposal, air quality, and pesticides.

The Economic Environment looks at the economy of the Valley and considers a myriad of
opportunities to diversify the economic base and capture more tourism dollars.  The policies
contained in the Upper Nisqually Valley Community Plan promote tourism, mountaineering, and
sustainable forestry, and encourage coordination and marketing of recreational lands and
resources.
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Infrastructure and Services addresses the basic facilities needed to keep the whole system
functioning.  Infrastructure includes capital facilities such as roads, trails, sewage disposal, parks,
and utility lines.  The policies within the Upper Nisqually Valley Community Plan identify the
capital improvements that are necessary to support the community plan (septic, water, rest area,
sidewalks, etc.) and discuss potential partnerships and sources for funding opportunities.

The proposed Draft Upper Nisqually Valley Community Plan also contains amendments to the
Pierce County Comprehensive Plan and Pierce County Development Regulations-Zoning so that
the plan may be implemented upon adoption.  Finally, the community plan contains a monitoring
program that addresses how to measure the effectiveness and impacts of the plan over time.
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VISION STATEMENT
for the Upper Nisqually Valley Community Plan

Manage growth in the Upper Nisqually Valley, focussing on a rustic, mountain-oriented
appearance in keeping with the historic and rural character of the area, while respecting private

property rights.
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Summit Haus ( The old Ashford Tavern)

 LAND USE ELEMENT

INTRODUCTION

The purpose of the Land Use Element is to
articulate a direction for future growth and
development within the Upper Nisqually Valley. 
The adoption of policy statements forms the basis
of land use regulations for the community and
provides direction to residents, the business
community, and investors.  The Land Use Element
also serves as a guide to decisions by the planners,
Planning Commission, Hearing Examiner, and
elected officials over private development
proposals and the location of public facilities.  

The visions, goals, objectives, and policies of the
Land Use Element of the Upper Nisqually Valley
Community Plan direct growth into three centers. 
Two centers, Ashford and Elbe, are intended to
serve the needs of local residents and tourists,
while the Park Entrance is intended to cater to tourists.  Directing commercial activity and higher
density residential uses into centers allows the rest of the valley to retain its rural character and
natural resources.  Opportunities for home occupations, cottage industries and resource-based
activities continue to be encouraged throughout the valley.

DESCRIPTION OF CURRENT CONDITIONS

As we approach the millennium, the Upper Nisqually Valley is a place where a rural way of life
still prevails.  Commercial business are small and locally owned, open space and expansive views
are plentiful, and the population is not burgeoning.  The following information provides
background information on the existing land development patterns, population, and housing
within the valley.  Additional detailed information is available in the Draft Environmental Impact
Statement, Community Growth Alternatives, Ashford/Elbe (Upper Nisqually) Gateway
Community Plan, May 1997.

Current Comprehensive Plan Designations and Zoning Classifications

The plan area currently has four zoning classifications:   Rural Neighborhood Center, Rural 10,
Rural 20, and Designated Forest Land.  In the 1994 Comprehensive Plan, the zoning for the
County was the same as the Comprehensive Plan designations.  Table 1 shows how many acres
are found in each zoning classification.  The Current Comprehensive Plan Designations and
Zoning map illustrates the locations of these designations/zoning.
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Under the 1994 Pierce County Comprehensive Plan, Ashford and Elbe were  designated Rural
Neighborhood Centers (RNC).  This designation is intended for small scale and light intensity
commercial uses.  RNCs are intended to provide limited convenience shopping and services which
meet the daily needs of the residents of the surrounding area.  All new development within this
designation should retain a scale and intensity appropriate for maintaining rural character. 
Commercial uses are limited only to those which serve the surrounding local community.  High
density housing is not allowed.

Table 1.  Current Zoning Classifications and Acreage

Zoning Acres

Rural Neighborhood Center 144

Rural 10 14,139

Rural 20 511

Designated Forest Land 11,900

The Rural 10 (R10) designation is found throughout many areas of Pierce County.  The
designation is intended to maintain rural character and open space.  It allows opportunities for
resource-based industries such as agriculture, forestry, or mining provided these uses do not
require urban-level services.  Gas stations, stores, and retail shops are not allowed in the R10
designation.  Residential densities allow a basic density of one dwelling unit per 10 acres. 
However, if at least 50 percent of the property is designated as open space, a density of two
dwelling units per 10 acres is allowed.  If at least 75 percent is designated as open space, a density
of 2.5 dwelling units per 10 acres is allowed.  The minimum lot size for any newly created lot
cannot be less than one acre.  Existing parcels that are less than 10 acres and are zoned R10 can
be built upon as long as the other criteria such as septic, water, critical areas and other county
requirements are met.

The Rural 20 (R20) designation is a fairly small portion of the plan area.  It is located adjacent to
Forest Lands and is intended to function as a transition zone between the R10 and Forest Land
designations.  The R20 designation, similar to R10, is intended to maintain rural character and
open space.  It allows the same opportunities for resource-based industries and the same bonus
density incentives as the R10 designation.  Existing parcels that are less than 20 acres and are
zoned R20 can be built upon as long as the other criteria such as septic, water, critical areas and
other county requirements are met.

The Forest Land designation is found on both public and privately owned land used for timber
production.  The designation is intended to preserve lands which are utilized for long-term timber
production and minimize potential conflicts with other land uses.  Uses are largely limited to
resource-based industries and recreational activities, although residential homes and lodging are
also allowed.  The allowable residential density in the Forest Land designation is one unit per 80
acres, no bonus densities are allowed.
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Current Land Uses

A land use inventory was conducted for the Upper Nisqually Valley in early 1997 and updated in
the summer of 1998.  Using the Pierce County Assessor-Treasurer’s data for each tax parcel,
information was gathered on current uses, acreage, and ownership.  Table 2 summarizes current
land uses within the valley, and the Existing Land Use map illustrates these land uses.  Review of
this information shows that most land development has occurred along SR706.  Commercial uses
tend to be concentrated in Alder, Elbe, Ashford, or the Park Entrance; however, there are a
limited number of commercial activities between these centers. 

The vast majority of the Upper Nisqually Valley Community Plan area is undeveloped; however,
not all of these lands are available for development.  Of the undeveloped lands, 58 percent of them
are owned by either the State of Washington or the U.S. Forest Service.  This land is managed
strictly for timber harvest or recreational uses such as hiking, mountain biking, and cross-county
skiing.  Although the locations of these lands are primarily in the northern portions of the plan
area, there are lands along SR-7 which are under State and Federal government ownership.

The Forestry category accounts for the privately owned lands which are in the County’s open
space - timberland taxation program, are commercially harvested, or which are associated with
forestry activities and services.  Although there are numerous private individuals who own these
lands, a little more than 50 percent are owned by either the Plum Creek Timber Company
(roughly 950 acres) or the Champion Pacific Timber Company (roughly 1,500 acres).  Champion
provides recreational opportunities through cross-country ski trails and a fee access program.  

The lands in the Forestry/Recreation category are owned by either the State of Washington
(Department of Natural Resources) or the U.S. Forest Service.  While much of this land is
managed as productive timber land, the two agencies do provide various recreational
opportunities such as hiking, mountain biking, and cross-county skiing.

Table 2. Summary of Land Use in the Plan Area

Category Acreage Percent of Total Area

Built Environment

Single-Family Residential 2,298 acres 9%

Mobile Home Parks 3 acres 0%

Commercial/Retail 114 acres  .4%

Transportation, Communication, and Utilities 801 acres 3%

Education 14 acres 0%

Public Assembly/Quasi-Public 9 acres 0%

Outbuildings 451 acres 1.7%

Government Services 2 acres 0  %
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Unbuilt Environment

Vacant 2,955 acres            11.6%

Open Space* 244 acres  .9%

Agriculture 987 acres 3.8%

Forestry (Private Commercial )* 4,895 acres            19.3%

Forestry/Recreation (state/federal govt)* 12,575 acres            49.6%

TOTAL          25,348 acres            99.3%

Source:  Pierce County Assessor/Treasurer’s Office data
*Because the northern plan area boundary is a ridge line and does not follow parcel lines, the acreages for the Forestry,
Forestry/Recreational, and Open Space categories should be viewed as general estimates.

Vacant land makes up the second highest type of land use within the area.  The Vacant category
accounts for unimproved parcels and includes properties which have had dwellings removed or
have abandoned activities such as farming.

Single-family residential development represents the majority of the developed environment.  The
single-family developments range from homes on large lots (five+ acres) to cabins on small lots in
recreational subdivisions.  The single family category, which includes both stick-built and mobile
homes, is the primary type of residential land use. 

The Agriculture category accounts for lands which are either in the County’s agriculture open
space tax program, operating as farms or ranches, or grassland pasture.  Although these lands are
scattered throughout the plan area, the majority are located in the western portion and comprise
the fourth highest type of land use.

The Transportation, Communication, Utilities land use category includes parcels which are
primarily used for railroad right-of-way, highway and street right-of-way, automobile parking,
telephone communication facilities, utility right-of-way, electrical substations or water utilities. 
The Alder Dam is the primary activity associated with these lands and is the reason this category
results in the fifth most common type of land use.

A mix of other land uses are presently found within the plan area including education, public
assembly, and open space (such as parks).  It is important to recognize that commercial land uses
presently occupy only 114 acres of the plan area.  Commercial activities operated from a
residence are not accounted for in this category.  Most commercial activities are located near
Alder, Elbe, Ashford, or the Park Entrance, with the exception of bed and breakfast facilities.  A
couple of commercial businesses are located between Ashford and the Park Entrance, including
Guest Services Incorporated which is the concessionaire for the National Park and one of the
largest employers in the valley.
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Commercial Businesses
In 1995, an inventory was conducted of existing commercial businesses within the plan area. 
Table 3 identifies each business and associated parcel size, floor area ratio, and square footage. 
Home occupations and cottage industries are not included in this inventory.

As Table 3 shows, there are approximately 87,000 square feet of commercial space in existence
within the plan area.  The majority of commercial businesses are in the lodging industry which
caters to tourists and visitors to the National Park and surrounding Cascade amenities.  The
largest commercial building is the Nisqually Lodge at 12,788 square feet.  The lodge occupies less
than 1/3 of an acre, and is almost 50 percent bigger than the next largest building which is the
Gateway.  The average size of a commercial building is approximately 3,200 square feet which is
reflective of the rural character of the plan area.  

Table 3.  Commercial Square Footage in Upper Nisqually Valley Community Plan Area

Business Type Square Feet

Lodging

Eagles Nest Motel Lodging  4,144

Zeke’s Log Cabin Inn & Motel Lodging    960

Whittaker's Bunkhouse Lodging  5,818

Nisqually Lodge Lodging 12,788

The Rainier Overland Lodge and Restaurant Lodging  2,476

Copper Creek Lodging  2,800

Growley Bear Bed & Breakfast Lodging  1,000

Alexander’s Country Inn Lodging 10,000

Mount Haven Lodging  2,304

Rainier Country Cabins Lodging  2,700

Gateway Rest./Lounge/Motel/RV Park/Cabins/Grocery Service/Lodging/Retail  7,988

Well Spring Spa at Mt. Rainier Lodging/ Service (spa)  4,600

Mt. Meadows Inn (Bed & Breakfast) Lodging  3,439

The Lodge Lodging Not Available

Hobo Inn Lodging Not Available

Sub-Total 61,017

Retail

Alder Lake Store Retail  1,320

Elbe Grocery Retail  2,800
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Antiques Shop & Apt. Retail  2,521

BP - Ashford Valley Grocery Retail/Service  3,233

Suver’s Country Store Retail  5,546

Growley Bear Bakery Service/Retail  1,232

Painters Gallery Retail  1,400

Sub-Total 18,052

Service

Elbe Auto Repair & Parts Service  2,944

Chevron Mini-Mart & Store Service  3,920

Elbe Tavern Service  1,906

Highlander Tavern and Vacant Laundry Service  3,780

Shop Service    864

Wild Berry Restaurant Service  1,608

Office for Rent Service  1,517

Weight Station-Drive Inn Service Not Available

Mt Rainier Dining Co. Service Not Available

OLD SS Not available Not Available

Sub-Total 16,539

Total 95,608

Source:  Pierce County Assessor’s Office/Treasurer Data

Housing

Inventory
The Pierce County Assessor-Treasurer’s records, as of November 1996, identified 613  homes in
the plan area.  Of the total, 570 homes are considered the primary use of the parcel.  Of the
remaining, 37 homes are associated with resource lands, such as farms and timber lands, and six
homes are accessory to commercial uses.  Sixteen properties contain two or more dwellings on
one parcel.  All of the homes are single family, with approximately 80 percent being stick-built
and 20 percent being either single-wide or double-wide mobile homes.

The majority of the homes are located in the southern section of the plan area within the highway
corridor.  Thirty-seven percent of the homes are within eight subdivisions:  Alpine Meadows, 30;
Ashford, 25; Echo Valley, 57; Elbe, 9; High Echo, 7; Holiday Hill, 18; Lutkens 1st, 12; and
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Nisqually Park, 69.  Paradise Estates, a subdivision in Lewis County, contributes another 150
homes to the area.  Even though they reside in Lewis County, the Paradise Estates residents
work, go to school, receive mail, and 911 protection from Pierce County.

A substantial number of homes are owned by individuals who live outside the plan area and use
them for summer and weekend recreation.  In the past few years, more of the recreational homes
are being rented on a nightly basis to visitors.  Although there is not a lot of documented
information available, it appears to be very difficult to find year-round or even long-term seasonal
rental housing.  

Compared to the urban portions of Pierce County, housing in the plan area is affordable for the
average Pierce County resident.  However, because of unavailable information about the annual
incomes of the local residents, homes which are not available for year-round occupancy, and
rental figures, it cannot be determined if the housing is affordable to the local community. 
Approximately 85 percent of the housing is valued at less than $100,000 and 10 percent is valued
less than $25,000.  

Vacancy
The nature of the housing market makes it difficult to determine the current housing vacancy rate. 
Rental homes in the plan area are not typically managed through a professional property
management company.  Instead, private individuals manage their own homes or have an informal
agreement with a private party to manage them.  Information gathered from personal
conversations with private parties indicates there are very few vacant homes available for year-
round occupancy.  In past years, a trend has emerged to rent homes on a nightly or weekly basis
to tourists and visitors, rather than renting the homes for year-round occupancy.

According to census data, in 1990 the number of homes in the plan area totaled 469.  A high
percentage of residents owned their homes.  Of the total 391 occupied homes, approximately 74
percent were occupied by owners and 26 percent by renters.  The vacancy rate is 16.6 percent. 
However a large portion (41 percent) of those vacant homes was used for seasonal, recreational,
or occasional use.  The vacancy rate without subtracting seasonal and recreational housing is 6.9
percent.

Demographics of the Upper Nisqually1

Population Characteristics
Who are the people of the Upper Nisqually Valley?  A certain amount of information can be
derived from the 1990 census information which shows the population in the plan area as 1,036
persons.  Table 4 illustrates a range of population estimates for 1996.  The estimates in Table 4
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differ because of a varying year-round vacancy rate.  Each of the estimates assumes:  a total of
613 residential units; 26 percent of the residential units are used for seasonal use reflecting the
total number of absentee homeowners; and 2.68 persons per household.  The low estimate
assumes a 6.9 percent vacancy rate for units available year- round.  This assumption coincides
with the conditions identified in the 1990 census.  The medium estimate assumes a 2.0 percent
vacancy rate for units available year-round.  This assumption reflects the community's perception
of available year-round rental units based on discussions with local residents and rental unit
owners.  The high estimate assumes there are no additional vacant year-round residential units
available for rent or sale.  This assumption also incorporates the community's perception based on
discussions with local residents, but to the extreme limits.  During the summer months when the
seasonal/recreational homes are likely occupied, the residential population in the plan area may
increase by more than 400 people.

Table 4.  1996 Year-Round Population Estimates

Low Medium High

Total Population 1,136 1,184 1,208

Additional Population   100   148    172
(1990-1996)

Population Increase 9.6 % 14.2 % 16. 6%
(1990-1996)

Annual Population Growth Rate 1.5 %    2.2 % 2.6 %

Source:  Pierce County Planning & Land Services

The 1,036 people living in the plan area in 1990 reflect a very sparsely populated community. 
The gender ratio was split with males accounting for 52 percent of the population and females
accounting for 48 percent.  The dominant race category was white with 96 percent of the
population.  The American Indian category had the next highest portion with 1.8 percent, and the
remaining race categories (black, Asian, other) each accounted for less than 1 percent.  

The Upper Nisqually community has experienced a moderate amount of growth in the past 20
years.  Between 1970 and 1990, the population of the census tract increased by a higher annual
growth rate (2.5 percent) than the rest of Pierce County (1.7 percent) during the same time
period.  The population growth that has been occurring seems to be a result of in-migration,
rather than new births and the "baby boomer" population is increasing at a faster rate than the
younger population.

The 1990 census information shows that approximately 43.6% of local residents of the Upper
Nisqually have a 30+ minute commute to work.  This may be due to the limited employment
opportunities in the Valley or it may be because housing is more affordable. 

Household Characteristics
Households are grouped into two categories; family and non-family.  A family consists of a
individual who is head of the household and is related by birth, marriage, or adoption to one or
more other persons living in the same household.  Not all households contain families since a
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household may comprise a group of unrelated persons or one person living alone.  Seventy-four
percent of the households in 1990 were categorized family households.  The plan area contains an
average of 2.64 persons per household which closely reflects Pierce County's average.

DESCRIPTION OF DESIRED CONDITIONS

Proposed Designations and Zoning Classifications

The community plan proposes five land use designations in the Upper Nisqually Valley to achieve
the community’s goals:  Rural 10, Rural 20, Rural 40, Forest Lands, and Gateway Communities. 
The Proposed Comprehensive Plan Designations map illustrates the proposed designations for the
valley.  The Rural 10 designation applies to the majority of the plan area and is not a new
designation for the valley.  The Rural 20 designation applies to land uses adjacent to designated
Forest Land.  The Rural 40 designation applies to an area in the southeastern portion of valley
along the Nisqually River and is a new designation for the valley.  The Forest Lands designation
applies to timber lands owned by either the Washington State Department of Natural Resources
or a major timber company.  Most of the Forest Lands are located in the northeastern portion of
the plan area.  The Forest Lands are currently designated under the 1994 Comprehensive Plan and
no changes to this designation are recommended.  The Gateway Communities designation applies
to three proposed commercial centers:  Elbe, Ashford, and the Park Entrance.  Each of these three
centers have a new zoning classification.  The Proposed Zoning map illustrates the zoning for the
valley.  The zones found in the Upper Nisqually are:  Rural 10, Rural 20, Rural 40, Forest Lands,
Village Center, Village Residential, and Tourist Commercial.  The Rural 10, Rural 20, Rural 40,
and Forest Lands zones are the same as the comprehensive plan designation.  The Village Center,
Village Residential, and Tourist Commercial zones implement the Gateway Community
designation and represent the first time the zone differs from the designation under the 1994
Comprehensive Plan.

Land use designations provide the boundaries for generally defined land use activities, such as
commercial or residential.  The zoning classifications that implement the designations provide the
detail as to the type or scale of activity which is permitted.  For example, within the Gateway
Community designation, several zoning classifications may be established for different types of
uses such as housing, commercial business, or industrial activities. 

The Rural 10 Designation and Zone 
The Rural 10 designation primarily accommodates low density single family residences.  One
zoning classification implements this designation--Rural 10.  The Rural 10 is presently in existence
throughout most of the plan area.  There are no proposed changes to the allowed uses within this
designation; however, there is less area zoned Rural 10 in the community plan. The Rural 10
designation identified on the Proposed Zoning map encompasses approximately 11,360 acres as
compared to the existing Rural 10 at 14,139 acres.  Farming, ranching, and timber harvesting are
allowed in this zone.  The policies and associated regulations for Rural 10 encourage accessory
commercial or manufacturing activities if the operations do not negatively impact the character of
the rural community.  Although many small parcels exist within this area, the base density for new
land subdivisions is 1 unit per 10 acres.  Up to 2.5 units per 10 acres may be reached if specific



LAND USE ELEMENT UPPER NISQUALLY VALLEY COMMUNITY PLAN

Adopted September 28, 1999
Pierce County Ordinance No. 99-67

26

open space provisions are met.   Existing parcels that are less than 10 acres and are zoned R10
can be built upon as long as the other criteria such as septic, water, critical areas and other county
requirements are met.

The Rural 20 Designation and Zone
The Rural 20 designation primarily accommodates low density single family residences.  One zone
implements this designation--Rural 20. The properties within Rural 20 are adjacent to Forest
Lands. There are presently 510 acres of Rural 20 in existence in the plan area; this would not
change under the community plan.  There are no proposed changes to the allowed uses which are
the same as the Rural 10 zone.  The density for new subdivisions is 1 unit per 20 acres.  Up to 5
units per 20 acres may be reached if specific open space provisions are met.  Existing parcels that
are less than 20 acres and are zoned R20 can be built upon as long as the other criteria such as
septic, water, critical areas and other county requirements are met.

The Rural 40 Designation and Zone
The Rural 40 designation primarily accommodates low density single family residences.  One zone
implements this designation--Rural 40.  This is a new designation within the plan area.  The
density for new land subdivisions is 1 unit per 40 acres.   The properties subject to the Rural 40
designation/zoning are within Case II Volcanic Hazard Areas.  The types of uses and activities
allowed on properties are the same as Rural 10.   The Rural 40 designation identified on the
Proposed Zoning map encompasses approximately 2,450 acres in the valley.  The designation
begins south of the highway at Elbe and continues to the entrance of Mount Rainier National
Park.  A few of the properties are on the north side of the highway.  Although 95 percent of the
existing parcels are already less than 40 acres in size, the parcels which may be further subdivided
account for approximately 53 percent of the total acreage within this designation.  Existing
parcels that are less than 40 acres and are zoned R40 can be built upon as long as the other
criteria such as septic, water, critical areas and other county requirements are met.
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Mountain Meadows Inn Sign

The Forest Land Designation and Zone 
The Forest Lands designation applies to areas that have long-
term significance for the commercial production of timber. 
These lands are regulated for the long-term production of
timber and to ensure that the use of adjacent lands does not
interfere with the continued use of timber harvesting.  One
zone implements this designation--Forest Lands.  The density
for new subdivisions is 1 unit per 80 acres.  The types of uses
and activities allowed on properties are related to
commercial timber harvest operations and wood products.

The  Forest Land designation identified on the Proposed
Zoning map encompasses approximately 11,900 acres in the
valley.  The designation begins northwest of Elbe and
continues east to the boundaries of Mount Rainier National
Park.  Roughly 67 percent of the parcels within this
designation are 80 acres or greater in size.

The Rural Gateway Community Designation
The Rural Gateway Communities designation provides for a
mix of commercial and higher density residential housing. 
The types of uses and activities allowed within the designation varies depending on the
implementing zone.  This designation applies to three historical commercial nodes in the valley
which include Elbe, Ashford (including National), and the Park Entrance.  Combined, these areas
encompass approximately 847 acres within the valley. 

Design standards for signs, building architecture, site design, landscaping, and street furniture
would apply within each of the Rural Gateway Community centers.  The standards would ensure
the present character and uniqueness of the Upper Nisqually Valley is carried into the future. 
Design standards seek to bring forth the turn-of-the-century character, historic significance, or the
rustic mountain log cabin character.  They also ensure sites are developed with the least amount
of environmental impacts as possible.  Huge parking lots are prohibited through the standards,
and buildings within the village centers would be located closer to the road with sidewalks
connecting businesses.  Signs throughout the valley are required to meet design standards.

Three zoning districts implement this land use designation as illustrated on the Proposed Zoning
map.  The implementing zones are:  Village Center, Tourist Commercial, and Village Residential. 
The types of uses and activities allowed within each district vary.  Table 5 shows the zoning of
each of the Gateway Community centers and how many acres are contained within each zone.
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Table 5.  Zoning within Designated Gateway Communities

Village Village Tourist Rural 10 Rural 40 Total Acreage
Center Residential Commercial

Elbe 32 15 47

Ashford 106 161 16 213    179 675

Park Entrance 100 100

Total 822

Village Center Zone
All of Elbe and portions of Ashford are zoned Village Center.  The Village Center zone is
intended to serve both residents and visitors to the valley.  The Village Center zone provides for a
mix of commercial and residential uses and activities.  The commercial uses allowed within this
zone are intended to provide an opportunity to property owners to establish businesses which
encourage residents and visiting tourists to buy products within the Upper Nisqually Valley. 
Commercial uses include but are not limited to: grocery stores; building materials and garden
supplies; bulk fuel dealers; business services; eating and drinking establishments; lodging; motor
vehicles and related equipment sales, rental, repair and service; personal services; pet sales and
services; rental and repair services; and sales of general merchandise.  

The Village Center zone also allows for civic uses such as libraries, post offices, and medical
offices which are not allowed within other zones.  Locating civic activities within the same area as
the commercial and residential uses is a mechanism to encourage residents to come in contact
with each other more often to socialize and discuss community issues.  The types of civic uses
permitted include but are not limited to:  administrative government services; day-care centers;
community and cultural services; education facilities; health services; religious assembly; public
safety services; transportation; and utility and public maintenance facilities. 

The Village Center zone is contained within a limited area.  It is intended to be a compact mix of
businesses and residential uses within an area connected by pedestrian facilities.  Drive-through
fast food restaurants are not allowed in this zone; customers would be required to get out of their
vehicles to order and purchase products and services.

The Village Center zone allows the highest residential density within the Upper Nisqually Valley--
up to three units per acre.  The absence of minimum lot sizes permits housing developers to
cluster units together on smaller lots and create affordable housing opportunities within walking
distance of shopping and employment opportunities.  Dormitory-style employee housing is
allowed to provide for long-term and short-term affordable housing for valley employees.    

The plan proposes to rezone approximately 164 acres (144 parcels) to the Village Center zone in
Elbe and Ashford.  Ashford accounts for roughly 85 percent (approximately 184 acres) of the land
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in this district.  Table 6 shows the current land uses located within the Village Center zone and the
number of parcels found in each type of use.  The table demonstrates that in both Ashford and
Elbe at the present time the majority of land is used for residential housing.  Under the proposed
Village Center zone, these lands may be developed as commercial or residential.  Although the
residential uses in Elbe are already on small lots, in Ashford 27 percent of the residential parcels
are greater than 1 acre in size and account for 90 percent of the total residential land.

Table 6. Village Centers - Major Existing Land Uses

Zoning District Acreage Parcels

Village Center Existing Use Elbe Ashford Total Elbe Ashford Total

Residential 14.4 54.5 108.9 28 41 69

Commercial 3.1 31.6 34.7 9 5 14

Vacant* 10.5 17.7 28.2 24 37     61

Total Village Center 28 103.8 61 83

*Vacant includes any lands that may be developed to commercial or residential uses under the community plan although
these lands may presently be listed with the Assessor-Treasurer as a different use such as forestry or open space.

Tourist Commercial
The Tourist Commercial zone primarily provides commercial uses and activities oriented toward
tourism.  Although residents of the valley would also purchase goods and services from
businesses within this zone, the uses are typically the types of businesses that would not survive
without tourist shoppers.  The types of commercial uses and activities allowed within the Tourist
Commercial zone include eating and drinking establishments, lodging; rental of recreational
equipment, and sales of general merchandise.  Rental of recreational equipment and sales of
general merchandise are limited to 5,000 square foot shops.  Employee housing is also allowed
within the Tourist Commercial zone.

The Tourist Commercial zone applies to six parcels within the Ashford Gateway Community. 
The zone begins at the area known as Hewitt Airfield extending to the Overland Restaurant along
the northside of SR-706.

The Tourist Commercial zone also applies to 31 parcels located at the Park Entrance.  The zone
begins just east of Goat Creek at the Growley Bear Bed and Breakfast and continues on the
northside of SR706 for approximately 1/4 mile, then continues on both sides of SR-706 to the
entrance of Mount Rainier National Park.

The Tourist Commercial zone allows for residential uses, however, the density within the zone is
the same as the surrounding rural residential zone.  The Tourist Commercial zone at Ashford has
a base density of 1 unit per 10 acres, reflecting the Rural 10 zone.  The Tourist Commercial zone
at the Park Entrance has a base density of 1 unit per 40 acres, reflecting the Rural 40 zone. 
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The plan proposes to rezone approximately 116 acres (37 parcels) to the Tourist Commercial
Zoning district in Ashford and at the Park Entrance as illustrated on the Proposed Zoning map. 
The Park Entrance accounts for approximately 88 percent of the lands in this zone.  Table 7
shows the current land uses located within the Tourist Commercial zone and the number of
parcels found in each type of use.  The table demonstrates that, at the present time, in both
Ashford and at the Park Entrance the majority of land is commercial.   

Table 7.  Tourist Commercial - Major Existing Land Uses

Zoning District Acreage Parcels

Tourist Existing Use Ashford Park Total Ashford Park Total
Commercial Entrance Entrance

Residential 3 14 18 1 6 7

Commercial 7 47 54 3 9 12

Vacant* 6 39 44 2 16 18

Total Tourist 16 100 6 31
Commercial

*Vacant includes any lands that may be developed to commercial or residential uses under the community plan although
these lands may presently be listed with the Assessor-Treasurer as a different use such as forestry or open space.

Village Residential
The Village Residential zone primarily allows for low density residential uses.  Limited civic and
commercial uses such as day-care facilities, and home-based businesses are also permitted.  The
base residential density is 1 unit per 10 acres.  Up to 2.5 units per 10 acres may be reached if
specific open space provisions are met.  Table 9 shows the current land uses located within the
Village Residential zone and the number of parcels found in each type of use. 

Table 9.  Village Residential - Major Existing Land Uses

Zoning District Existing Use Acreage Parcels

Village Residential 57 77
Residential
(Ashford) Vacant* 91 279

Total Village 148 356
Residential

*Vacant includes any lands that may be developed to commercial or residential uses under the community plan although
these lands may presently be listed with the Assessor-Treasurer as a different use such as forestry or open space.

The Village Residential zone would apply to 356 parcels and 148 acres within the Ashford
Gateway Community designation.  Approximately 75 percent of the parcels within this zoning
district are vacant.  Only 13 existing parcels are greater than one acre and of the 13, only one
parcel is greater than 10 acres.  The table reflects the large number of vacant lots found in Echo
Valley subdivision. 
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Future Land Uses in the Upper Nisqually Valley

Overview
The pattern of land use in the Upper Nisqually Valley under the designations and zoning
classifications would continue to reflect a rural development pattern with open space, natural
areas,  and large tracts of land.  The most noticeable change would be the concentration of
commercial businesses within the three rural commercial centers of  Elbe, Ashford, and the Park
Entrance.  Because commercial uses are restricted to centers, there would be no new commercial
businesses locating between the centers along the highway; therefore, strip development would
not occur along SR-706.  Existing commercial uses that are currently located along the highway,
such as Copper Creek, would be allowed to expand as nonconforming uses in accordance with the
Pierce County Code.

The most noticeable changes would be the growth of the Village Centers in Ashford and Elbe. 
These centers are intended to be the focal point of activity; pedestrian-friendly places where the
community and visitors congregate, shop, and relax.  A mix of commercial and residential uses
would be allowed and could be combined on a single parcel.  No minimum lot size would be
required.  Residential uses would be allowed a gross maximum density of three homes per acre
and could include multi-family housing.  Employee housing would be allowed with no density
limit.  Residential housing would be allowed as an accessory to commercial uses.  A community
septic system would be considered for wastewater treatment in Ashford.  In order to help create a
community atmosphere and attract people to the centers, Tahoma Woods and the concessionaire
would consider relocating employee housing to the village centers.  

Over time, commercial businesses would become the major land use within the Village Centers. 
Residential uses would likely follow close behind.  Infrastructure and services such as sidewalks
and crosswalks would support and encourage pedestrian use of the village centers.  Design
standards would ensure the present architectural character of the valley would be represented in
the future.

Outside of centers, the Upper Nisqually Valley would not be expected to experience significant
change.   Homes, some with accessory commercial businesses, would continue to exist on large
lots.  The residential land use pattern in the Upper Nisqually Valley will continue to reflect a low
density rural landscape.  Some of the existing subdivisions will experience new home
construction.  Resource-based activities such as farming and forestry would continue throughout
the rural zones.  

Other significant changes to the valley would occur along the Hewitt Airfield strip and at the Park
Entrance.  The area known as Hewitt Airfield, extending to the Overland on the north side of SR-
706, would be developed as tourist-related businesses.  It is anticipated the existing residential
homes and vacant properties will be redeveloped as restaurants, lodging accommodations, or
other tourist-related commercial services.  The existing businesses may be expanded to
incorporate accessory tourist services.  This business district is not required to have a pedestrian
orientation. 
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Jasmers Inn (Mrs. Day Butler’s House)

The uses currently located at the Park Entrance are not anticipated to experience much change. 
However, some vacant land exists within this zone and would likely be developed with tourist-
related businesses over time.   Uses are restricted in this area to lodging, restaurants, sales of
general merchandise, and rental of recreational equipment.

Residential
The proposed residential densities would maintain an overall density throughout the valley of  one
unit per seven acres.  This overall density allows the community to retain a rural character while
recognizing the demands and responsibilities of being a community that, simply by location, is a
gateway to the National Park and numerous recreational public lands. 

There will be more mixed residential/commercial uses on properties within centers.  Within the
centers, living areas could be an accessory use to commercial uses such as an apartment over a
restaurant.  More people are expected to reside within the village centers than currently reside in
these areas; however, the rest of the valley will experience residential growth.  In the rural zones
of the valley, commercial activity would be an accessory use to residential homes as is presently
the case. 

The existing small lot subdivisions throughout the valley will slowly transform from seasonal
recreational properties to year-round residences.  More lots within these subdivisions will be
developed with homes.    Through the next 20 years as property owners retire, it is expected that
a segment of them will relocate to the Nisqually Valley as permanent community members.  In
addition, as the employment opportunities increase in the valley and the Eatonville area, the
existing vacant lots in these subdivisions would be available to accommodate the associated
growth at a lower cost than the larger lots.  It is also
acknowledged there will always will be seasonal
recreational property in the valley.

An increase in employment opportunities in the
valley and Eatonville area may encourage property
owners to subdivide existing agricultural and forest
lands for residential purposes. The large residential
lots (15 acres and greater) may also be further
subdivided into smaller parcels, eight to ten acres. 
The majority of homes built on these lots will be
year-round residences with a few built as
recreational homes.  As a result of the open space
density incentive provisions, homes associated with
these properties may be clustered together to retain
open space.

Commercial Businesses
New commercial development will be limited to the
historical commercial nodes; Elbe, Ashford, and the Park Entrance.  The type of commercial
businesses in each of these centers would differ for each center.  The Park Entrance would
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provide associated tourist lodging and other related services.  Elbe and Ashford, located in the
heart of the valley, would provide for a range of commercial services for both the local residents
and tourists.

Commercial businesses are expected to become the dominant land use within each of the centers. 
Each of the centers contains a significant amount of vacant land and this change to the dominant
use could happen quickly or slowly over time.  New commercial businesses could be larger in
scale than is commonly found in the  valley at the present time.  The square footage of individual
buildings is expected to increase over the current building sizes.   Size of new commercial
buildings has generally not been limited in the community plan, except by that which is presently
allowed throughout the rural area.  These sizes generally allow up to 30,000 square foot store
sizes.  There are a few size limitations contained in the plan including sales of general merchandise
and rental of recreational equipment in the Tourist Commercial zone is limited to 5,000 square
feet.

New development would also influence the look of the valley because design standards would be
required.  These standards help the valley coordinate a cohesive character that reflects the historic
pattern of the area--porches, board-and-baton siding, log cabins, and use of natural materials such
as timber, stone, and wood products.

Public Facilities
Public facilities may include roads, community centers, parks, and utilities.  These facilities will be
constructed on existing vacant properties or through redevelopment of existing structures.  The
majority of this change will occur within Ashford. 

Housing

Overview
The number of single-family residential homes within the Upper Nisqually Valley is expected to
increase over the next 20 years.   The majority of new homes are expected to locate within the
eight existing subdivisions or within the Village Center zone.  The subdividing of property within
the Rural 10 and Rural 20 zones is expected to continue at the current rate.  Accessory dwelling
units would be allowed throughout the plan area but would not significantly increase the number
of homes within the valley.  Employee housing, which is suited for seasonal, intermittent, or
temporary employees may be constructed at a handful of locations.

The policies of the community plan allow and encourage housing that is affordable to valley
residents.  The community wants to ensure that with some new growth, local citizens will not be
taxed out of their homes.  Furthermore, the community would like to keep average housing prices
within a reasonable range.   As noted in the Existing Conditions text, presently approximately 85
percent of the housing in the valley is valued at less than $100,000.  Housing prices and housing
values are not anticipated to soar over the next 20 years.

New housing will occur throughout the plan area.  Village Centers will accommodate some of the
new housing, but existing subdivisions are expected to experience more development.  In



LAND USE ELEMENT UPPER NISQUALLY VALLEY COMMUNITY PLAN

Adopted September 28, 1999
Pierce County Ordinance No. 99-67

34

addition, lands zoned Rural 10, Rural 20, and Rural 40 are expected, in some instances, to be
further subdivided and sold for single family homes.  Residential housing is allowed throughout
the plan area and all types of housing, whether located in a center or existing subdivision, are
needed to meet growth projections.

The residential areas outside of the village core, including Echo Valley and High Echo, are not
expected to change in character although are expected to see more buildout.  The existing
properties will not be further subdivided.  There is the possibility of residents establishing home-
based businesses, however, the limitations  associated with operating a home occupation
preserves the character of the single-family properties.

Employee Housing
The policies of the community plan and implementing regulations allow for employee housing. 
This type of housing is intended to provide an affordable means of housing for seasonal or
temporary employees.  There are restrictions placed on this type of housing so that it does not
result in a low-cost permanent housing type.  An applicant proposing to construct employee
housing must demonstrate and document the need for the housing and have a mechanism to
ensure the units are occupied by employees in the valley.  Employee housing is distinguished by
shared kitchen/dining areas as well as shared restroom/shower facilities.  No more than 20
individual sleeping units per building shall be allowed with each unit requiring internal building
access.  Any provision for cooking facilities within an individual sleeping unit is prohibited. 

Projected Demographics

Many variables make predicting the number of future residents in the Upper Nisqually Valley
difficult.   As in any type of projections, the smaller the geographical area and existing population
base, the higher the margin of error will be over 20 years.  Compounding  the difficulty of
completing projections is the existence of a large number of absentee homeowners and the
proposed Mount Rainier Resort at Park Junction development.  As a consequence, these
projections should be evaluated every five years to review the assumptions and incorporate any
new trends.

The projected year-round population for the Upper Nisqually Valley in 2018 is between 2,280 and
2,675 residents.  This range of projections reflects a annual growth rate between 2.6 and 3.0
percent.  The growth rate assumes increased year-round employment and a high percentage of
homes being converted from recreational homes to year-round homes.

LAND USE POLICIES

The Land Use Element is divided into five sections which support the overall land use vision: 
Gateway Communities, Rural Lands, Nonconforming Uses, Affordable Housing, and
Implementing Actions.  Each section contains a goal and one or more objectives with policies
designed to achieve the goal.  The purpose of dividing the element into five sections is merely to
provide structure to the reader, but is not intended to draw distinctions between policy types.
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Goal: We envision a coordinated land use pattern which recognizes the constraints of the
physical environment and directs growth into community-planned centers.  We
envision development that is scaled to a size and density that maintains the rural
character of the valley.

OBJECTIVES, PRINCIPLES, AND STANDARDS

Gateway Communities   

Gateway Communities, and the zones that implement the designation, are intended to be the focal
point of commercial activity in the Upper Nisqually.  Any growth that occurs is intended to be
directed to and contained within the three designated gateway communities.  Rural Gateway
Communities are not intended to sprawl in a linear fashion along a major arterial or highway but
be contained within a defined node.  The three Rural Gateway Communities within the Upper
Nisqually serve different and distinct purposes and therefore are implemented through three rural
zones: Village Center, Village Residential, and Tourist Commercial.  Each of the Rural Gateway
Communities is required to comply with the adopted design standards.

Village Center: The intent of the Village Center zone is to provide for a compact mix of
commercial, civic, and higher density residential uses connected by
pedestrian facilities.  The zone serves both residents and visitors and is
intended to function as a major attraction or main focus of  the Valley in
which a hub of activities may be found.

Tourist Commercial: The intent of the Tourist Commercial zone is to provide limited commercial
opportunities that are oriented to tourism such as restaurants, lodging, and
rental of recreational equipment.  The zone is not intended to provide civic
activities or meet the daily shopping needs of residents.

Village Residential: The intent of the Village Residential zone is to recognize the existing
subdivisions and land use patterns and to allow for residential uses to
locate within a reasonable walking distance of commercial amenities such
as shopping and services needed for everyday living.  Limited civic
activities such as day-cares and home-based businesses are allowed.  

LU-GC Objective 1. Provide a coordinated land use pattern by directing growth and
concentrated commercial activities into community planned, pedestrian-
oriented centers and allowing the rest of the Upper Nisqually Valley to
maintain a rural character.

Principle 1. Designate a limited number of compact areas as Gateway
Communities to accommodate the service and housing needs of
residents, employees,  and tourists.
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Standards - Locational Criteria

1.1.1 A Gateway Community designation shall:

1.1.1.1 Have established commercial and other businesses
catering to tourists and/or the local surrounding
community; and

1.1.1.2 Have  access onto a state route or major arterial but
not be developed in a linear pattern.

1.1.2 Respect the natural environmental constraints when designating
Rural Gateway Communities and direct growth away from sensitive
areas.

1.1.3 The Rural Gateway Communities should provide sufficient vacant
and redevelopable land to allow new opportunities for growth and
the market to determine sizes and uses consistent with the rural
policies of the Comprehensive Plan.

1.1.4 A Rural Gateway Community shall be a compact and well-defined
node.

1.1.5 Individual Rural Gateway Communities should be designated and
sized  to discourage the proliferation of commercial activity along
the highway.

1.1.6 Rural Gateway Communities shall not allow for continuous linear
strip development.

1.1.7 Rural Gateway Communities shall be separated by a minimum of
3½ miles.

1.1.8 Community goals shall be held above an individual’s interest when
designating Rural Gateway Communities.

1.1.9 Elbe, Ashford, and the Park Entrance shall be designated as Rural
Gateway Communities.

1.1.10 New Rural Gateway Communities within the Upper Nisqually
Valley  should not be designated within the 20 year planning period.

1.1.11 Within the existing Rural Gateway Community designations,
properties that are currently zoned with a Rural Residential
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Classification, may be rezoned to a Rural Center Classification
when:

1.1.11.1 Environmental review is complete;

1.1.11.2 It is an update to the community plan;

1.1.11.3 The expansion area is contiguous with the existing
center; 

1.1.11.4 The need to  provide more land  to reasonably
accommodate development has been demonstrated;

1.1.11.5 Infrastructure and services can be provided in the
expansion area; and,

1.1.11.6 The size of the center will not negatively impact
other areas in the community.

1.1.12 Rural Gateway Communities should not be expanded  within the 20
year planning period to encourage infill development and
redevelopment.

1.1.13 Rural Gateway Communities shall not have more than one Village
Center to focus development at the core and create a central place.

Principle  2. Identify the types of uses allowed within a Rural Gateway
Community. 

Standards - Uses

1.2.1 The primary purpose of the Rural Gateway Community is to
provide commercial services to accommodate the needs of
residents, employees, and tourists in the Valley.

1.2.2 Rural Gateway Communities should accommodate the most
intensive commercial and residential activities in the Upper
Nisqually Valley.

1.2.3 Land uses within a Rural Gateway Community shall be limited in
the intensity, size, and scale of use in order to be compatible with
the rural character.

1.2.4 Allow commercial uses on the same parcel as residential uses within
Rural Gateway Communities.
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1.2.5 Uses allowed in commercial areas should encourage visitors to stop
and get out of their personal vehicles.

1.2.6 Drive-through facilities should be discouraged.

1.2.7 Uses and activities which are land intensive and do not directly
serve the community or tourists,  such as agriculture or dairy
farming, shall be prohibited in Rural Gateway Communities.

 Principle 3. Develop zoning classifications which reflect the unique
characteristics of the designated Rural Gateway Community.

Standards

1.3.1 The Rural Gateway Community designation shall be implemented
through various zoning classifications.

1.3.2 The uses allowed in each zone should closely reflect the businesses
and uses presently existing.

1.3.3 The Gateway Community designation shall be implemented through
three types of zoning classifications: Village Center Zone (VC);
Tourist Commercial Zone (TC); and Village Residential (VR).

1.3.3.4 The Upper Nisqually Advisory Commission shall with community
input, determine the optimum preferred alternative for National and
revise the community plan to reflect the preffered alternative at the
first update of the plan.  

Village Center
Locational Criteria:

1.3.3.1 The Village Center zone (VC) shall be located
where the community has historically gathered,
shopped, and resided.

1.3.3.2 The Village Center should be the focus of activity
and create a central place.

1.3.3.3 Village Centers should be sized to encourage
pedestrian usage.

Character:
1.3.3.4 Village Centers should be the focal point of

commercial, civic, and human activities.
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1.3.3.5 Development within a Village Center shall be
compact and concentrated to encourage pedestrian
use.

1.3.3.6 Village Center zones should be designed for
pedestrian usage.

1.3.3.7 When a  total site expansion or building expansion
within a center reaches 50  percent  sidewalks shall
be provided along street frontages.

1.3.3.8 Residential housing should be allowed in the Village
Center zone at densities higher than the surrounding
rural designations.

1.3.3.9 Maximum residential lot sizes within the Village
Center zone shall be established to ensure compact
development.

1.3.3.10 Curb cuts shall be limited along SR 706, businesses
should share access and parking.  Access off side
streets is preferable to direct access off  SR 706.

Uses:
1.3.3.11 The Village Center zone should provide the most

concentrated commercial uses, highest residential
densities, and a variety of tourist attractions and
services.

1.3.3.12 Public facilities such as a rest area,  park, museum,
or information center should be located in or
immediately adjacent to Village Centers.

1.3.3.13 The preferred location for a passenger rail station is
in the Village Center.

1.3.3.14 Encourage the National Park and concessionaire to
relocate employee housing to the Village Centers.

1.3.3.15 Development located within the Village Center zone
should be served by a community septic system and
a an authorized water purveyor such as a water
district.

1.3.3.16 Commercial, multi-family, subdivisions, and
employee housing   shall be required to provide
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pedestrian facilities such as crosswalks, boardwalks
and sidewalks.

1.3.3.17 Maximum residential densities within the Village
Center zone shall be 3 units per acre. 

1.3.3.18 Employee housing shall be allowed in the Village
Center zone. 

1.3.3.19 Zone the Elbe Rural Gateway Community as a
Village Center. 

1.3.3.20 Zone a portion of the Ashford Rural Gateway
Community as Village Center. 

Tourist Commercial
Locational Criteria:

1.3.3.21 A Tourist Commercial zone shall be a small, clearly
defined area that should not be allowed to expand
within the 20 year planning period of this community
plan.

Character:
1.3.3.22 The Tourist Commercial zone (TC) shall be oriented

to serve the needs of tourists with a focus  on
restaurants, general merchandise sales, rental of
recreational equipment, restrooms, and lodging.

Uses:
1.3.3.23 Civic, industrial, recreational, office, business, and

other such uses that do not directly serve a tourist
population shall not be allowed in the Tourist
Commercial zone.

1.3.3.24 Residential densities in the Tourist Commercial zone
shall be the same as the surrounding rural zone.

1.3.3.25 Zone the Park Entrance Rural Gateway Community
as Tourist Commercial.  Maximum residential
density at the Park Entrance shall be 1 unit per 40
acres due to the Case II Volcanic Hazard Areas.  No
bonus densities shall be allowed.

1.3.3.26 Zone a portion of the Ashford Rural Gateway
Community as Tourist Commercial.  Maximum
residential density within the Tourist Commercial
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zone shall be 1 unit per 10 acres consistent with the
surrounding Rural 10 designation. 

Village Residential
Locational Criteria:

1.3.3.27 Village Residential shall be located where there is a
predominance of existing residential uses in close
proximity to a Village Center.

Character:
1.3.3.28 Village Residential (VR) shall be a low density

residential zone which provides open space within
the Rural Gateway Community designation.
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Uses:
1.3.3.29 The residential density in the Village Residential is

one unit per 10 acres consistent with the
surrounding Rural 10 designation.

1.3.3.30 Zone a portion of the Ashford Rural Gateway
Community as Village Residential.  

Residential and Resource Lands

Outside of the designated Rural Gateway Community, the Upper Nisqually Valley is not expected
to experience much change.  The Valley is intended to remain as a mix of residential uses and
resource-based uses.  Residential uses would remain in large tracts of land, home-based
businesses and cottage industries would continue to be allowed.  Resource based industries such
as timber harvesting or agriculture would continue.  The intent zoning the Valley, outside of Rural
Gateway Communities, as Rural 10, Rural 20, Rural 40 or Forest Lands is to allow for the rural
character and large tracts of open space to continue and be carried into the future.

LU-RL Objective 2. Maintain the rural character of the Upper Nisqually Valley.

 Principle 1. Designate and zone areas outside of the Gateway Communities as
Rural 10, Rural 20, or Rural 40 to encourage low density
residential opportunities and maintain the rural character of the
valley.

Standards

2.1.1 The Rural designations are intended to provide low density housing
opportunities for residents of the Upper Nisqually Valley.

2.1.2 Land uses in the Rural designations should maintain the rural
character.

2.1.3 High densities and intensive commercial uses shall not be allowed in
the Rural designations.

2.1.4 Encourage rural business character by allowing home-based
businesses and cottage industries.

2.1.5 Encourage tourism by allowing bed and breakfast operations
throughout the Valley.

2.1.6 Master Planned Resorts shall not be allowed within the Rural
designations within the first five years of the community plan in
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order to allow for new development and redevelopment to occur
within the designated Rural Gateway Communities.

Rural 10 and Rural 20
2.1.7 Areas outside of any designated Rural Gateway Community and

Case II Volcanic Hazard Areas shall be designated and zoned Rural
10 or Rural 20.

2.1.8 The base density of the Rural 10 lands should be 1 unit per 10 acres
consistent with the Comprehensive Plan policies.

2.1.9 The base density of the Rural 20 lands should be 1 unit per 20 acres
consistent with the Comprehensive Plan policies.

Rural 40
2.1.10 Areas outside of any designated Rural Gateway Community and

within a Case II Volcanic Hazard Areas shall be designated and
zoned Rural 40.

2.1.11 The base density should be 1 unit per 40 acres.   

2.1.12 Bonus densities shall not be allowed within Case II Volcanic
Hazard Areas.

Nonconforming Uses

The intent of the Nonconforming Use policies is to recognize that the Upper Nisqually Valley
contains a number of legally existing nonconforming uses that are allowed to continue operations.

LU-NC Objective 3. Recognize the importance of nonconforming uses consistent with
the Pierce County Comprehensive Plan.

 Principle 1. Allow for continued operation and expansion of existing legal
nonconforming uses.

Standards

3.1.1 Recognize Pierce County Development Regulations-Zoning allow
for nonconforming rights that allow:  a 10% expansion outright, up
to 25% expansion with Administrative Review, and unlimited
expansion with Hearing Examiner approval.

3.1.2 Inventory and document existing legal nonconforming uses to
expedite expansions.
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3.1.3 Expansions of nonconforming uses greater than 10% shall be
required to meet design standards.

3.1.4 Strive to bring illegally constructed businesses and buildings to
code.

Principle 2. Attempts should not be made to make all legally existing non-
conforming businesses conforming.

Affordable Housing 

The intent of the Affordable Housing policies are to ensure housing remains within the means of
the local citizens and the local wage scale.  As growth occurs, residents do not want to be priced
out of their homes and properties.  The policies also recognize the need for special housing for
seasonal, temporary employees. 

LU-AH Objective 4. Encourage housing which meets the needs of the community and maintains
community identity.

Principle 1. Encourage housing that is affordable and attainable to all in the
Upper Nisqually Valley.

Standards

4.1.1 Higher density housing is to be located within Village Centers in
order to maintain the rural character throughout the Upper
Nisqually Valley.

4.1.2 Allow for a density of 3 dwelling units per acre within Village
Centers to provide opportunities for housing.

4.1.3 Encourage housing as an accessory to commercial uses where
commercial is located at the street front with residential above.

4.1.4 Allow one accessory dwelling unit per single family residential unit
throughout the valley.

4.1.5 Develop procedures and regulations to allow employee housing
within designated areas of the community :

4.1.5.1 The intent of employee housing is to allow a low-
cost alternative for temporary employees and is
particularly suited for a community that has seasonal
employment housing needs;
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4.1.5.2 Employee housing shall not be implemented as
multi-family housing, individual independent living
quarters shall not be created but common cooking
and bathing areas shall be shared;

4.1.5.3 Employee housing shall not be occupied by
individuals who do not work in the Upper Nisqually
Valley;

4.1.5.4 Employee housing shall not be allowed in Case II
Volcanic Hazard Areas;

4.1.5.5 An applicant proposing to construct employee
housing must demonstrate and document the need
for the housing and have a mechanism to ensure the
units are occupied by individuals who work in the
Upper Nisqually Valley.

4.1.5.6 Employee housing shall be required to be
constructed and held in ownership by the company
employing the workers or a cooperative of
employers.

4.1.5.7 Allow employee housing in the Village Centers and
Tourist Commercial:

4.1.5.8 Employee housing must be accessed through the
inside of the building, cooking facilities and living
spaces must be commonly shared by all with no
provisions for cooking in any individual sleeping
unit. 

4.1.5.9 Employee housing shall not exceed more than 20
individual sleeping units per building.

4.1.5.10 Employee housing shall meet design standards.

4.1.5.11 Employee housing is encouraged to have
commercial square footage on the first floor.

4.1.5.12 Monitor enforcement provisions for employee
housing to ensure it is not used as rental units for
tourists or other non-company employees living in
the community.
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Plan Implementation and Amendments 

The intent of the Plan Implementation and Amendments policies is to provide a framework for
implementing the plan and allowing a process for amendments.

LU-IMP Objective 5. Develop procedures for implementing the visions, goals, objectives
and policies of the community plan.

 Principle 1. Provide predictability of land development to property owners,
residents, and business owners through implementation of the
policies of the community plan.  

Standards

5.1.1 Recognize that the adoption of the Upper Nisqually Valley
Community Plan is accompanied by implementing regulations
including changes to the Development Regulations-Zoning, Design
Standards, and a monitoring program.   

5.1.2 Amendments to the Upper Nisqually Valley Community Plan or any
of the implementing regulations shall  involve public review by local
residents and property owners. 

5.1.3 Development should receive review and public input in accordance
with the impact the development has on the environment,
community and neighboring properties.

5.1.4 Land use designations and zoning shall not split parcels.

5.1.5 The community plan may be amended every two years in
conjunction with the amendment process for the Pierce County
Comprehensive Plan.

IMPLEMENTING ACTIONS FOR THE LAND USE ELEMENT

The following is a list of actions that should be completed in order to implement the policies
contained within this plan.  They are arranged according to the timeframe within which each
should be completed; short, medium, or long term.  Short term actions should occur immediately
or within one year of plan adoption.  Mid-term actions should be completed within 2-5 years. 
Long term actions should be completed within 5-20 years of plan adoption.  The party or parties
responsible for leading the effort to complete the action item is listed in parenthesis following the
action.  Actions are assigned to the Gateway Community 
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Advisory Board (GCAB), the Upper Nisqually Advisory Commission (UNAC), or Pierce County
Planning and Land Services (PALS).  Those actions assigned to the GCAB are completed as part
of the adoption and implementation of this plan.

Short Term Actions

Develop regulations to meet the intent of the goals, objectives, and policies of the community
plan.  (GCAB, PALS)

Amend the Pierce County Code to incorporate the regulations and zoning classifications for the
Upper Nisqually Valley.  (GCAB, PALS)

Amend the Pierce County Comprehensive Plan to designate and map Elbe, Ashford and the Park
Entrance as Rural Gateway Communities.  (GCAB, PALS)

Identify and map appropriate areas appropriate for expansion of zones within Rural Gateway
Communities.  (GCAB, PALS)

Designate and zone areas outside of any designated Rural Gateway Community and Case II
Volcanic Hazard Areas as Rural 10.  (GCAB, PALS)

Designate and zone areas outside of any designated Rural Gateway Community and within a Case
II Volcanic Hazard Areas as Rural 40.  (GCAB, PALS)

Establish a maximum residential lot size of 14,570 square feet in the Village Center zone to ensure
compact development.  (GCAB, PALS)

Develop regulations for employee housing.  (GCAB, PALS)

The UNAC should consider whether to allow new Master Planned Resorts at the first update of
the plan.  (UNAC)

Mid-Term Actions

Develop procedures for amending the community plan. (UNAC, PALS)
Develop an official “Nonconforming Map” for those legally existing properties that are made
nonconforming as a result of this plan.  (PALS)

Develop a process which allows an allotted time period in which illegally constructed buildings
and uses can be brought to the standards of the Uniform Building Code and Comprehensive Plan. 
(PALS)

Long Term Actions
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At each plan update, evaluate the provisions for employee housing to ensure the intent is met. 
(UNAC, PALS)
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community, and contribute to improving the economy by developing properties into more
remarkable and inviting presentations.

Design standards contained within the community plan are intended to improve the overall
appearance of the community through quality design in architecture and site layout.  They will
influence the architecture and site design in the valley and are intended to reflect the heritage and
existing historic character by utilitizing rural, rustic, alpine, and/or Pacific Northwest/ Cascadian
design elements.  The emphasis will be on craftsmanship, materials detailing, proportion, and mass
of structural elements. 

The goals of design standards are:

C to preserve, restore, and enhance the mountain-oriented, rustic, and rural qualities found
in the Upper Nisqually Valley;

C to implement the goals and policies articulated in the Upper Nisqually Valley Community
Plan;

C to encourage the enhancement and preservation of land or buildings of unique or
outstanding scenic or historical significance;

C to encourage well designed buildings and sites;
C to size new buildings to the human scale;
C to provide a menu of design standards that allows a builder to choose from a variety of

styles that fit the overall character of the valley; and
C to communicate to land use applicants the goals of the Upper Nisqually Valley Community

Plan and the role that design review takes in implementing the plan.

The residents of the Upper Nisqually Valley are committed to retaining local ownership and do
not want to be controlled by outside wealth.  They value the locally owned, small businesses and
cottage industries that are part of life and help to retain community bonds.  The design standards
discourage modern architectural styles such as big, box-type buildings with bright lights and large
parking lots.  Corporate or franchise style buildings that typically use tenant-specific motifs to
promote a particular theme or to identify a specific tenant are prohibited within the Upper
Nisqually Valley.  Franchise businesses are welcome within the community plan area, but
buildings must be designed to fit the unique historic character of the valley.

Viewsheds

The Upper Nisqually Community is surrounded by beautiful views of the Cascade mountains and
foothills and the Nisqually River Valley.  The picturesque views found in the Upper Nisqually
Valley provide a desirable transition between the urban areas of Puget Sound and Mount Rainier
National Park.  The visual corridor invokes pride in local residents.  The desired condition is to
maintain a natural and scenic environment that appeals to residents and visitors by protecting and
enhancing views from SR-7 and SR-706.   The community plan calls for consideration to develop
viewshed guidelines to:  retain or enhance positive characteristics; improve, remove, or screen
negative characteristics; take advantage of opportunities to create positive visual diversity; and
create vistas of attractive features where none exists.  In order to achieve viewshed enhancement
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and protection, coordination with private timber companies, the DNR, and the forest service will
need to be organized and pursued.  

The community plan also contains polices to pursue abatement of illegally operating junkyards
that detract from the natural aesthetics of the area.  The residents of the Upper Nisqually Valley
believe these business operations detract from the visual experience and, at a minimum, would like
to investigate opportunities to screen junkyards from the roadways.

Preservation and protection of key open spaces and forest lands is another component of the
Community Character and Cultural Element policies.  The citizens would like to pursue
opportunities to preserve and protect key open spaces such as those that provide habitat for
wildlife, are historically important sites, or offer pleasing views of the Cascade range or the
Nisqually River.

Culture and Community Relations

The citizens of the Upper Nisqually Valley would like to improve opportunities for social
interaction, cooperation, and information sharing within the community.  In order to achieve this,
the community plan calls for infrastructure projects that promote community interaction such as a
community park, museum, and a community center facility.  The citizens would also like to
develop ongoing community events or periodic community forums which offer opportunities for
dialogue.  

The community plan also establishes an Upper Nisqually Advisory Commission (UNAC) that will
be responsible for implementing the policies of the community plan and reviewing current
development proposals for consistency with adopted policies, regulations, and design review.  The
Upper Nisqually Advisory Commission would be appointed by the Pierce County Council and
would be comprised of a diverse group of individuals that represent the arts, business,
environment, residents, forestry, and public lands.  The UNAC should implement the community
plan by working with citizens, local interest groups, the local business community, representatives
of public lands, Pierce County, and other groups that may be necessary to aid with
implementation steps.  The UNAC would also work toward community education regarding the
policies of the community plan.

COMMUNITY CHARACTER AND CULTURAL POLICIES

The Community Character and Cultural Element is divided into four sections which support the
overall land use vision:  Design, Viewsheds, Historic Resources, and Community Relations.  Each
section contains a goal and objective, principles, standards, and implementing actions to achieve
the goal.  The purpose of dividing the element into four sections is merely to provide structure to
the reader, but is not intended to draw distinctions between policy types.

Goal: We envision a valley whose unique mountain-oriented, rural and rustic
qualities are preserved and enhanced by using design to influence the
character of the environment and by preserving places which are historically
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important to the community.  We envision a close-knit, stable community
that respects and values the individual while encouraging dialogue with one
another.

OBJECTIVES, PRINCIPLES, AND STANDARDS

Design 

The intent of the Design policies are to ensure that new development enhances the visual quality
and historic identity of the Upper Nisqually Valley while providing residents and visitors with a
sense of place.   

CC-DES Objective 6. Preserve and enhance the unique characteristics of the valley
through the influence of design

Principle 1. Implement design standards and design guidelines to preserve the
character of the community

Standards

Principle 2. Improve the overall appearance of the community, help provide a
cohesive sense of community, and contribute to improving the
economy through the use of design standards and design guidelines.


