
Partnering More Effectively with Local 
Governments Using Up-Front SEPA
WSDOT transportation planners are exploring how to participate more effectively 
in local, up-front State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA) processes. In September, 
they attended a one-day workshop and discussion featuring three consultants with 
expertise and experience working with local governments using up-front SEPA.

What is up-front SEPA?  Up-front SEPA refers to the review and mitigation of 
environmental impacts at the planning level instead of at the project level. There 
are several types of up-front SEPA processes, including:

•	 Planned actions (RCW 43.21C.440).

•	 Subarea plans for mixed use/transit centers (RCW 43.21C.420).

•	 Infill exemptions (RCW 43.21C.229).

As an example, a city may use a SEPA planned action to complete an 
environmental review for a subarea. Then, if a developer proposes a project in the 
subarea that is consistent with the type of development analyzed in planned action 
environmental documents, the city would require no additional environmental 
review for that project. Local governments typically use up-front SEPA to stimulate 
economic development and streamline environmental review. 

Why is WSDOT interested in local up-front SEPA processes?  WSDOT is 
interested in learning how we can be a more effective partner in up-front SEPA 
processes. This will allow us to provide the information local governments and 
the private sector need at the planning level to ensure our shared transportation 
system continues to support the safe and efficient movement of people and goods. 

How can WSDOT be a better partner to local governments during up-front 
SEPA processes?  The workshop generated many ideas for fostering stronger 
state and local partnerships during up-front SEPA processes, including:

•	 Early and Continuous Engagement. Get involved in local government planning 
on an ongoing basis outside the SEPA process; and engage early in local up-
front SEPA processes (i.e. during scoping or before).

•	 Set Priorities Together. Work together across modes and jurisdictions to 
identify priority corridors and strategies, instead of identifying our priorities 
separately.

•	 Work Together on Long-Term Plans.  Create partnerships and focus resources 
in key areas to develop proactive long-term transportation plans on which to 
base mitigation for development impacts

•	 Execute Joint Mitigation Agreements.  Develop agreements with local 
governments to incorporate mitigation measures for state transportation facilities 
into local plans and ordinances.

•	 Expand the Menu of Mitigation Options.  Consider low-cost mitigation options 
(e.g. demand management) as part of the overall mitigation strategy.

•	 Provide Guidance. Better define WSDOT's objectives and approach to up-front SEPA actions and better communicate our 
expectations to local governments.

Do you have ideas for how WSDOT can be a better partner to local governments during up-front SEPA processes? Let us know! 
Contact Karena Houser, 360.705.7876, houserk@wsdot.wa.gov.

Planning Resources

Removing Barriers to Smarter 
Transportation Investments.
The Tennessee Department of 
Transportation (TDOT) has partnered 
with Smart Growth America to 
increase its efficiency and ensure 
the greatest possible return on 
transportation investments. As a 
result TDOT has complied a series 
of recommendations designed to 
pin down areas for improvement, 
prioritize projects, and streamline 
processes. (August 21, 2012) 
(Website and Final Report–
pdf 4.70 mb)

Complete Streets, Local Policy 
Workbook. This guide is based 
on examples from around the 
country. It incorporates the thoughts 
and opinions of a broad group 
of stakeholders, transportation 
planners and engineers, elected 
officials, transit agencies, public 
health departments, and members 
of the community. (August 2012) 
(Website and Workbook–
pdf 4.89 mb)

Partnership for Sustainable 
Communities. The Partnership 
for Sustainable Commuities works 
to coordinate federal housing, 
transportation, water, and other 
infrastructure investments to make 
neighborhoods more prosperious, 
allow people to live closer to jobs, 
save households time and money, 
and reduce pollution. (Website)

Building Passenger Rail: A 
Game-Changing National 
Enterprise. AASHTO's look at high-
speed and intercity passenger rail 
projects and the progress made in 
the last 12 months (including state 
examples). (Website)

Community Transportation Planning Office
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Three Projects in 2013 will Improve State and Local 
Collaborative Planning for Transportation and Land Use
WSDOT's Community Transportation Planning Office is working on three projects that will help WSDOT and its partners 
collaborate more closely on transportation and land use issues. The projects will be complete by June 30, 2013. They include:

New Tool: Data for the Growth Management Act (GMA) Update Cycle

Many local governments are starting the process of scoping the periodic updates of their GMA comprehensive plans. WSDOT 
is working to make it easier for local and regional planners to access the information they need from our agency for these 
updates, as well as for other 
planning efforts that may affect the 
state transportation system.

We're developing a website using 
ArcGIS on-line. This website 
will allow local and regional 
governments to access state 
transportation data through 
interactive maps and fact sheets 
that are customized for their 
jurisdiction.

Our goal is to provide local and 
regional planners, decision-
makers, and citizens a better 
understanding of the condition 
and future plans for the state 
transportation system within their 
jurisdictions. This coordination 
should lead to a closer 
partnership so that together 
we can identify opportunities to 
operate our transportation system 
more efficiently, manage demand 
and where appropriate, fund strategic capacity improvements. 

To learn more about WSDOT's planning portal, please see the WSDOT 
Community Planning Portal Folio (pdf 2.98 mb). 

Pilot Project: The GMA Transportation Element and the State
Transportation System

WSDOT is developing a pilot project to test how the state transportation 
data from the project described above and greater coordination with local 
planners can be stepping stones to a more collaborative planning process for 
transportation and land use. The goal is to better align WSDOT's objectives 
with those of its local government partners to achieve an integrated and cost-
effective transportation and land use strategy. 

Research Project: Identifying and Managing Land Development Risks
Along State Transportation Corridors

WSDOT and the Washington State Transportation Research Center are working to develop a data-driven method to identify 
and prioritize sections of state transportation infrastructure that are vulnerable to land development and to create a menu 
of appropriate collaborative strategies for managing the impact of that development on the state transportation system. This 
project will help WSDOT strategically target our limited planning resources to the state transportation corridors that are most 
likely to be affected by development.

For More Information Contact:

Elizabeth Robbins, CTPO Manager
robbins@wsdot.wa.gov, 360.705.7371

Karena Houser, CTPO Planner
houserk@wsdot.wa.gov, 360.705.7876

Katherine Klockenteger, CTPO Planner
klockek@wsdot.wa.gov, 360.705.7257

Title VI Information:

WSDOT ensures full compliance with Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 
1964 by prohibiting discrimination against any person on the basis 
of race, color, national origin or sex in the provision of benefits and 
services resulting from its federally assisted programs and activities. For 
questions regarding WSDOT's Title VI Program contact Jonté Sulton at 
360.705.7082 or sultonj@wsdot.wa.gov.

ADA Information:
Materials can be provided in alternative formats for people with 
disabilities by calling Shawn Murinko at 360.705.7097 or
murinks@wsdot.wa.gov. 
Persons who are deaf or hard of hearing may contact Office of Equal 
Opportunity through the Washington Relay Service at 7-1-1.
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WSDOT envisions providing an 
interactive map, such as the WSDOT 
Geoportal map pictured below. Cities 
and counties will be able to zoom to 
their jurisdictions, turn map layers on 
and off, and link to a planning fact 
sheet customized for their jurisdiction.
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