
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

[By Electronic Mail Also] 

 

 

Secretary Roger Miller 

Washington State Department of Transportation 

310 Maple Park Ave. SE 

PO Box 47300 

Olympia, WA 98504-7300 

 

January 4, 2023 
 

Re: Selection of Commercial Aviation Sites in Pierce County in contravention of 

state and local laws 

 

Dear Mr. Miller: 

 

South Pierce Fire & Rescue (the District”) is writing to express its strong objection to the 

inclusion of the greenfield sites designated as Pierce County Central and Pierce County 

East (the “Sites”) on the short list of new primary airport locations proposed by the 

Commercial Aviation Coordinating Commission (“CACC”). Development of either of 

these Sites faces significant infrastructure and environmental barriers, as well as other 

challenges. Consequently, the District requests that these Sites be eliminated from further 

consideration as locations for a future primary airport. Development of a commercial 

aviation facility on either of the Sites would contravene state law1:  

 

Both Sites are in a rural area of Pierce County, located approximately five miles outside 

Pierce County’s Urban Growth Area (“UGA”), and do not have the infrastructure capable 

of supporting an airport. For 30 years, Pierce County has complied with the requirements 

of the Washington State Growth Management Act (“GMA”) and limited its infrastructure 

investments primarily to the UGA, consistent with state law. Under the GMA, specifically 

RCW 36.70A.070(5), rural areas of a county—within which the Sites are located—are 

subject to the following restrictions:  

 

1. Rural areas must include land that is “not designated for urban growth;” 

2. Development in a rural area must be “contained” or “controlled;” 

3. Rural areas must include rural “densities, uses, essential public facilities, and rural 

governmental services” needed to serve rural densities and uses;  

 
1 Importantly, the Federal Aviation Act does not preempt local or state land-use laws. See In Re 

Commercial Airfield, 170 Vt. 595, 596 (Vt. 2000). 
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4. Major industrial development may not be approved until infrastructure is provided 

or applicable impact fees are paid2; and  

5. Perhaps most importantly, “[A]ny3 development or redevelopment in terms of 

building size, scale, use, or intensity may be permitted subject to confirmation from 

all existing providers of public facilities and public services of sufficient capacity 

of existing public facilities and public services to serve any new or additional 

demand from the new development or redevelopment.” (emphasis added). 

 

Put another way, potential development in a rural area requires substantial consideration 

of demand imposed by new development on the developed community, not merely on the 

demand for new airports; and this requires involvement and approval of local service 

providers, no matter who the developer—state, federal, or local government, or private—

may be. The District’s service capabilities were not considered by the CACC when 

selecting the Sites. And of course, a central goal of the GMA is to “[E]ncourage 

development in urban areas where adequate public facilities and services exist or can be 

provided in an efficient manner.” RCW 36.70.A.020(1). (emphasis added). The District 

fails to see how selection of the Sites would further that goal.  

 

Serious public safety challenges exist for both Sites. Selection of the site designated as 

Pierce County Central would result in the loss of District Station 170, out of which the 

District runs its highest call volume. The responders out of Station 170 would then be 

relocated to our other two staffed stations resulting in increased response times for those 

previously served by Station 170. In other words, unfettered development in the rural area 

in question contravenes the GMA. Being a rural fire district, our current response time of 

11 min (17 min for an engine company) would significantly increase with 1) less stations 

in the District, 2) increased distance to those previously served by Station 170, and 3) 

increased traffic on main thoroughfares.  

 

Selection of the Sites cannot disrupt services to our citizens in this way. Our citizens’ 

property, homes, and families are more valuable to society than an airport, not to mention 

the stress it would cause on emergency responders and the District.  

 

Additionally, the transportation, sewer, and water infrastructure4 necessary to support the 

contemplated airport simply does not exist, and there are no plans to provide this 

infrastructure in the future. Both sites are also outside the boundaries of the Public 

Transportation Benefit Area and no transit service is available or planned for the sites. 
 

2 See Also RCW 36.70A.365. A commercial aviation facility would constitute a “major industrial 

development” under said statute.  

 
3 Inclusion of the word “any” without limitation merits the conclusion that any development by a 

state or federal entity is also subject to this confirmation procedure.”  

 
4 Again, see RCW 36.70A.070 (5)(C): “[A]ny development or redevelopment in terms of building 

size, scale, use, or intensity may be permitted subject to confirmation from all existing providers 

of public facilities and public services of sufficient capacity of existing public facilities and public 

services to serve any new or additional demand from the new development or redevelopment.” 

(emphasis added). 
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Providing the required infrastructure is likely cost prohibitive and brings with it concerns 

regarding development and growth outside the UGA.  

 

The Sites also face serious environmental challenges. For example, both sites sit on top of 

the Central Pierce County Aquifer and are critical aquifer recharge areas. This aquifer is 

the main source of drinking water for many Pierce County communities. Both Sites are 

also in the Nisqually River Watershed and WRIA 11 with both the Mashell River and Muck 

Creek providing critical salmon habitats. Locating the proposed facilities in these areas has 

the potential to adversely affect aquifer recharge and to generate pollutants that could 

compromise groundwater quality. The proposed use also has the potential to generate 

pollutants that could adversely affect local salmon populations including those with a 

federal status of “threatened.”  

  

SSB 5370 is the legislation that created the CACC and determined its responsibilities. 

The Bill Report makes the case for needing additional capacity. Confusing is the definition 

of “primary commercial aviation facility.” It says…Options for a new primary commercial 

aviation facility may include expansion of an existing airport facility. Nowhere in the 

legislation nor report could the District find the term “greenfield.”  

  

We hope that at the CACC’s next meeting, tentatively scheduled in February, the CACC 

reevaluates the Sites and removes them from consideration for the reasons cited herein, in 

addition to other reasons which may not have been cited herein. 

  

Sincerely, 

 

 
___________________________    ____________________________  

Chair John Linboe     Commissioner Kathy Kadow 

 

 

___________________________    ____________________________  

Commissioner Kevin Kneeshaw    Commissioner Judson Willis 

 

 

___________________________    ____________________________  

Commissioner Olivia Werner    Fire Chief Todd Wernet 

 

 

 

 

CC:  District Secretary Rebecca Nason 

Pierce County council members 

Pierce County boundary review board 

Representative JT Wilcox 

Representative Andrew Barcus 

Senator Jim McCune 

Washington State Department of Ecology  
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