
 
 

 

December 15, 2009 

Preliminary Evaluation of  

Kittitas County Code Chapter 16.09 

Performance Based Cluster Platting 

 

Background 

Performance Based Cluster Platting (PBCP) was added to the Kittitas County Code (KCC) in 

2005 with the passage of Ordinance 2005-35.  The PBCP provisions were adopted as an 

innovative planning technique to help the County accommodate appropriate rural and urban 

densities, while providing a public benefit.  The PBCP program creates a point system by which 

certain development attributes, such as open space preservation, community septic systems, 

community water systems, or public recreation facilities, qualify the development site for 

additional density.  The purpose of the PBCP program is to promote development that creates 

public benefits, concentrates urban densities in urban areas and minimizes the impacts of “Rural 

Sprawl” in rural lands, while protecting the environment and maintaining a high quality of life in 

Kittitas County (see KCC 16.09.010).  In accordance with KCC 16.09.010, the County is 

required to, “conduct a yearly review of the Performance Based Cluster Platting Chapter to 

review the effectiveness of the code in meeting the purpose and intent.”  Until now there has 

been no evaluation of the PBCP program.   

 

This preliminary evaluation looks at the County’s experience with rural PBCP.  This evaluation  

briefly describes three recorded or preliminarily approved rural PBCPs and make 

recommendations for issues to consider in any amendments to the PBCP program to comply with 

its purpose and intent.  Based on our initial review, it also appears that no applications for urban 

cluster plats have been proposed.  Future PBCP amendments should consider what regulatory 

barriers or market conditions exist that may be contributing to use of PBCP only in rural areas.  

 

The Kittitas County Comprehensive Plan: Rural Element 

The Performance Based Cluster Platting code was adopted to implement comprehensive plan 

policies encouraging innovative planning techniques, rural housing choice, and a variety of rural 

land uses.  Applicable Goals, Policies and Objectives (GPO) are listed below.  Future 

amendments should consider whether the PBCP ordinance, as applied, is producing successful 

outcomes in the County that meet the policies of the Comprehensive Plan, or whether changes 

are necessary to ensure successful outcomes in the future. 

 

GPO 3.12: Encourage the development of innovative applications of technology in housing. 

 

GPO 3.14: Designate high-density residential land use zones such as PUDs, cluster 

development, and MPRs outside of Urban Growth Areas and Urban Growth 

Nodes. 

 

GPO 3.15: Provide for a range of housing types within Kittitas County. 

 

GPO 3.17: Provide sufficient housing units while maintaining environmental quality. 
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GPO 8.5: Kittitas County recognizes and agrees with the need for continued diversity in 

densities and uses on Rural Lands. 

 

GPO 8.8: Voluntary, cooperation-seeking, incentive-based strategies will be sought in 

directing specific uses or prohibitions of uses on Rural Lands. 

 

GPO 8.9: Projects or developments which result in the significant conservation of rural 

lands or rural character will be encouraged. 

 

GPO 8.48: The possibilities and benefits of cluster residential developments located in rural 

lands should be retained. 

 

GPO 8.51: Innovations in housing developments such as but not limited to: cluster 

developments, planned unit developments, mobile home courts, and density 

bonuses should be encouraged whenever possible. 

 

On March 21, 2008 the Eastern Washington Growth Management Hearing Board issued a Final 

Decision and Order ruling that Kittitas County’s PBCP ordinance was non-compliant.  This 

ruling was appealed to the Superior Court, and the appeal has been stayed (Central Washington 

Home Builders Ass’n.  vs. Eastern Washington Growth Mgmt. Hearings Bd., Kittitas County 

Superior Court No. 08-2-00195-7, Memorandum Decision and Order of Stay (April 24, 2008)).   

 

The PBCP Code 

The PBCP code’s Public Benefit Rating System, allows density bonuses of up to 100% in R-3, 

AG-3, R-5 and AG-5 zones and 200% in AG-20 and Forest and Range zones, in exchange for 

providing certain beneficial features that are not otherwise required by code.  The current system 

allows points in the following categories: Transportation; Open Space; Wildlife Habitat; Public 

Health and Safety; and Recreation. 

 

Each point awarded through the Public Benefit Rating System represents a percent increase in 

overall density.  The highest density bonuses are offered for open space, followed by provision 

of Group A or Group B water systems.  The next highest value is placed on providing access to 

public lands or linkages between developments (see Table 1 below). 

 

As illustrated in the snapshots of actual PBCP applications below, the highest number of points 

in a PBCP’s application is awarded for development features that would otherwise be prudent 

development decisions or required based on site conditions.  For example, a Group A or Group B 

systems may be required by the County or Department of Health due to the number of lots being 

proposed, or open space may be set aside and awarded points when in reality it is too steep or 

inaccessible to be cost effective for development.  It is arguable whether the public benefit 

gained that comes from exchanging density bonuses for these types of development is offsets the 

additional density gained.  
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Table 1: Summary of Rural Public Benefit Rating System (adapted from KCC 16.09.090) 
 

Open space 40-80 points (depending on % of site in open space) 

“Group A” water system 50 points 

Reclaimed water systems 50 points 

“Group B” community water systems 25 points 

Providing multi-modal access to public 

recreation lands 

25 points 

Easements for motorized or non-motorized 

connectivity between developments 

25 points 

Wetland enhancement beyond CAO 

requirements 

10 points 

Community septic system 10 points  

Passive recreation (bird watching or picnic 

area) for public/private use 

5/10 points 

Active recreation (trails, ball fields, courts) 

for public/private use 

10/20 points 

Development of formal recreation available 

for public/private use 

10/25 points 

 

Snapshot of Recorded and Preliminarily Approved Cluster Plats 

Since 2005, the County has received over 40 applications for PBCPs.  These applications are at 

various review stages (i.e. are recorded; received final approval; received preliminary plat 

approval; are still under review; or have been withdrawn).  Below is a description of three 

proposed PBCPs. 

 

Waldwoods PBCP 

Waldwoods PBCP (P-07-07) received preliminary plat approval for a 12-lot cluster plat on 21 

acres zoned R-3.  Without PBCP, the base density would allow 7 residential lots.  Bonus points 

were earned by maintaining 22% of the site in open space, using a Group B community water 

system, using a community septic system, including passive recreation (park benches and bird 

watching features) for private use, and including active recreation (walking/biking trails) for 

private use.  There is additional open space in this plat covered by a BPA easement, but this area 

was not counted toward the bonus density.  The BPA easement was ultimately removed from the 

eligible open space calculation, resulting in 22% of the site being set aside in open space for 

perpetuity.  The points earned through the Public Benefit Rating System earned the developer a 

72% density bonus, increasing the allowed density from 7 lots to 12 lots. 

 

Through the use of PBCP, this project yielded more lots and smaller lots than zoning would have 

otherwise allowed.  Given the size of the proposed lots (many were under 1 acre) it is arguable 

whether individual septic would have been allowed for many of the sites, and if proposed today, 

given the County’s current water availability issues, a Group B system may have also been a 

requirement.  The “public benefit” of the open space and recreational facilities is also arguable, 

since they are reserved only for residents.    
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Timber Cove 

Timber Cove PBCP (P-06-00024) received final plat approval for 14 lots on a 36.7 acre site 

zoned R-3.  Nearly all the lots have waterfront access to Lake Cle Elum.  Without PBCP, the 

base density would allow 12 residential lots.  The PBCP received bonus points for providing 

open space, an 80’ wide right-of-way, a Group B water system, additional riparian buffers to 

Lake Cle Elum, and passive and active recreation features (picnic area and private trail system).  

The points earned through the Public Benefit Rating System allowed the developer a 94% 

density bonus, though the proposed density represents only a 16% increase over the base density. 

 

Total open space for this plat is shown to be 10.63 acres located in Tracts A (3.75 acres), Tract B 

(3.69 acres), and Tract C (3.19 acres).  A notation on the plat states that the open space acreage 

“excludes easement areas,” but the total area of open space, 10.63 acres, does include the entire 

area of Tracts A, B, and C.  This means that the following areas were included in the open space 

calculation:  the 100′ buffer area on either side of Newport Creek (Tract A); and the 80′ road 

easement through Tracts A and B.  In this case, not only has the total amount of open space been 

over counted, but this area still only represents 29% of the total site, although a minimum of 40% 

is required.  This project also received bonus points for “additional riparian buffers provided.”  

The plat shows 100′ setbacks from Lake Cle Elum located on the lakefront portion of the 

proposed residential lots.  It appears the 100′ setbacks were those required by the Shoreline 

Management Act and were not additional setbacks provided beyond those required by code.  The 

on-site trail provides private access to the lake, although nearly all the lots already have lakefront 

access.  The picnic area is not shown on the final plat. 

 

Overall, it appears the only public benefits memorialized in the final plat is a Group B water 

system, a private access trail, and areas of open space that do not meet the minimum 

requirements for a PBCP. 

 

Dakota Heights  

Dakota Heights PBCP (P-07-00053) received preliminary plat approval for 14 lots on a 21.03 

acre site zoned R-3.  Without PBCP, the base density would allow 7 residential lots.  The PBCP 

received bonus points for connection to a Group B system, open space, and providing 

interconnectivity between clusters of homes in the form of a road.  The points earned through the 

Public Benefit Rating System allow the developer a 100% density bonus, increasing the allowed 

density from 7 to 14 lots. 

 

The open space proposed for Dakota Heights makes up nearly 56% of the site (and contributes 

56 points toward the density bonus).  Nearly all this open space is in an area with extremely 

steep slopes, as high as 50% in places.  Although the Critical Areas Ordinance states that 

geotechnical engineering can be required on steep slopes, development is not otherwise 

restricted; therefore this land is counted toward a density bonus in a PBCP.  Additionally, points 

have been claimed for satisfying the following criterion in the Public Benefits Rating System: 

“Incorporate appropriate easements and rights of way to allow for connectivity between 

developments for motorized, non-motorized and pedestrian travel” KCC 16.09.090.  In this case, 
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25 points are claimed for building a road that would otherwise be required to provide access to 

all lots. 

 

Recommendations and Considerations 

The purpose of the PBCP ordinance is to allow bonus densities in exchange for “public benefits.”  

The “public benefits” provided by recently approved PBCPs are often limited or enjoyed only by 

residents of that particular development.  In many instances, bonus points are granted for 

development features that would be otherwise required by code.  In exchange, rural lands are 

developed at higher densities than underlying zoning would allow.  Furthermore, because the 

locations of PBCPs are not coordinated, open space preserved through rural cluster platting is 

fragmented and may not serve to protect wildlife and resource lands or prevent “Rural Sprawl.” 

 

Although the Comprehensive Plan clearly calls for creative zoning tools like cluster platting, as 

applied, this PBCP ordinance has not produced many significant public benefits, and has not 

been a major contributor to preventing rural sprawl and maintaining environmental quality.  

 

Future amendments should consider placing more emphasis on public benefits that can be 

accessed and enjoyed by the general public, such as public access trails, publicly accessible 

formal and informal recreation features, and contiguous open space protected in perpetuity 

through conservation easements.  Public Benefit Rating System points should not be given for 

preserving open space that is located in areas with over 33% slope, frequently flooded areas, or 

for open space areas used to accommodate plat infrastructure (i.e. and stormwater drainage or 

community septic facilities).  Special attention should be given to clarifying the calculation of 

the total open space provided on site and making sure that ineligible areas, such as critical area 

buffers, are not included.  The amount of required open space should also be considered, 

particularly with regard to market and site conditions (i.e. requiring too much open space may 

result in no applications for PBCPs, particularly in urban areas).  Finally, the public benefits that 

are proposed in exchange for density bonuses should be specifically identified on recorded plats 

through easements, covenants, plat notes, or other mechanisms. 

 

Additional Notes 

This evaluation was based on review of approximately 15 PBCP files available in CDS.  A 

comprehensive look at the characteristics of all PBCPs was not possible due to lack of 

information available on past PBCP activities.  The County does not keep a list of proposed or 

approved PBCP applications, and the file numbers of PBCPs are not distinguishable from 

standard long plats.  A more complete evaluation of the PBCP program would require reviewing 

each long plat filed since 2005 to compile a complete list of PBCP applications, gathering the 

case files for these applications, and then compiling data on each file (e.g. number of lots 

proposed, bonus densities approved, public benefits provided, and so on).  This type of analysis 

would enable a more complete evaluation of the Performance Based Cluster Plat program, and is 

recommended as a baseline prior to initiating any future amendments.  
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