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What are Critical Aquifer Recharge Areas? 

Critical Aquifer Recharge Areas (CARAs) are areas that contribute to the recharge of 
aquifers used by a community for drinking water. An aquifer is an area of rock and soil 
that holds water or allows for water to flow underground. CARAs include wellhead 
protection areas. 

Why are they important? 

CARAs are protected to ensure that drinking 
water resources remain available and clean. 
They also provide important ecosystem functions, like supplying water to salmon-
bearing streams in the summer. Aquifers could become contaminated if the 
groundwater passing through CARAs becomes contaminated. Activities in CARAs are 
regulated to protect the health and safety of people and to protect important ecosystem 
functions.  

How are they currently protected? 

CARAs in Burien are protected by zoning regulations that restrict the types of land uses 
allowed where CARAs are designated. Burien’s CARA regulations are meant to safeguard 
groundwater resources by preventing contamination and reduced recharge. Some types 
of land uses—like landfills and mining—are not allowed in CARAs. Other facilities may be 
allowed but must adhere to specific development standards to make sure the aquifer 
will not be impacted by the use or activity.  

CARAs are one of the five types of critical areas 
that are required to be protected under the 

Growth Management Act. 

Critical area regulations are in 
Chapter 19.40—Critical Areas of 

the Burien Municipal Code. 
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