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By Ron Fowler and Art Scheunemann

Governor Gary Locke has signed a bill that will help every community in the state prosper. State law already requires us to plan how to accommodate growth that once seemed it would overwhelm parts of our state. House Bill 2697 says that while we're making "Growth Management" plans, we also should incorporate strategies to ensure we have economic prosperity itself.

Last summer, the Governor convened the Washington Competitiveness Council to formulate strategies for improving Washington's business climate. One of the Council's key recommendations called upon the Legislature to update the Growth Management Act (GMA) by making planning for economic vitality an essential feature of the law.  

Recently, when the Council discussed how the state might climb out of the current economic downturn, members agreed that a critical strategy should be setting the stage and making plans to improve our economy. The Legislature overwhelmingly approved the Council's proposal via House Bill 2697, which incorporates economic development planning into growth management planning. With Governor Locke's signature, this wise move is now law. 

Now encouraging economic growth won't be an afterthought.  Communities will include strategies to produce prosperity in updated Growth Management plans. As we plan to accommodate growth, we will determine strategies to restore the economic vitality that the Northwest enjoyed for the better part of the last two decades. Instead of looking backward to figure out what brought on an economic slump, communities will look forward to anticipate economic opportunity.
House Bill 2697 strengthens the state's GMA by supplying what the Washington Research Council calls "the missing link": economic development. Legislators, the Governor’s Competitiveness Council, and the governor himself understood that House Bill 2697 offers communities a unique opportunity to move forward. Policymakers closely considered the economics, infrastructure, fiscal 
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policy, and other complexities critical to economic growth planning.  But really, it's not rocket science to contend that you are more likely to reach a goal if you have one.  To paraphrase Thoreau, "In the long run, people hit only what they aim at."

In other words, by adding an economic development element to the framework of comprehensive plans, communities will have a business plan with specific strategies to attract economic growth. The business plan also will ensure that communities plan for the  housing people need in order to live near their workplace.  By establishing local goals, objectives, and provisions for economic vitality and quality of life, the new law sets the tone for a community’s success. Planning for economic health helps ensure jobs and the retention and expansion of business.
Cities that set a goal to retain and expand the existing local business base, and to recruit new businesses ensure that their citizens will have good jobs.  Communities that understand future land-use and infrastructure demands will preserve open space and create housing opportunities. Those that have planned for their economic future protect and promote their own prosperity. 

House Bill 2697 makes sense, because its adoption ensures that planning for a strong economy will be an essential part of Washington's Growth Management Act.  It will help communities create a vision of prosperity where economic growth and vitality are a permanent part of their future. And that's important, because unless we prepare to grow and prosper — we won't. 

Best of all, wonderful things happen when economic opportunity allows people to work and play in their own communities.  When the quality, choice, and availability of housing improve, people can live closer to their jobs.  And if they don't have to commute to work, that lightens the load on the freeways.  People with close ties to their communities invest in their neighborhoods and participate in local government.  In short, when economic opportunity improves, so does the quality of life for everyone.

Few goals of the Growth Management plans are more important than mapping a course that will lead to good jobs, a strong tax base, efficient roads, and the open space and housing choices upon which our quality of life depends.  What a strong economy really means is an economic environment in which opportunity thrives — and so do families. As we prepare to "manage growth," we also must manage to grow a vital economy that sustains vibrant communities for living and working.
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