
The purpose of this comparison matrix is to provide some examples of how other jurisdictions in the region have 
addressed certain code topics. Examples are summarized and hyperlinks to referenced CAOs are provided within the 
column headings.

BMC Section, 
Comparison Topic

Sammamish (2024) Issaquah (2023) Kirkland (2016)

Sammamish classifies streams based on the 
DNR Water Typing System and assigns 
corresponding buffers based on stream type. 
Type F, Np, and Ns streams require buffers of 
150', 75', and 50', respectively. References to 
"regulated riparian area" begin to indicate the 
paradigm shift from WDFW guidance, but code 
language predominantly retains the "stream" 
and "stream buffer" approach to protection.

The well vegetated buffer standard that applies 
to wetland buffers also applies to stream 
buffers. If the standard is not met, the stream 
buffer must be planted or widened by 33%.

The habitat corridor requirement in the wetland 
section is also reflected under FWHCAs as 
applicable.

Issaquah classifies streams based on 
the DNR Water Typing System and 
assigns corresponding buffers based 
on stream type. Type F, Np, and Ns 
streams require buffers of 150', 75', 
and 50', respectively. Issaquah retains 
the "stream" and "stream buffer" 
approach to protection.

IMC 18.802.330.C states that the 
director can determine an appropriate 
stream buffer based on WDFW BAS if 
the standard buffer does not provide 
adequate protection and functions. If 
stream buffer is not adequately 
vegetated, director may require the 
buffer to be planted.

Kirkland is in the process of updating 
their CAO, currently. 
A summary of the Kirkland's stream 
buffer protection options is available 
here: 
https://www.kirklandwa.gov/files/sha
redassets/public/v/1/planning-amp-
building/critical-areas/stream-buffer-
protection-options.pdf

19.40.340 
Approaches to stream 
protections (buffers, 
RMZs, etc.)

Bothell (2021) Lakewood (2024) Vancouver (2025)

https://sammamish.municipal.codes/DC/21.03.020
https://issaquah.municipal.codes/LUC/18.802
https://www.codepublishing.com/WA/Kirkland/html/KirklandZ90/KirklandZ90.html
https://bothell.municipal.codes/BMC/14.04
https://lakewood.municipal.codes/LMC/14
https://vancouver.municipal.codes/VMC/20.740
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Bothell's updated stream regulations include 
designation of “Riparian Habitat Areas,” 
representing a shift from the previous "streams 
and stream buffers" language. The shift 
acknowledges the ecological services provided 
by riparian areas. However, riparian habitat 
areas are defined by streams and their buffers 
based on water type.

Bothell's stream buffers are 100', 75', and 50' for 
Type F, Np, and Ns streams, respectively.

Bothell does not include a vegetative buffer 
condition standard for streams/riparian habitat 
areas. Their code allows for decreased stream 
buffer widths under certain conditions if two or 
more “enhancement measures” are 
implemented.

Lakewood establishes standard 
“riparian buffers widths” based on 
stream type:
Type F = 150
Type Np = 100
Type Ns = 100

Lakewood includes an option for 
applicants to determine a Riparian 
Management Zone Buffer using 
WDFW's 200-year site potential tree 
height method, based on a site 
evaluation. If this analysis yields a 
lower buffer width, the applicant may 
use the lower width in place of the 
standard buffer.

Vancouver does not assign buffer 
widths by stream type.

Vancouver establishes Riparian 
Management Areas (RMAs) at 100 
feet for shorelines, fish-bearing and 
non-fish-bearing water bodies, and 
unclassified streams. Riparian Buffers 
(RBs) are 85 feet and apply to all 
classified and unclassified water 
body types. Together, RMAs and RBs 
create a combined regulated buffer 
width of 185 feet. Permitted 
development and uses differ 
between the RMA and RB.

Use of the SPTH method for 
establishing an alternative RMA and 
RB width may justify a lesser-width 
buffer.

BMC Section,
Comparison Topic

Sammamish (2024) Issaquah (2023) Kirkland (2016)

https://sammamish.municipal.codes/DC/21.03.020
https://issaquah.municipal.codes/LUC/18.802
https://www.codepublishing.com/WA/Kirkland/html/KirklandZ90/KirklandZ90.html
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19.40.310 
Approaches to wetland 
protections (buffers, 
habitat corridors, etc.)

Sammamish utilizes Ecology's Option 1 for 
implementing wetland buffers but organizes 
their regulations differently and provides 
additional clarity where needed (e.g., habitat 
corridors). "Standard" and "Mitigated" buffer 
widths are presented in one consolidated table, 
where the mitigated buffer widths apply if 
impact minimization measures are incorporated 
(in a corresponding table) and a habitat corridor 
is protected for wetlands scoring six or more 
points for habitat functions.

Sammamish specifies that using the mitigated 
buffer widths is allowed when a habitat corridor 
is not present. Habitat corridor criteria and 
protections requirements are detailed.

Mitigated buffers must be well vegetated or 
planted or the larger "standard" buffer widths. 
The required vegetated buffer condition is 
defined (e.g. 80% cover native plants, low weed 
cover, etc.)

Issaquah uses Ecology's Option 2, 
requiring different buffers widths 
based on wetland category, habitat 
score, intensity of the adjacent land 
use. Buffer widths vary with land use 
intensity (rather than with application 
of minimization measures and a 
habitat corridor under Option 1).

Some additional protection 
mechanisms are included for bogs, 
wetlands of high conservation value, 
wetlands with high habitat scores (8-
9), and wetlands with high water 
quality scores (8-9).

Buffers must be well vegetated or 
planted or the width increased to one 
of the higher land use intensity buffer 
widths if they do not meet the 
vegetative buffer standards. Issaquah 
establishes a threshold for when 
enhancement is required under this 
provision.

Kirkland is in the process of updating 
their CAO, currently. 
Their current wetland buffer 
approach follows Ecology's option 1. 
If a habitat corridor is not present, it 
is not required for use of standard 
buffers.

Kirkland specifies "vegetative buffer 
standards" that must be met. Unique 
buffer width alternatives provide 
incentives for removing non-
conforming uses and structures from 
buffers. These alternatives may be 
used in place of vegetative buffer 
standards.   

Bothell (2021) Lakewood (2024) Vancouver (2025)
19.40.310 
Approaches to wetland 
protections (buffers, 
habitat corridors, etc.)

Bothell uses Ecology's Option 1 for determining 
wetland buffers, requiring implementation of 
minimization measures and protection of a 
"vegetated corridor" at least 100 feet wide. The 
corridor is required to connect to WDFW 
priority habitats specifically. The code does not 

Lakewood's wetland buffer 
requirements are most consistent with 
Ecology's Option 1. They are 
organized similarly to Burien's current 
buffer requirements. Use of the buffer 
widths in Lakewood's buffer table 

Vancouver uses an atypical 
combination of buffer options that 
create a tiered approach to 
protection. Standard buffer widths 
are presented simply based on 
wetland category, similar to 

https://bothell.municipal.codes/BMC/14.04
https://lakewood.municipal.codes/LMC/14
https://vancouver.municipal.codes/VMC/20.740
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specify which set of buffers apply when a 
corridor is not present to be protected.

Buffers must meet the vegetative standards or 
widened (width unspecified) to ensure adequate 
functions are provided.

requires implementation of 
minimization measures.

Maintaining connections and 
restoring corridors to off-site habitats 
is included in the minimization 
measures table, but the requirement 
for a "habitat corridor"  is not called 
out specifically. 

If minimization measures are not 
applied, then the buffer increases by 
33 percent. If the existing buffer is not 
adequately vegetated, then the buffer 
must be widened (width unspecified).

Ecology's Option 3. These are 
relatively large buffers. 

"Alternative” buffers are allowed if 
the applicant is unable to implement 
the full standard widths provided the 
applicant provides two alternative 
site designs and layouts to 
demonstrate impacts are 
unavoidable. 

The alternative buffer width options 
generally align with Ecology's Option 
1, with wider and narrower 
alternatives dependent upon the use 
of minimization measures and a 
habitat corridor. If an applicant is 
unable to provide a habitat corridor, 
the narrowest buffer widths are not 
an option.

Use of all buffer options assumes the 
buffer meets vegetative condition 
standards. If not, then the buffer is 
widened (unit not specified).

Sammamish (2024) Issaquah (2023) Kirkland (2016)
19.40.330.2 
Wetland mitigation 
preference with respect 
to programmatic 
mitigation options 

In Sammamish, mitigation must be in-kind and 
on-site if feasible. Off-site mitigation may be 
approved if on-site mitigation is not feasible 
and off-site mitigation will achieve equivalent or 
greater ecological functions. Off-site mitigation 

Issaquah prioritizes use of wetland 
mitigation banks or in-lieu fee 
programs for mitigation of 
unavoidable wetland impacts in 
accordance with the Federal 

Kirkland prioritizes mitigation that is 
on-site and in-kind, followed by off-
site but still within the City, then off-
site and in-kind within the 
watershed. When mitigation occurs 

https://sammamish.municipal.codes/DC/21.03.020
https://issaquah.municipal.codes/LUC/18.802
https://www.codepublishing.com/WA/Kirkland/html/KirklandZ90/KirklandZ90.html
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is prioritized as follows: within the same 
drainage sub-basin, within city limits, using a 
city-approved in-lieu fee program, within the 
Sammamish service area boundaries of an in-
lieu fee program, and within the Sammamish 
service area boundaries of an approved 
mitigation bank program.

Mitigation Rule (33 CFR Part 332.3(b)). 
When those programmatic options 
are not feasible or appropriate, on-
site mitigation must be provided 
unless the applicant can justify off-site 
mitigation based on listed criteria.

outside of city limits, Kirkland prefers 
use of a mitigation bank or in-lieu 
fee program.

Bothell (2021) Lakewood (2024) Vancouver (2025)

(mitigation banks, in-lieu 
fee programs)

Bothell includes wetland mitigation banks, in-
lieu fee programs, and permittee-responsible 
mitigation as equivalent approaches to 
compensatory mitigation. Rather than 
prioritizing one approach over the other, Bothell 
requires that critical area reports include a 
discussion of the mitigation options considered 
for a project and a clear rationale for the 
approach that is selected.

With respect to location of 
compensatory mitigation, Lakewood 
states the following:

Permittee-responsible compensatory 
mitigation actions shall be conducted 
using a watershed approach and shall 
generally occur within the same sub-
drainage basin. However, when the 
applicant can demonstrate that a 
mitigation site in a different 
subdrainage basin is ecologically 
preferable, it should be used.

The following criteria will be 
evaluated when determining whether 
on-site or off-site compensatory 
mitigation is ecologically preferable. 
When considering mitigation site 
location, preference is given to 
programmatic approaches, such as 
a mitigation bank or an ILF 
program.

Vancouver prioritizes compensatory 
mitigation actions as follows:
  1. Mitigation bank credits
  2. In-lieu fee program credits
  3. Permittee-responsible mitigation 
(PRM) under a watershed approach
  4. PRM that is on-site and in-kind
  5. PRM that is off-site and/or out-
of-kind

Sammamish (2024) Issaquah (2023) Kirkland (2016)

https://bothell.municipal.codes/BMC/14.04
https://lakewood.municipal.codes/LMC/14
https://vancouver.municipal.codes/VMC/20.740
https://sammamish.municipal.codes/DC/21.03.020
https://issaquah.municipal.codes/LUC/18.802
https://www.codepublishing.com/WA/Kirkland/html/KirklandZ90/KirklandZ90.html
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19.40.080 
Nonconforming uses and 
structures

Sammamish’s nonconformance code allows 
legally established nonconformances to 
continue but strongly limits their expansion or 
reestablishment, particularly when located in 
critical areas. Once a structure or use is 
substantially damaged, abandoned, or 
discontinued, it must conform to current CAO 
standards. Limited expansion (10% or 500 sq ft) 
is possible but does not override critical area 
protections. In practice, properties constrained 
by wetlands, streams, or buffers often rely on 
the Reasonable Use Exception rather than 
nonconforming provisions to obtain relief.

Issaquah allows existing legal 
nonconforming structures located 
within wetland or stream buffers to be 
altered or expanded under specific 
conditions. New development and full 
redevelopment must comply with 
current critical area buffer standards. 
However, existing structures may be 
expanded outside the buffer, or 
vertically through additional stories. 
Expansions over existing impervious 
surface within the buffer are also 
allowed, provided they do not move 
closer to the wetland or stream. For 
expansions over 500 square feet, 
buffer enhancement is required in an 
amount equal to the expansion area. 
Structures damaged by accidents or 
natural events may be rebuilt on the 
original footprint. Any proposed 
changes that do not meet these 
standards require a variance.

Kirkland allows legally established 
nonconforming structures within 
critical areas or buffers to remain, be 
maintained, and repaired, provided 
footprints and impervious surface 
are not expanded. Limited 
expansions are permitted, including 
into critical area buffers. 
Above-ground floor expansions may 
be used multiple times, but other 
expansion are limited to one per 
property and must be clearly 
documented in permit applications. 
Allowances may be combined. 
Disturbance of critical areas 
prohibited, and any disturbance to 
buffers must be restored to pre-
existing conditions. If native 
vegetation is removed, it must be 
replaced at a 1:1 ratio.

Reconstruction of nonconforming 
structures is permitted without full 
adherence to current requirements if 
footprints and impervious surfaces 
do not increase. The City establishes 
permit and construction timeframes 
for rebuilding casualty-damaged 
nonconforming structures. 

Nonconforming structures may be 
expanded outside critical areas and 
buffers, subject to thresholds that 
trigger detailed critical area review, 
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mitigation, and monitoring. 
Expansion into buffers or setbacks is 
allowed under strict one-time limits, 
requires mitigation (e.g., buffer 
restoration, tree replacement), and 
must include permanent fencing, 
signage, and recorded covenants to 
protect buffers. Minor improvements 
such as enclosing decks or adding 
upper floors without further 
encroachment may not require full 
review. All review, mitigation, and 
restoration costs are borne by the 
applicant.

Sammamish (2024) Issaquah (2023) Kirkland (2016)
19.40.070, 
Exemptions (full vs 
partial)

The Sammamish CAO organizes exemptions 
into two distinct categories: Complete 
Exemptions and Partial Exemptions.

Complete Exemptions apply to activities when 
meeting listed criteria, are not subject to further 
review under the CAO. These include true 
emergency actions, routine maintenance and 
repair of existing public facilities, utilities, and 
roads within their current footprint, and certain 
minor site investigative work. While exempt 
from CAO permitting, these activities must still 
comply with applicable best management 
practices and other state or federal regulations.
Partial Exemptions cover activities that may be 
conducted without a full critical area permit only 
if specific conditions are met. Examples include 
hazard tree removal with certified arborist 

Exemptions addressed similar to 
Burien's current CAO, where there is 
one section that regulated 
exemptions - there is a note for 
voluntary revegetation or removal, 
which states additional supporting 
documentation may be required.

Exemptions are addressed similarly 
to Burien's current CAO, where one 
section regulates critical area 
exemptions. 

Kirkland does not provide various 
levels of exemptions and requires 
repair and maintenance to not 
increase impervious surface 
coverage. 

Please note this section may be 
amended, as Kirkland updates their 
CAO. 

https://sammamish.municipal.codes/DC/21.03.020
https://issaquah.municipal.codes/LUC/18.802
https://www.codepublishing.com/WA/Kirkland/html/KirklandZ90/KirklandZ90.html
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documentation, limited expansions of existing 
development within buffers under strict siting 
and mitigation standards, vegetation removal 
above a defined threshold requiring a 
restoration plan, and certain enhancement or 
restoration projects within buffers. These 
exemptions often require a critical areas report, 
Director approval, and adherence to defined 
mitigation or restoration requirements.

This bifurcated structure provides clarity by 
distinguishing activities that are entirely exempt 
from those allowed only with additional 
safeguards, while ensuring consistency with 
state law and ecological protection goals.
Sammamish (2024) Issaquah (2023) Kirkland (2016)

https://sammamish.municipal.codes/DC/21.03.020
https://issaquah.municipal.codes/LUC/18.802
https://www.codepublishing.com/WA/Kirkland/html/KirklandZ90/KirklandZ90.html
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Sammamish’s Reasonable Use Exception allows 
limited development in critical areas and buffers 
when no economically viable use of a property 
is otherwise possible. Applicants must submit a 
critical area report and detailed site plan, with 
peer review, demonstrating that the proposal is 
the least impactful alternative. The code sets 
maximum disturbance limits based on lot size 
and use type (e.g., residential limited to 750 sq 
ft footprint), with flexibility for essential 
improvements. Modifications to development 
standards (e.g., setbacks, height) may be 
approved to reduce impacts. Decisions require 
findings that no feasible alternative exists and 
that the proposal minimizes harm to critical area 
functions. RUE approvals expire if no permit is 
filed within five years or construction is not 
substantially complete within seven years.

Issaquah allows a Reasonable Use 
Exception (RUE) when critical area 
regulations would deny all reasonable 
economic use of a property. 
Reasonable uses are stated to be used 
as a last resort and cannot be paired 
with variances.

Kirkland allows an RUE, with 
limitations on uses, maximum 
disturbed land, building footprint, 
and GFA. In residential zones, one 
SFR is permitted, with a footprint no 
larger than 750 square feet and a 
maximum GFA of 1,500 SF.

Bothell (2021)

19.40.070
Reasonable use

Bothell allows a Reasonable Use Exception (RUE) when critical area regulations would deny all reasonable economic use of a 
property. It is processed as a Type II permit and requires the applicant to demonstrate no feasible alternative with less impact 
exists. The proposal must minimize environmental harm and avoid net loss of critical area functions. No specific disturbance cap 
is provided; instead, impacts are reviewed on a case-by-case basis using performance-based criteria.

Note: The proposed RUE code blends elements from both Kirkland and Bothell. Like Kirkland, it includes maximum disturbance 
thresholds and structure footprint limits by use type and lot size, providing clarity and predictability. From Bothell, it adopts a 
more flexible, performance-based review process. This hybrid approach offers both structure and adaptability, ensuring 
environmental protection while recognizing unique site constraints.

https://bothell.municipal.codes/BMC/14.04

