
 

    
  

 

 
 

  
   

 
 

  
  

 

 
 

 
 

  
  

  

CHAPTER 1 
Introduction 

White River Countyline Floodplain Reconnection project, September 2023 

Flooding is the costliest and most frequent natural disaster in King County. Since 1956, King County 
has experienced 29 presidentially declared flooding disasters resulting in millions of dollars of 
property damage. Smaller floods are no less significant for those who are affected by them. More 
than 50,000 people live in King County’s mapped flood hazard areas, and many thousands more 
people work and travel through areas subject to flooding. Over the course of 30 years, the length of a 
typical home mortgage, someone living in the 1 percent annual chance floodplain (also referred to as 
the 100-year floodplain) faces a 26 percent chance of experiencing flooding. 

Flooding affects residences, commercial and industrial properties, farms, parks, and open space. It 
affects small neighborhood access roads and major highways, and it impacts property owners and 
renters alike. Due to climate change, King County now experiences flooding in places that have not 
historically flooded. Flood events are a natural occurrence that cannot be prevented, but it is possible 
to greatly reduce flood risks to people and property. 

King County has had active flood risk reduction programs for decades. Since the 1970s, the County’s 
policies and programs have focused on preventing new at-risk development in flood and erosion 
hazard areas through development regulations. Recognizing that rivers are dynamic, and that the 
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location and extent of flood-related hazards can change over time (and in some cases rapidly), King 
County was one of the first local governments in Washington to map and regulate channel migration 
hazards. The County also made early use of federal grants to acquire flood-prone property in order to 
remove risk to people and structures in areas subject to flooding and channel migration. 

More recently, the County and partners have successfully designed and implemented projects along 
the county’s waterways that reduce the risk of flooding while providing additional benefits. These 
benefits include improving habitat for salmon, improving or expanding open space and recreational 
access, improving water quality, protecting and ensuring agricultural viability, supporting economic 
development and transportation, and improving the overall quality of life for county residents. 

The purpose of this 2024 King County Flood Management Plan (Flood Plan) is to establish a shared 
regional vision for comprehensive flood hazard management in King County that reduces risk to 
people and property from flooding and channel migration and supports resilient communities and 
ecosystems. The Flood Plan brings multi-benefit approaches, climate change, and equity to the 
forefront of flood risk reduction in King County and promotes solutions that preserve, restore, and 
enhance the natural functions of flood-prone areas wherever possible. 

Given the geography of King County, which extends from the Cascade Mountains to Puget Sound, 
flooding takes several forms and has numerous interrelated causes. Likewise, the solutions to reduce 
risks from flood-related hazards should be multifaceted and recognize the possibilities for achieving 
multiple benefits for county residents in ways that are effective and efficient. The Flood Plan 
addresses flooding along the county’s mainstem rivers as well as coastal flood hazards, lake flooding, 
urban flooding, and tributary flooding. In addition to describing types of flooding and flood-related 
risks, the Flood Plan recommends policies, programs, and projects focused on reducing risk and 
increasing community resilience to floods, and the plan is intended to guide all county agencies that 
work at the intersection of flooding. 

This plan was informed by an extensive community outreach and engagement effort. County staff 
attended community events and meetings, visited immigrant farming operations, hosted online 
surveys, partnered with a community-based organization, convened a planning committee of 
partners and community members, held public meetings and workshops, and used various types of 
media to advertise and promote opportunities to contribute input to the development of this plan. 
The input shared, and the ways the input informs this plan’s approaches and recommendations, are 
presented throughout the plan. 

The 2024 Flood Plan updates and supersedes the 2006 King County Flood Hazard Management 
Plan and the 2013 King County Flood Hazard Management Plan Update and Progress Report. Like 
those previous plans, this Flood Plan was developed following the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency’s (FEMA) Community Rating System (CRS) 10-step planning process. In addition to 
advancing the goals of the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP), the Flood Plan is consistent with 
the Revised Code of Washington (RCW) 86.12.2003 and was further guided by the principles 
outlined in the Washington Department of Ecology’s (Ecology) Comprehensive Planning for Flood 
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Hazard Management: A Guidebook (Ecology 2021)4. Moreover, King County’s obligation under the 
Endangered Species Act (ESA)—and specifically, to restore habitat for salmon listed as threatened 
under the ESA—was a primary planning consideration, alongside other King County initiatives related 
to equity and social justice, climate change, local food production, and clean water and healthy 
habitat. 

1.1 Roadmap for this Flood Plan 
Flooding is a complicated problem with many intersecting causes and solutions, and flooding 
characteristics can differ dramatically depending on location. This Flood Plan attempts to present 
these complex topics simply. The Flood Plan examines flooding throughout King County, yet the 
nature of flooding and drainage issues are extensive, and this Flood Plan does not address every 
flooding situation across the entire landscape. Instead, the Flood Plan characterizes the different 
types of flood hazards and flood problems across the county and details various strategies to address 
identified problems to improve the resilience of county communities. 

The Flood Plan is structured as follows: 

• Chapter 1  –  Introduction  (this chapter)  

– Plan purpose, themes, and geographic scope, including  identification of new topics  and focus 
areas for  this Flood Plan.  

– Goals, objectives, and guiding principles that provide the vision for flood risk  reduction in  King  
County.  

– Policies that guide decision-making around flood risk reduction activities, including flood  
hazard management planning, programs, and projects.  

– Overview of the planning  process.  

– Summary of the State Environmental  Policy Act (SEPA) review process.  

– Regulatory drivers and other factors and initiatives that influence or relate to the Flood Plan.  

• Chapter 2  –  Overview of  Flooding in King County 

– Countywide context. 

– Summary of existing conditions, flooding characteristics and risks, and additional information  
about flooding, presented by geography  (i.e., watershed).  

– Summary of countywide flood hazard  and risk assessment.  

• Chapter 3  –  Review of Flood Risk Reduction  Activities  

– Discussion of the range of options that could be used to prevent or reduce the severity of the 
flooding problems identified in Chapter  2. 

• Chapter 4  –  Comprehensive Risk  Mitigation Strategy and  Action Plan  

4 https://apps.ecology.wa.gov/publications/documents/2106019.pdf. 
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– Comprehensive review of the various projects and programs that can be used to address  
flood risk, including King County’s Action Plan.  

• Chapter 5  –Implementation Plan  

– Summary of financial approaches and  partnerships to achieve the goals of this Flood  Plan.  

– Description of annual reports,  5-year  update,  and adaptive management.  

• Appendices  (presented in separate volume):  

– Appendix  A:  Planning Committees   

– Appendix  B: Implementation Status of 2013 Action Pl an: 2013  –  2023  

– Appendix  C: Flood Plan Community Engagement Overview and Synthesis  

– Appendix  D:  Levee Failure  

– Appendix  E:  Dam Failure  

– Appendix  F: King County  2023 Repetitive Loss Area Analysis Progress Report  

– Appendix G: Public Information  Activities  

– Appendix  H: Status of Flood Hazard Mapping and Studies  

– Appendix  I: Review of Categories of Floodplain Management Activities  

1.2 Scope and Purpose of the Flood Plan 
The purpose of the 2024 Flood Plan is to establish a shared regional vision for comprehensive flood 
hazard management in King County that reduces risk to people and property from flooding and 
channel migration and supports resilient communities and ecosystems. Multi-benefit outcomes, 
climate change, and equity were primary planning considerations, and the plan is predicated on 
achieving the desired outcomes through collaborative approaches. Integrated floodplain 
management concepts were at the core of the Flood Plan development process and are reflected 
throughout the plan. 

King County’s most recent flood plans (2006 and 2013) primarily focused on flooding along the 
county’s major rivers. This 2024 Flood Plan is more comprehensive, describing the different types of 
flooding and flood risks present throughout the county, including coastal hazards, urban and rural 
stream flooding, and stormwater runoff. Where appropriate, the Flood Plan outlines strategies or next 
steps for addressing the risks caused by all types of flooding and recommends policies, programs, 
and projects focused on reducing risk in ways that advance the goals of the NFIP and the ESA. The 
Flood Plan also supports and elevates the goals of related King County plans and initiatives— 
including, but not limited to, the following: 

• King County Comprehensive Plan5 

5 https://kingcounty.gov/en/dept/council/governance-leadership/county-council/topics-of-interest/comprehensive-
plan/2024. 
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• King County Equity and Social Justice Strategic Plan6 

• King County Strategic Climate Action Plan7 

• King County Clean Water Healthy Habitat Strategic Plan8 

• King County Land Conservation lnitiative9 

• King County Local Food lnitiative10 

The scope of the 2024 Flood Plan is countywide. It characterizes the types of flooding throughout 
the county, regardless of jurisdiction, and it reflects the reality that multiple governments and 
community partners carry out flood risk reduction actions. The King County Comprehensive Plan 
describes the comprehensive scope of the County's flood risk reduction and floodplain management 
activities, and the connection to this Flood Plan, by specifying that King County's floodplain 
management program will protect lives and property, minimize damage to infrastructure and critical 
facilities, protect and restore the natural functions of floodplains, deliver multiple benefits including 
benefits to frontline communities, promote resilience to climate change, and ensure that new 
development does not result in new flood risks. 11 

Multi-Benefit Focus 
King County has an established track record of implementing projects along the county's waterways 
that reduce the risk of flooding while providing additional benefits. Recent examples include the Fall 
City Floodplain Reconnection Project on the Snoqualmie River, the Cakwab Levee Setback and 
Floodplain Restoration Project on the Green River, the Countyline Levee Setback Project on the 
White River, and the Riverbend Levee Setback and Floodplain Restoration Project on the Cedar River. 

King County can point to many examples of multi-benefit project successes, yet more can be done. 
The current approach to multi-benefit project planning, development, scoping, and design is not 
standardized. A concerted effort is needed to bridge different programs and funding sources, each of 
which have their own objectives (e.g., salmon recovery, open space, flood risk reduction, stormwater 
management, road improvement, parks, agriculture). Funding restrictions can also present a barrier. 

Community members, tribal and local government partners, and other participants in the planning 
process expressed broad support for multi-benefit flood risk reduction efforts. Common themes 
shared with King County include providing safe and accessible transportation routes, protecting and 
restoring natural habitat, preserving green spaces, and supporting jobs and the economy. Despite 

6 https://kingcounty.gov/en/legacy/elected/executive/equity-social-justice/strategic-plan. 
7 https://kingcounty.gov/en/legacy/services/environment/climate/actions-strategies/strategic-climate-action-plan. 
8 https://kingcounty.gov/en/dept/dnrp/about-king-county/about-dnrp/sustainability-commitments/clean-water-

healthy-habitat. 
9 https://kingcounty.gov/en/legacy/services/environment/water-and-land/land-conservation. 
10 https://kingcounty.gov/en/legacy/elected/executive/constantine/initiatives/local-food-initiative. 
11 Policy E-499 in the Executive Proposed 2024 King County Comprehensive Plan: https://cdn.kingcounty.gov/-

/media/king-county/depts/counciVcomprehensive-plan/2024/2023-0440-attachment-
a.pdf?rev=84d600c276534543ac4e 72ccdfff0a9e&hash=CFCCC4E17D42B996AC44CD7BE471930D. 
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strong support for multi-benefit solutions, partners identified challenges to implementing these 
strategies, including competing land uses, the costs of habitat enhancement in urban areas, and 
balancing nature-based flood risk reduction projects with the protection of agricultural lands. Some 
partners and community members also highlighted the significant flood risk reduction benefits 
provided by existing flood control structures, especially for agriculture, ports, and water-dependent 
business. 

King County’s culvert replacement efforts have multiple benefits, including restoring access to fish habitat and increasing flow capacity of 
culverts 

Each project is unique, and delivering multiple benefits may not be feasible in all cases. However, this 
Flood Plan presents an opportunity to establish a framework for how to systematically and 
holistically approach the planning and development of projects to achieve multi-benefit objectives. 
In addition to considering adjustments to capital project planning and development, the plan also 
recognizes programmatic opportunities to enhance delivery of multi-benefit outcomes. 

Resilience to Climate Change 
Flooding and climate change are inextricably linked. The Pacific Northwest is expected to see changes 
in weather patterns that will make flooding more frequent, more severe, and with potentially greater 
consequences. Flooding may get worse where it already occurs, and flooding may happen in places 
that have not flooded before. Some changes already occurring include shifts in rainfall timing and 
intensity and an increase in the frequency of intense rainfall events. 

King County’s Strategic Climate Action Plan (SCAP), adopted in 2021, outlines ways to integrate 
climate change into all areas of the County’s operations, including work King County does with cities, 
partners, and communities. A fundamental strategy in the SCAP to prepare for the impacts of climate 
change is to incorporate potential climate impacts into policies and plans and to implement climate-
resilient solutions. The Flood Plan incorporates this strategy by drawing on the latest climate change 
science to inform the County’s understanding of flooding. Recommendations in this plan promote 
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climate resilience by emphasizing the need to develop solutions that are based on future, not 
present, conditions. 

In an online survey distributed as part of this planning effort and described later in this chapter and in 
Appendix C, planning for future impacts of climate change received the largest number of 
community responses for how King County can create a flood-resilient future. Communities along 
King County’s marine shoreline and in urban areas are expected to face increased flood risk due to 
climate change. Community members reported seeing an increasing frequency of storm surge and 
high-tide flood impacts in coastal areas, such as overtopping roads, property damage, erosion, 
reduced effectiveness of pumping systems, and extended periods of inundation. Likewise, input 
shared that overtopping of roads, impacts on businesses, and sediment accumulation in urban areas 
are occurring due to inadequate capacity of stormwater infrastructure to manage increasing 
precipitation volumes. 

The flood mitigation activities included in King County’s 2006 and 2013 flood plans mostly focused 
on mainstem river flooding. This 2024 Flood Plan addresses changing river flooding conditions, and 
by also including coastal, urban, and tributary flooding, this Flood Plan is responsive to projected 
climate-driven changes that could pose increased risks to larger areas of the county. As a result, this 
Flood Plan lays out a more comprehensive approach to reducing flood risk and building resilience, 
including resilience in the face of climate change. 

Equity and Social Justice 
Long-standing and persistent inequities exist throughout King County, and these inequities threaten 
the collective prosperity throughout the region. King County’s Equity and Social Justice Strategic Plan 
outlines an array of strategies to move toward the vision of making King County a place where all 
people have equitable opportunities to thrive. It calls for focusing on where impacts have been the 
most harmful, centering on Black, Indigenous, and other People of Color (BIPOC) experiences, 
addressing root causes or problems, and being responsive, adaptive, transparent, and accountable. 

King County’s past flood planning efforts approached flood risk reduction from the perspective of 
physical risk and the need for repair and maintenance of existing facilities that provide protection 
from flooding or erosion. The County conducts community outreach and engagement during the 
design of capital projects, but priorities for investment are driven primarily by the location of existing 
flood protection infrastructure and the physical risk associated with failure of that infrastructure. 
While the County has taken steps to make information about flood risks and flood preparedness 
more accessible to people who do not speak English as their first language, the County can do more 
to engage with the communities most vulnerable to flooding to understand their needs and their 
capacity to prepare for, respond to, and recover from flooding. 

In embarking on this Flood Plan, it was imperative that equity was at the forefront of the County’s 
efforts. For this reason, King County conducted demographic research early in the process to identify 
who lives in flood hazard areas and how to best reach them. From this understanding, the County 
developed a community engagement strategy to bring those communities into the planning process. 
By hearing and considering the needs of those whose voices have not been at the table before, the 
County will be better able to meet the needs of the most vulnerable communities. Under the plan, 
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King County  can shift away from a state of “informing” people of its decisions and toward the “co-
creation” of potential solutions to flooding problems.  

King County engagement materials at Washington State Coalition of African Community Leaders Fifth Annual Summit  

During the planning process, community members and interested parties identified the scarcity of 
information and support provided to all communities as equity and social justice concerns, especially 
for communities for whom English is not the primary language and lower income populations. 
Beyond providing translated text, input highlighted that some communities would benefit from 
culturally relevant examples and graphics. Many community members discussed the importance of 
proactive engagement of vulnerable and historically impacted communities to increase their 
preparedness and improve resilience. 

1.3 Relationship of Flood Plan to Other Jurisdictions 
Floodwaters do not follow jurisdictional boundaries, so actions taken by individual local governments 
can influence conditions in neighboring jurisdictions. For this reason, partnerships and coordination 
with cities and other government agencies are essential to achieving the objectives of integrated 
floodplain management. Coordinated approaches to addressing flood-related risks can help achieve 
the implementation of holistic solutions that provide multiple benefits. 
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Many implementers of flood risk reduction activities exist in King County. Furthermore, King County 
government provides regional services to support and complement the services provided by cities 
and other governments. The County developed this Flood Plan with the expectation that it will 
continue to be a strong partner and collaborator in reducing flood risks. 

The King County Flood Control District (FCD), a countywide special-purpose district formed in 2007, 
works to protect lives and property by providing funding to improve the County’s aging flood 
protection infrastructure focusing on mainstem rivers and major tributaries. The FCD levies a 
countywide property tax to fund its work and is governed by a Board of Supervisors, which consists of 
the elected members of King County Council. King County has no role in establishing the scope, 
priorities, budget, or work plan for the FCD. 

King County and the FCD maintain an interlocal agreement in which King County is the primary 
service provider for many FCD services, such as annual monitoring and maintenance of flood and 
erosion control facilities, flood preparedness and warning services, flood hazard studies and mapping, 
flood hazard planning and outreach, and implementation of the FCD capital improvement program. 
The work plan of the FCD is subject to direction by the FCD’s Board of Supervisors and set as part of 
their annual budget adoption. 

King County led the development of this Flood Plan and coordinated with the FCD during the 
process. While the recommendations of the plan have the potential to inform the work of the FCD, 
the FCD maintains its own budget and decision-making processes separate from the budget and 
decision-making of King County. This Flood Plan does not direct the work of the FCD in any way. 

1.4  Goals and Objectives 
Feedback provided through the collaborative efforts of the Flood Plan Partner Planning Committee 
and an interdepartmental Internal Staff Planning Committee (described later in this chapter), as well 
as input shared through community engagement, informed the development of the goals and 
objectives for the 2024 Flood Plan. The following long-term goals and specific objectives set the 
vision for what King County hopes to achieve and how to go about reducing flood risks to people and 
property in the county and, in turn, build flood resilience. 

The goals for the Flood Plan are: 

1. To reduce risks from flooding and channel migration and support resilient, viable communities 
and economies. 

2. To achieve multi-benefit flood risk reduction outcomes that preserve, restore, and enhance the 
natural functions of flood-prone areas; improve floodwater storage and conveyance; contribute 
to habitat restoration; honor tribal sovereign rights, including treaty-reserved fishing, hunting, and 
gathering rights; and meet other needs identified by local communities. 

3. To implement flood risk reduction solutions that are comprehensive, community-based, and 
climate-resilient, and that reduce long-term costs of flood risk reduction. 
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The Flood Plan’s objectives for achieving the above goals are: 

1. Apply principles of integrated floodplain management as outlined in Ecology’s Comprehensive 
Planning for Flood Hazard Management: A Guidebook to guide flood risk reduction activities. 

2. Use the best available science to identify, assess, and monitor flood-related and channel 
migration hazards, and determine how climate and other future changes may affect risk. 

3. Promote public awareness of flood hazards, the actions individuals can take to improve their 
resilience to flooding, and emergency response programs. 

4. Engage local communities, partners, and others in the identification and prioritization of actions 
and programs that increase resilience and reduce flood risks to life, property, public infrastructure, 
and public health. 

5. Develop flood risk reduction solutions that will be effective over the long term, minimize adverse 
impacts, are set in a watershed-based context, and consider potential impacts from climate 
change. Where flood protection facilities already exist, consider feasible multi-benefit 
alternatives and prioritize the most appropriate long-term solutions. 

6. Adopt, consistently implement, and enforce land use management policies and development 
regulations that prevent the creation of new flood-related and channel migration risks, while 
preserving or enhancing natural floodplain functions and preventing further habitat degradation. 

7. Coordinate regionally with agencies, cities, tribes, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and 
special-purpose districts to assess risk and vulnerability and provide flood monitoring and 
warning, disaster response, and recovery services. 

8. Where other risk mitigation options are not viable or desired, proactively acquire developed or 
undeveloped properties and permanently remove structures from harm to prevent flood-related 
and channel migration risks and support multi-benefit goals. 

9. Improve access to programs that help county residents, businesses, and other institutions 
prepare for and recover from flooding beyond traditional flood insurance. 

10. Collaborate regionally to identify funding sources to implement flood risk reduction activities and 
identify opportunities, strategies, and partnerships to leverage grant funding and partner 
investments. 

11. Use adaptive management to adjust actions based on scientific and technological advances, 
including best available information on floodplain and flood management practices and 
principles, project effectiveness monitoring information, understanding of risk, and equity 
considerations. 

12. Use data related to social vulnerability, land use, jobs, and business activity to inform how, when, 
and where flood risk reduction activities are prioritized and implemented. 
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1.5  Guiding P rinciples 
Guiding principles are statements that describe King County’s technical understanding of conditions 
or characteristics that inform and provide direction to flood risk reduction activities. The guiding 
principles represent a shared understanding of the context surrounding flooding and the actions the 
County can take to reduce risk and increase resilience. The collaborative work of the Partner Planning 
Committee, the Internal Staff Planning Committee, and community engagement input informed the 
development of these statements. The Flood Plan’s 15 guiding principles, divided into four categories, 
are summarized in the following sections. 

Equity and Community Priorities 
1. Factors that influence social vulnerability, such as age, race, health, education, mobility, and 

income, must be considered and applied when monitoring hazards, identifying risks, and 
developing flood risk reduction solutions. 

2. King County’s floodplains and flood-prone areas exhibit many different activities and land uses 
and include developed areas with homes, farms, businesses, industry, recreation amenities, and 
infrastructure that are valued by King County and its communities. Scoping and evaluation of 
flood risk reduction strategies should consider the existing development and land use context. 

Natural Environment 
3. Federal and state guidance from FEMA and Ecology prioritize working with natural systems, 

finding nonstructural solutions to flood problems, and restoring ecological functions as an 
element of flood risk reduction. King County recognizes that flooding and erosion are natural 
processes that sustain biological productivity and diversity, acknowledges the ecological and bank 
stability benefits of riparian vegetation, and prioritizes nature-based flood risk reduction solutions 
where possible. 

4. Protecting and enhancing natural processes can provide environmental benefits, increase climate 
change resilience, and reduce flood risks to people and property in a less costly manner than 
structural flood control approaches. 

5. Rivers and streams and their floodplains, coastal areas, and riparian areas provide habitat for 
salmonids, including several that are listed as threatened under the ESA. Salmon are intricately 
connected to Native American culture and tribal rights. 

Risk Management 
6. Areas behind levees, downstream of dams, or outside of mapped flood hazard areas have a 

residual risk of flooding (for example, from potential levee failure). 

7. Flooding and channel migration are influenced by past and current land use and land 
management decisions (including actions in upland portions of watersheds), stormwater flows, 
and climate change. 

8. Flood control methods can reduce some flood damage, but those methods require maintenance, 
do not eliminate all risk, and may not be adaptable to changing conditions. 
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Best Practices 
9. Actions to address flood risk to existing development must consider the existing land use context, 

other land uses and interests (such as urban development, fish and wildlife habitat, open space, 
agriculture, recreation, and transportation), climate change, and other future landscape changes. 

10. Flood damage creates public and private financial costs, and effective flood risk reduction 
reduces long-term flood damage costs. 

11. Consultation with tribes and engagement with and involvement of residents, resource 
management agencies, flood-vulnerable communities, and public and private landowners are 
vital in developing and implementing risk reduction strategies and a responsible, equitable, and 
effective Flood Plan. 

12. Coordination and cooperation among local, regional, state, and federal agencies are essential for 
the success of long-term comprehensive flood hazard management. Where possible, seek to 
harmonize overlapping and sometimes conflicting regulations and standards that apply to flood 
hazard areas. 

13. Evaluation of capital project design alternatives must carefully consider off-site flood impacts, 
equity and social justice implications, ecological consequences, impacts on ESA-listed salmon, 
and long-term costs of action or no action. 

14. Identifying flood risks and selecting the most effective flood risk reduction solutions for the long 
term should be informed by the best available science, best practices in floodplain management, 
multi-objective and multi-benefit considerations, and community engagement. 

15. Scoping and evaluation of alternatives to address flood and channel migration risks should 
actively seek opportunities to achieve multi-benefit outcomes and net ecological gain. 

1.6 Policies 
This Flood Plan outlines a countywide vision for flood hazard management and flood risk reduction 
and addresses various types of flooding, such as river, tributary, coastal, and urban flooding. This 
comprehensive Flood Plan emphasizes a coordinated, adaptive, and innovative approach to 
managing flood hazards and reducing risk, preserving the viability of communities and economies, 
and enhancing ecosystem functions. The Flood Plan strives to build flood resilience for King County 
and its communities and seeks to leverage the necessary resources and support for multiple benefits 
associated with flood risk reduction efforts. 

The Flood Plan is adopted by King County Council  as a functional plan of the King County  
Comprehensive Plan, meaning that it augments and helps implement the Comprehensive Plan and 
guides daily  management decisions. The Flood Plan details King County’s policies for the protection  
of frequently flooded areas and floodplain management, and the Comprehensive Plan, in policy  E-
499r,12  states that  King County’s floodplain land use and management activities will be carried out 
according to the policies, programs, and projects included in the Flood Plan.  

12 From Executive Proposed  2024  King County Comprehensive Plan:  https://cdn.kingcounty.gov/-/media/king-
county/depts/council/comprehensive-plan/2024/2023-0440-attachment-
a.pdf?rev=84d600c276534543ac4e72ccdfff0a9e&hash=CFCCC4E17D42B996AC44CD7BE471930D.  
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The following 22 policies provide the framework for King County’s decision-making about flood risk 
reduction and floodplain management and provide guidance for project- and program-level 
decisions by King County agencies and recommended approaches countywide. 

Equity 
King County acknowledges that social, economic, and environmental inequities threaten the 
collective prosperity of the region. King County also acknowledges the presence of factors beyond 
physical risk that can influence people’s vulnerability to flooding and their ability to recover from 
flood impacts. This Flood Plan identifies ways to increase flood preparedness and build flood 
resilience countywide, especially for those communities that are most vulnerable to the effects of 
flooding. The following is a list of county policies that address the issue of equity in flood reduction 
efforts: 

1. Consistent with King County Comprehensive Plan policies RP-205 and F-202a,13 King County 
shall apply equity and social justice principles throughout the planning and implementation of the 
King County Flood Management Plan to ensure that property owners and residents are given 
equitable access to flood risk reduction services. 

2. The identification, prioritization, design, and implementation of flood risk reduction activities, 
including preparedness and emergency services, shall consider the needs of and impacts on 
vulnerable populations that may face barriers to accessing services and programs based on age, 
income, disability, English language proficiency, race, ethnicity, or other factors affecting social 
vulnerability. 

3. When considering flood risk reduction alternatives that involve property acquisition, King County 
shall evaluate whether there will be impacts on renters, low-income communities, and 
communities of color, including displacement. King County shall work with the affected 
community through open and transparent communication to identify how to increase flood 
resilience while avoiding displacement and adverse impacts on housing affordability and supply. 

4. King County shall implement community engagement focused on flood resilience and shall 
partner with and build capacity within community-based organizations supporting or led by 
historically underserved populations to achieve mutually beneficial outcomes, such as flood 
preparedness education, flood warning, and flood risk reduction projects. 

Natural Systems 
Historical practices for flood risk reduction removed wood and sediment from waterways; built flood 
risk reduction infrastructure such as dams, levees, and revetments that disconnected rivers from their 
floodplains; reduced active channel areas; armored shorelines; and, in turn, severely damaged aquatic 
and riparian habitat and food webs that are dependent on these natural processes. Scientific 
advances have demonstrated that flood risk reduction methods that rely on heavily engineered 
solutions are often expensive, provide only temporary, short-term relief from flooding, and can 
encourage development in at-risk areas. Climate change exacerbates these concerns. 

13 From Executive Proposed 2024 King County Comprehensive Plan. 
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Some floodplain areas in King County, particularly within more developed or urbanized areas, contain 
development that is unlikely to be removed or relocated, but some amount of environmental 
enhancement is often possible in these locations. Additionally, flood-prone areas in less developed 
parts of the county provide opportunities for floodplain reconnection and restoration. Integrated 
floodplain management seeks to restore natural, habitat-forming processes and ecosystem function 
while maximizing flood risk reduction. This approach recognizes that natural systems provide flood 
risk reduction benefits by slowing runoff and storing, infiltrating, and conveying floodwaters. King 
County flood risk reduction policies that reflect the importance of protecting natural systems include 
the following: 

5. King County shall seek to preserve and enhance natural functions of flood hazard areas and 
promote natural hydrologic function at the watershed scale to build resilience to changing 
precipitation patterns in a changing climate. 

6. When scoping alternatives for repairing or rebuilding existing flood protection facilities, King 
County shall evaluate opportunities to relocate existing flood protection facilities farther from the 
water’s edge and implement associated buffers to increase flood storage and conveyance to 
reduce risk, allow sediment and wood deposition and other natural processes to occur, and 
support resilience to climate change. 

7. King County shall look for opportunities to improve the resilience of existing infrastructure, 
including decommissioning or removing infrastructure that no longer serves its intended purpose. 
Further, the County shall prioritize decommissioning or removing such infrastructure in locations 
that enable restoration of natural processes that reduce flood risk and provide other multi-benefit 
outcomes. 

8. King County shall engage property owners and renters of at-risk properties to identify viable 
strategies for flood risk reduction. These strategies shall include acquisition and long-term 
maintenance of flood-prone property as a tool to reduce or permanently eliminate localized 
flood risk, improve management of surface water or runoff, implement multi-benefit flood risk 
reduction projects, or advance of the goals of King County’s Land Conservation Initiative, Clean 
Water Healthy Habitat Initiative, Water Resource Inventory Area (WRIA) salmon recovery plans, 
or other adopted basin, stormwater, agricultural, or open space plan. 

9. King County shall only pursue gravel or sediment removal for flood risk reduction purposes as 
part of congressionally authorized projects, multi-benefit projects that provide a net gain in 
habitat functions and values, or to prevent or address threats to critical infrastructure. As much as 
possible, King County should only remove gravel or sediment from inactive river and stream 
channels. 

10. King County acknowledges that the presence of natural wood in rivers and streams and their 
floodplains is integral to sustaining the ecological functions critical for salmon and aquatic 
ecosystems, and, consistent with salmon recovery plans, the County should allow as much 
natural wood as possible to function as part of these dynamic systems to support critical habitat 
for salmon species listed as threatened under the ESA. 

Multiple Benefits 
King County recognizes that flood-prone areas exhibit diverse land uses that are valued by King 
County and its communities, including developed landscapes that support regional economic activity. 
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King County  also acknowledges that flooding and erosion are natural processes that sustain biological  
productivity and diversity. Consistent with King County Countywide Planning Policies EN-2 and EN-
3,14  effective flood risk reduction increases floodwater storage, infiltration, and conveyance;  reduces  
flood damages; and increases the resilience of King  County’s communities and economies while also 
supporting and enabling  a range of other beneficial outcomes as described in the following policies:  

11.  King County should seek to achieve comprehensive flood hazard management that effectively 
addresses flood risk reduction needs while also honoring tribal sovereign rights, including treaty-
reserved fishing, hunting, and gathering rights; seeking opportunities to protect and restore 
natural floodplain functions; and supporting the interrelated interests and needs of the 
communities and land uses in which the work takes place. Outcomes shall center on equity and 
environmental justice and will aim to be achieved through partnership with local governments, 
tribes, special-purpose districts, community groups, and other entities. Specific multi-benefit 
outcomes could include: 

– Communities, public infrastructure, and functioning ecosystems that are resilient to climate 
change. 

– Habitat protection and restoration for fish and wildlife, including salmon. 

– Productive, viable agriculture. 

– Safe and sustainable development. 

– Jobs and sustainable livelihoods and economic development. 

– Clean water. 

– Open space conservation. 

– Recreation and other opportunities to connect people with nature. 

12. King County shall identify floodplain reconnection and multi-benefit flood risk reduction projects 
and actively include multi-benefit considerations in scoping and alternatives analysis for flood 
risk reduction projects, including identifying opportunities to provide benefits beyond flood risk 
reduction in developed landscapes that are consistent with public safety goals. 

Climate Change 
As outlined in King County’s SCAP, climate change is expected to produce shifts in weather patterns 
in the Pacific Northwest that will alter flooding characteristics and very likely increase flooding risk. 
This will result in additional impacts on the regional economy, public health and safety, and the 
environment. King County acknowledges that currently mapped flood hazard area boundaries are 
based on historic flooding and likely understate risk, making it of paramount importance to manage 
flood risks with future conditions in mind using the best available science (consistent with 

14  2021 King County Countywide Planning Policies,  https://kingcounty.gov/~/media/depts/executive/performance-
strategy-budget/regional-planning/CPPs/2021_CPPs-Adopted_and_Ratified.ashx?la=en.   
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Countywide Planning Policy EN-8). Policies that consider the potential future impacts of climate 
change include the following: 

13. King County shall develop and implement a climate change capital planning strategy for flood 
risk reduction projects and communicate potential future risk in flood preparedness and 
community engagement. 

14. King County shall continue to expand its understanding of the potential implications of a 
changing climate on flood conditions and other natural hazards that may affect flooding. King 
County shall use the best available science about climate change to identify potential future flood 
and flood-related hazards and risks and to inform land use planning and regulations, flood 
preparedness and flood warning services, flood mitigation services, and other infrastructure and 
development decisions. This will include changes in freshwater flooding conditions and changes 
resulting from sea level rise. 

15. Given the uncertainty associated with climate change impacts, King County shall include 
additional factors of safety in flood hazard area regulations and apply additional factors of 
safety to the design standards for flood risk reduction, stormwater, and other critical 
infrastructure projects. 

Coastal flooding of Dockton Park on Maury Island, December 2022 
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Land Use and Regulatory Compliance 
King County regulates development in flood hazard areas in unincorporated King County through 
the Critical Areas Ordinance (King County Code Chapter 21A.2415). Flood hazard areas covered by 
King County’s regulations include the floodplain, FEMA Special Flood Hazard Area, King County 
zero-rise flood fringe and zero-rise floodway, and channel migration zones. The best way to avoid 
impacts from flooding and flood-related hazards is to avoid development within flood hazard 
areas, yet King County allows some development to occur within these zones. Also, the boundaries 
of mapped flood hazard areas periodically change to include developed properties not previously 
mapped as flood hazard areas. Development standards are intended to minimize risks to people 
and property and to avoid risk to other properties upstream or downstream of the development. 
King County’s flood hazard reduction policies, as they relate to land use and regulatory compliance, 
are as follows: 

16. Consistent with prerequisites for FEMA’s CRS program, King County shall exceed the minimum 
standards of the NFIP and be consistent with the NFIP Biological Opinion and habitat restoration 
obligations under the ESA. 

17. King County shall regulate development that occurs in flood-prone areas to avoid and minimize 
damage to life and property and necessary public infrastructure, support other Washington State 
Growth Management Act (GMA) and King County Comprehensive Plan policy goals, 
accommodate preferred land uses outlined by the Shoreline Management Act (described later in 
this chapter), and recover salmon species listed under the ESA. 

18. King County should look for opportunities to improve, modify, or relocate existing county roads 
to ensure safe ingress and egress during flood events. 

Integrated Floodplain Management 
King County values innovation and is committed to understanding and reducing the adverse impacts 
associated with flooding. The County also recognizes the need for location-specific solutions 
depending on existing land uses and seeks to integrate flood risk reduction efforts with other 
community needs and objectives within watersheds and at geographic scales larger than a specific 
project site. Areas of emphasis include equitable and inclusive collaboration and coordination 
involving cities, counties, tribes, special-purpose districts, salmon recovery planning groups, and state 
and federal agencies to ensure comprehensive and effective alignment of flood management across 
jurisdictions. Integrated floodplain management policies include the following: 

19. Consistent with federal and state guidance, King County’s flood risk reduction strategies shall 
focus first on hazard mapping and preventative risk avoidance, followed by preparedness and 
mitigation actions to reduce vulnerability and protect public health and safety. King County shall 
also develop expertise and tailored strategies that meet the unique needs and characteristics of 
the region, including nonstructural alternatives and ecological restoration, and all county 
departments shall implement activities consistent with the policies in this Flood Plan. 

20. King County’s flood risk reduction efforts shall be planned and implemented in close 
coordination with cities, counties, tribes, special-purpose districts, salmon recovery planning 

15 https://kingcounty.gov/en/legacy/council/legislation/kc_code/24_30_Title_21A.aspx. 
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groups, and state and federal agencies. 
King County shall also coordinate with 
other local governments and encourage 
regional collaboration so that risks are 
not transferred from one jurisdiction to 
another. 

21. King County shall coordinate with dam 
owners and operators on 
communication of downstream risks 
associated with high-hazard dams. King 
County shall also participate in dam 
relicensing, review of proposals for new 
dams and impoundments, and other 
efforts related to operational procedures 
of dams to promote the multi-benefit 
objectives articulated in this Flood Plan. 

22. King County shall implement flood risk 
reduction measures that reduce flood 
damages and long-term costs and shall 
leverage revenues through funding 
partnerships with other agencies and 
through diverse funding streams and 
grants that support multiple benefits. 

1.7  Planning Process 
King County participates in the NFIP’s CRS 
program, which encourages communities to 
exceed the minimum standards of the NFIP. 
By doing so, renters and property owners 
within unincorporated King County are 
eligible for flood insurance premium 
discounts (the amount of the discount being 
determined by the class rating). As a CRS 
Class 2 community, all policy holders in 
unincorporated King County receive a 40 percent discount on flood insurance premiums. King 
County developed the 2024 King County Flood Management Plan consistent with the CRS 10-step 
planning process described in CRS Activity 512.a. The planning process also followed the guidance 
provided in Ecology’s Flood Hazard Management Planning Guidebook. 

During the project pre-planning phase, King County developed a structure to engage a wide range of 
partners and community members in the planning process to ensure that engagement was central to 
the development of the Flood Plan. The main elements included the formation of a Partner Planning 
Committee, an Internal Staff Planning Committee, and a Coordinating Committee; facilitation of 
topic-specific workshops; and direct community engagement, each of which is described in more 
detail below. 

CRS 10-Step Flood Management Plan Process 
1. Organize to prepare the plan: Determine who 

will be involved in developing the plan. 

2. Involve the public: Provide opportunities to 
contribute to the planning process for 
members of the public, through committees, 
public meetings, and other means. 

3. Coordinate: Work with other agencies and 
organizations to incorporate their plans and 
efforts into the flood management plan. 

4. Assess the hazard: Review, analyze, and 
summarize data on flood characteristics. 

5. Assess the problem: Collect and summarize 
data on flood impacts, including repetitive 
losses, experienced by the community. 

6. Set goals: Develop goals that address flood 
impacts identified in Step 5. 

7. Review possible activities: Discuss pros and 
cons of a wide array of flood risk reduction 
activities. 

8. Draft an action plan: Select appropriate risk 
reduction actions that the community can 
commit to implementing. 

9. Adopt the plan: The governing body of the 
community adopts the official plan. 

10. Implement, evaluate, revise: Monitor 
implementation progress and evaluate 
opportunities to improve implementation. 

Source: CRS Coordinator’s Manual (FEMA 2017) 
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Partner Planning Committee 
King County established the Flood Plan Partner Planning Committee in 2022 as the primary 
committee to support and inform the development of the Flood Plan. The committee served as a 
central venue for sharing information and ideas about flooding and flood risk reduction countywide, 
and it fulfilled FEMA’s CRS Step 2 requirement that the planning process involve the public. 

The committee advised and provided input and direction on topics such as updating goals, objectives, 
and guiding principles; discussing approaches to address priority floodplain and flood hazard 
management issues; and developing appropriate floodplain management strategies and actions to 
address expected flood risks. The committee met 10 times from October 2022 through February 
2024 to discuss these topics. 

Committee members represented local and state governments, tribal government, NGOs, interest 
groups, floodplain residents, and community members. This diverse representation of community 
members, governments, and interests throughout King County was integral to developing a Flood 
Plan that thoughtfully addresses the needs of vulnerable populations, natural and cultural resources, 
urban and rural areas, and an array of industries. King County staff also participated in this committee, 
including the County’s Floodplain Administrator, CRS Coordinator, and staff representing various 
disciplines. A full list of committee members is provided in Appendix A. 

Internal Staff Planning Committee 
Given the breadth of King County work programs either affected by or with a connection to flooding 
and floodplains, the County established an Internal Staff Planning Committee. This committee 
provided a forum for county work program priorities to be shared and heard, potential conflicts 
identified, and policy implications of various options considered. This cross-departmental team 
served as a sounding board for key policy and regulatory challenges and helped identify options for 
resolving these challenges. The committee met nine times from early 2022 through 2023. 
Participants represented King County permitting, river and floodplain management, emergency 
management, road services, parks and recreation, stormwater services, agriculture, land acquisition, 
ecological restoration, climate change, and science programs. A full list of committee members is 
provided in Appendix A. 

Coordinating Committee 
The King County Flood Control District (FCD) is a special-purpose district independent from King 
County government, and coordination between the FCD and the County occurred through an 
intergovernmental team called the Coordinating Committee. This team provided advice on scope, 
schedule, and approach for updating the Flood Plan, particularly on issues where King County and 
FCD policies, funding, and decision-making roles intersect. The committee also helped to anticipate 
and plan for Executive, Council, and FCD Board review and consideration of the Flood Plan. The 
committee met 11 times from early 2022 through 2023. 
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Topic-Specific Workshops 
Since flooding and flood-related hazards extend beyond King County’s mainstem rivers to include 
tributaries, coastal shorelines, and urban areas, King County hosted a series of workshops to gather 
perspectives from tribes, partners, and community members on tributary, coastal, and urban flooding 
(two workshops for each topic). King County structured the workshops to hear from participants 
about flood hazards, specific problem areas, impacts associated with those problems, and potential 
solutions to consider in the Flood Plan. 

Tribal Consultation 
King County consulted with tribal governments during the planning process to ensure that the Flood 
Plan incorporates proper consideration of tribal rights and tribal resources. County staff briefed tribal 
natural resources program staff, invited tribes to participate on the Flood Plan Partner Planning 
Committee and in topic-specific workshops, and requested tribal comment on the SEPA review 
(described later in this chapter). 

Community Engagement Strategy 
King County acknowledges that past flood planning public involvement opportunities did not do 
enough to remove barriers to participation or support community-led solutions. To address these 
issues, King County developed a comprehensive community engagement strategy (see Appendix C). 
The strategy served as a roadmap for how King County would improve opportunities for community 
engagement in the development of the Flood Plan. 

The community engagement strategy is based on feedback from the public, community 
organizations, agency management, academic research, responses to an online survey, informational 
interviews with eight community group leaders who represent underserved communities in King 
County, and five floodplain management-focused government agencies. 

King County desires to reduce the impacts of flooding and help people recover from flooding more 
quickly. By developing a comprehensive community engagement strategy, King County was able to 
identify concrete steps to raise community awareness of flooding issues, local flood risk, and 
opportunities to reduce flood risk and build flood resilience for communities, households, and 
businesses. The strategy also identified approaches to gather public feedback related to flooding in a 
way that centers people and communities most impacted by flooding. 

King County used the following engagement strategies to gather community input into the draft 
Flood Plan, as well as to raise awareness about flooding issues and resources available to increase 
flood resilience: 

• Community partnerships: King County invited community-based organizations and individuals 
who are connected to priority communities to enter a contracted and funded partnership with 
the County. Partnership focused on collaborative co-design and implementation of customized 
outreach and engagement plans targeting one or more priority communities. 
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• Community visits: King County solicited invitations to local events and meetings to reach priority 
audiences based on demographic characteristics and geographic representation. 

• Online polling and email network: An online engagement hub, including a three-phase online 
survey, was available throughout most of the Flood Plan development process. Email was used 
for sharing monthly announcements and updates. 

• Public meetings and workshops: King County hosted virtual meetings and workshops, including 
two public kickoff meetings at the beginning of the planning process and at a point when the 
focus of planning was shifting into seeking input on strategies. 

• Targeted and paid advertising: As an alternative way to reach priority communities and drive 
people to resources about flooding and the Flood Plan, King County implemented two 
advertising approaches. One involved running an ad campaign with an ethnic media company 
serving African American and immigrant populations, while the second involved signs and 
posters on King County Metro buses in east and south county areas, on Sound Transit light rail 
trains, and at three public transit stations. 

Messaging, graphics, and communication products supported meaningful engagement throughout the 
planning process. Products focused on audiences new to the topic of floodplain management and were 
deployed in multiple settings. In most cases, these materials were translated into several languages. 

Community outreach at Pacific Days festival, July 2023 
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1.8  Integration with  State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA) 
The Washington State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA) governs the process to identify and analyze 
environmental impacts associated with governmental actions and decisions. To identify and evaluate 
the potential environmental impacts of the new Flood Plan and comply with SEPA requirements, 
King County prepared an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS). An EIS is a tool that describes 
proposed actions and analyzes how those actions may affect the environment. 

Through the Flood Plan EIS, King County analyzed potential impacts of the Flood Plan on threatened 
or endangered species, water quality, historical and cultural resources, transportation, and other 
elements of the environment. Additionally, given that King County expanded the focus of this Flood 
Plan beyond mainstem rivers, the EIS serves as a tool to evaluate how this broader scope could affect 
natural and built environments throughout all of King County. 

The Flood Plan SEPA process followed the requirements established by Chapter 43.21C RCW16 and 
guidance outlined in Ecology’s State Environmental Policy Act Handbook. The 2024 King County Flood 
Management Plan is a “non-project proposal” under SEPA, which entails high-level review of impacts, 
alternatives, and mitigation measures for a broad program of actions, as opposed to detailed 
evaluation of specific project actions. A “non-project proposal” provides a foundational 
environmental analysis for future review of specific projects that can help to reduce the burden of 
environmental review for each project. 

King County issued a scoping notice and Determination of Significance (DS) in November 2022. The 
scoping notice included a description of the alternatives that would be analyzed in the EIS and a list 
of the elements of the natural and built environment that the EIS would consider. All cities in King 
County, all tribes, and state and federal agencies were notified. The scoping period was also 
announced through a news release to local media and was distributed to a large email list. Scoping 
carried a 30-day public comment period, and 18 comment letters were submitted. Following the 
consideration of scoping comments, the County prepared a Draft EIS. King County released the Draft 
EIS for public comment in early 2024, concurrent with the Draft Flood Plan. 

1.9  Other Regulatory Drivers and Commitments 
In addition to SEPA (as described above), the Flood Plan was developed to comply with several 
regulatory requirements, as well as to fulfill other, nonregulatory commitments and obligations. 

National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) and Community Rating 
System (CRS) 
FEMA manages the NFIP, which provides federally backed flood insurance to property owners, 
renters, and businesses located in some flood hazard areas. This insurance coverage helps those 
affected by flooding recover faster following flood damage. For this coverage to be available to 
community members, the local government must be a participating community, which requires that 

16 https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=43.21c. 
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the community adopt and implement certain floodplain management regulations designed to 
reduce future flood risk. King County is an NFIP-participating community and, as such, the 
recommendations in this Flood Plan must meet minimum NFIP standards to ensure that NFIP flood 
insurance remains available to county residents. 

FEMA’s CRS is a voluntary  program that encourages  floodplain management activities that exceed 
NFIP minimum standards. Under the program, flood insurance  policyholders who live in jurisdictions 
that implement floodplain management activities that exceed NFIP minimums may receive a 
discount on their insurance premiums. King County  has been among the highest-rated counties in  
the nation in  CRS for several years and, at the time of plan development, King County’s CRS rating is  
Class 2 (which provides a 40 percent flood insurance premium discount to policyholders in  
unincorporated areas). To maintain King County’s standing in the program, this Flood Plan  followed 
the CRS 10-step planning  process described in CRS  Activity 512.a (see the sidebar on  page  1-18, as 
well as the CRS Coordinator’s Manual17  for more information).  

State Planning Requirements 
RCW 86.12.21018  authorizes the legislative body of  any  county to adopt  a comprehensive flood hazard  
management plan for  any drainage basin located wholly or partially  within the county.  Washington  
Administrative Code  (WAC) 173-145-04019  outlines the requirements for comprehensive flood control  
management plans and  specifies Ecology’s role in approving these plans.  

A comprehensive flood hazard management plan must also be developed within King County’s 
planning framework, which implements the requirements of the Washington State GMA. The Flood 
Plan is adopted as a functional plan under the umbrella of the King County Comprehensive Plan. As 
such, the Flood Plan outlines the policies for protecting frequently flooded areas, as required by GMA. 

Endangered Species Act (ESA) 
The ESA is a federal law that prohibits the importation, exportation, taking, and commercialization of 
fish, wildlife, and plants listed as threatened or endangered species. Flood hazard management 
activities must balance risk reduction with protection of listed species, as well as their habitats and 
components of the ecosystem upon which they rely. Protection of threatened and endangered 
aquatic species is particularly relevant to flood hazard management activities because activities that 
change water bodies and floodplains can have harmful impacts on habitat, water quality, and food 
sources relied upon by aquatic species. 

In Puget Sound, Chinook salmon, steelhead, and bull trout are listed as threatened under the ESA. All 
major rivers in King County, many tributaries, Lake Washington, Lake Sammamish, and the entire 
marine shoreline of Puget Sound comprise critical habitat for these listed species. Additionally, 
salmon (in particular, Chinook salmon) are a primary prey resource for southern resident orca, listed 
as endangered under the ESA since 2005. Flood risk reduction capital projects, which often affect 

17 https://crsresources.org/manual/.  
18 https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=86.12.210. 
19 https://app.leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=173-145-040. 
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water bodies, shorelines, and floodplains, influence habitat in positive or negative ways. Flood risk 
reduction projects and salmon habitat are inextricably linked. 

The Puget Sound Salmon Recovery Plan was drafted in 2005 and adopted by the National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) in 2007 as a path to recover threatened and endangered 
Puget Sound salmonid species. The Puget Sound Salmon Recovery Plan aims to achieve self-
sustaining salmon populations that would support delisting of Puget Sound salmonid species, tribal 
fishing rights, economic vitality, and environmental health (NMFS 2007). Watershed-based recovery 
plans are components of the regional plan, and their implementation is guided by watershed forums 
comprised of partners from local, state, and federal governments, tribes, and NGOs. Through this 
integrated, highly collaborative framework, King County protects species and the ecosystems they 
rely on and actively leads an array of restoration efforts that support recovery. 

Clean Water Act 
The Clean Water Act is a federal law that regulates pollutants and the quality of water that enters 
surface waters. The Clean Water Act dictates requirements for the management of public and private 
stormwater and wastewater systems. King County implements a Phase I Municipal Stormwater 
National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) permit and associated activities for 
compliance with Clean Water Act regulations that aim to reduce runoff, while improving the 
treatment and storage of stormwater and wastewater. As climate change results in more extreme 
precipitation, managing stormwater runoff will be critical to both mitigating urban flooding and 
meeting permitting requirements under the Clean Water Act to limit the discharge of untreated water 
from combined stormwater and sewer systems. 

Shoreline Management Act 
The State of Washington’s Shoreline Management Act (Chapter 90.58 RCW20) requires all  counties 
in the state to develop Shoreline Master Programs,  which are sets of regulations that dictate land use,  
environmental protection, and public access standards for shoreline areas. The Shoreline  
Management Act applies  to marine waters, streams, rivers, lakes, and wetlands, as well as areas within  
200 feet of these water bodies and the 1 percent annual chance floodplain.  Shoreline Master  
Programs outline preferred land uses for shoreline  areas, including single-family residences, shoreline  
recreational uses, ports,  water-dependent industrial and commercial uses, and other developments  
providing public access opportunities. The Shoreline Management Act is structured to protect natural  
resources and requires mitigation to offset environmental impacts from allowable shoreline land 
uses. Shoreline Master Programs must also provide for public access to publicly owned shorelines 
and support access to public waters and tidelands.  

King County’s Shoreline Master Program aligns with the integrated floodplain management approach 
to this Flood Plan. The protection of habitat and ecological functions, including those in floodplains, 
supports natural processes that mitigate flood risk and balances the interests of water-dependent 
industries, shoreline property owners, and recreational users. 

20 https://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=90.58. 
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Local Requirements and Commitments 
In addition to the regulatory drivers identified above, King County is committed to achieving a range 
of other outcomes that directly or indirectly relate to floodplains, flood hazard areas, and some of the 
above-referenced regulations. A summary of these is as follows: 

• Clean Water Healthy Habitat – Adopted in 2020, King County’s Clean Water Healthy Habitat 
(CWHH) Strategic Plan is intended to guide investments to improve water quality and aquatic 
habitat conditions. Of the six primary goal areas identified in the plan, five goal areas directly 
relate to topics addressed in this Flood Plan: healthy forests and more green spaces, cleaner and 
controlled stormwater runoff, functional river floodplains, better fish habitat, and resilient marine 
shorelines. For example, if CWHH is successful, there will be a 3,000-acre net increase in 
connected floodplain with native vegetation. 

• Climate Change – The 2020 King County Strategic Climate Action Plan (SCAP) outlines actions 
the County can take to increase resilience to the effects of climate change. Flood risk reduction 
activities—especially capital projects implemented to address flood risks—can directly improve 
on-the-ground conditions in ways that enhance the ability of ecosystems to accommodate and 
adjust to changes in climate conditions. 

• Land Conservation – King County’s Land Conservation Initiative (LCI) is a regional collaboration 
among King County, cities, businesses, farmers, environmental partners, and others to preserve 
the most important remaining natural lands and urban green spaces over the next 30 years. One 
of the six priority land categories targeted under this initiative is river corridors, with a focus on 
reducing flooding and sustaining salmon runs. 

• Local Food – King County launched the Local Food Initiative in 2014, and it supports farmers and 
protects farmland in the county. Part of the overall strategy behind the Local Food Initiative is to 
ensure the continued viability of agriculture in King County. Many of the most productive 
agricultural lands in the county are located within river floodplains, and part of the reason they are 
so productive is because of flooding and the natural deposition of nutrient-rich sediment in these 
areas. As a result, this Flood Plan has a direct connection to the needs of farming communities. 

• Fish Passage Restoration Program – Fish passage barriers limit the ability of native salmon to 
reach their spawning grounds, and removing those barriers is one of the most straight-forward 
habitat improvements that can be made to ensure the continued survival of salmon. King 
County’s Fish Passage Restoration Program is focused on restoring passage at barriers that 
block access to the best habitats. Doing so will not only improve instream conditions for fish 
but may also reduce risk of roadway damage due to water backing up behind undersized or 
blocked culverts. 

• King County  Regional Hazard  Mitigation Plan  –  The 2020 King  County Regional Hazard  
Mitigation Plan21  is a multi-hazard plan that assesses natural and  human-caused hazards that can  
impact the Puget Sound region and outlines strategies to reduce risks from those hazards and 
build resilience. The plan includes flooding as one of the many  hazards addressed,  yet the Flood 
Plan contains more  detailed discussions of flooding and flood risk reduction  solutions.  

21 https://kingcounty.gov/en/legacy/depts/emergency-management/emergency-management-professionals/regional-
hazard-mitigation-plan.  
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