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PMG FILE PHOTO - The Stafford basin between West Linn,
Tualatin and Lake Oswego is the one of the last pieces of
undeveloped land in the Metro area.
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PMG FILE PHOTO - The
Stafford Hamlet has asked the
cities of West Linn, Tualatin
and Lake Oswego to adopt its
community vision plan as an
ammendment to the three-city
IGA.

PMG SCREENSHOT CITY OF WEST LINN - The areas shown in
green have slopes greater than 25%. The areas in yellow are
Metro Upland Wildlife Habitat Areas.
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Hamlet asks West Linn, Lake Oswego and Tualatin
to preserve rural, agricultural land.

For decades, landowners, developers and
conservationists have waged a metaphorical game of
tug-of-war with the Stafford area: one side trying to
place environmental and agricultural protections on
the largest piece of undeveloped land slated for urban
growth in the metro region, and the other looking to
push for development due to the area's rapid growth.

Caught in the middle of this rope are the jurisdictions
governing Stafford and its surrounding area: the cities
of Tualatin, Lake Oswego and West Linn, as well as
Clackamas County and Metro.
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Despite the many years devoted to the battle, the
matter is hardly closer to being settled today than it
was 30 years ago. Throughout the years, the cities,
county and Metro have attempted to assert their
influence in determining the region's future: The five
parties signed an intergovernmental agreement in
2017, and one year later the three cities signed a
separate IGA of their own.

Now, the Stafford Hamlet, a county-designated
Community Planning Organization for about 6,000
acres of unincorporated territory, wants to persuade
local cities to acquiesce to its vision. Representatives
of the Hamlet recently met with the city councils of
each city to present a new community vision plan,
which embraces Stafford's rural history. The Hamlet
wants the cities to adopt the vision as an amendment
to the three-party IGA.

The vision plan prioritizes using conservation
easements as a way to keep the area rural. Hamlet
President Rich Fiala explained to Pamplin Media
Group how other rural areas in the U.S. have applied
conservation easements to preserve agricultural land
in the face of development pressure.

Conservation easements would prohibit land from
being developed, even if it fell within an urban growth
boundary. Under Metro's urban reserve designation,
Stafford could be incorporated into the region's UGB
in the next 50 years.

Fiala told the councils that the Hamlet's vision had a
90% approval rating among Stafford residents.

Hamlet Board Chair Bill Markt pointed out the
opportunities that come with preserving the area's
agricultural character. The land could be used as a
carbon-sequestration zone, Markt suggested.
According to the United States Geological Survey,
"carbon sequestration is the process of capturing and
storing atmospheric carbon dioxide." Plants and trees
in particular can sequester carbon, helping slow
carbon pollution that contributes to global warming.

Preserving the land could also provide local food
sources for the community, protect watersheds for a
sustainable lifestyle and allow space for residents of
the area to enjoy nature, Markt said.

By approaching the three cities and asking them to
officially approve its vision, the Hamlet is asking them
to settle the battle once and for all and choose
conservation.

The third and final installment of our series on the
future of Stafford focuses on how the cities are
responding to the various proposals in front of them.
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So, what are the cities going to do?
Neither Tualatin nor Lake Oswego offered much
feedback to the Hamlet after Fiala and Markt
presented the vision plan. West Linn, however, voiced
support for the plan and will vote on official approval of
the plan at an upcoming meeting.

"The hamlet's vision aligns with my vision for Stafford,"
West Linn Mayor Jules Walters told Pamplin Media
Group.

Councilors from Lake Oswego expressed an interest in
learning more about the proposal and suggested that
the council — which welcomed three new members
this year — "get up to speed" on the issues
surrounding Stafford.

Lake Oswego City Manager Martha Bennett also noted
that the three cities felt differently about the proposal
and said she'd talk with her counterparts in West Linn
and Tualatin.

Though Lake Oswego officials did not have much to
say about the Hamlet's vision, on the whole the idea
seems to fit with the city's Stafford Basin Policies
spelled out in the Lake Oswego Community Vision
Plan adopted in 2014.

Lake Oswego Planning Director Scot Siegel pointed to
two Stafford policies in particular: "B-1. Maintain the
rural character of the Upper Stafford Basin to support
land uses such as sustainable agriculture and parks in
close proximity to the City center," and, "B-2. In the
Upper Stafford Basin, support a rural buffer between
any urbanized areas and the existing communities of
Lake Oswego, Tualatin and West Linn to maintain the
individual character of each community."
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In an email to Pamplin Media Group, Lake Oswego
officials said the city will undertake extensive public
engagement before planning changes to Stafford.

"The process will also be guided by market studies
and infrastructure planning, and all three factors need
to be considered before we know where development
should happen and what form it should take," the
email stated. "In addition, any future development
should conform to shared regional goals around
equitable housing and climate responsive
transportation and environmental sustainability."

Similar to Lake Oswego, the Tualatin council was in no
rush to decide on the vision plan.

Tualatin Mayor Frank Bubenik and City Manager
Sherilyn Lombos recently told Pamplin Media Group
that Tualatin wasn't in a hurry to amend the three-party
IGA.

"There's no imminent reason to take action, at least
from the Tualatin perspective, at the moment,"
Lombos said.

Bubenik said before Tualatin makes any decision on
what to do with Stafford, it needs to better understand
what kind of development could work in the area, what
infrastructure is needed to develop and how much all
of that would cost.

To answer those questions,
Tualatin would eventually
like to have Metro planners
conduct a study.

Officials from the three
cities discussed the idea of
such a study at a joint
meeting Dec. 30, 2020.

West Linn and Lake
Oswego officials made
clear at the meeting that studying the area wasn't a
current priority for their cities.

"This is not at all priority for us," outgoing West Linn
Mayor Russ Axelrod said at that meeting. "And we
won't have the staff or the (time) commitment."

Bubenik said he doesn't think it's realistic for all three
cities to look into a comprehensive study until work
begins on the I-205 widening and improvement
project.

"If money rains from the sky and they start making the
improvements on 205, that would kickstart the need
for that Metro study," Bubenik told Pamplin Media
Group.

According to the three-party IGA, a 10-year
moratorium exists on development planning for
Stafford, unless funds are secured and construction is
scheduled for the project that would add a third lane to
I-205 in each direction between Stafford Road and
Oregon City and improve the interstate's bridges.

John Williams, West Linn's community development
director and a former Metro planner, expressed a
similar thought about the turning point that I-205
construction could signify.

"ODOT is close to a financing plan and construction
plan for the project, so maybe that paves the way,
literally, for more discussion about the future of the
area," he said.

While developers have estimated that the
infrastructure needed to develop Stafford would
amount to $2.7 billion, Bubenik said a comprehensive
study like the one he proposed would give a more
complete look at the expense and what could
realistically be done in the area.

Bubenik and Lombos feel the study would be a logical
next step for their city, Lake Oswego and West Linn.
Still, they aren't ready to move ahead without their
partner cities.

"We're tied together," Lombos told Pamplin Media
Group. "If the other cities are willing to move forward
with it, it would be appropriate."

One concern Walters expressed about conservation
easements was the cost.

Conservation easements require a land trust or
government agency to pay a landowner an appraised
value for the property where the easement is located,
and signing the easement agreement generally lowers
the property value.

While Walters said she is confident the West Linn
community is interested in preserving the rural and
agricultural nature of Stafford, she isn't sure they
would be willing to pay for it.

Fiala said the vision plan doesn't necessarily require
cities to spend money, but the money has to come
from somewhere. Overall, he added, the cost to the
cities for the easements would be far less than the
billions required for infrastructure to develop the area.

Housing advocates have pointed to the Stafford area
as part of the solution for the region's growing
affordable housing crisis, but officials from the cities
aren't so sure.

"Somebody has to pay to make that housing
affordable," Williams said. "If you were going to
provide the area with sewer and water and all of the
things that need to be put in place for housing, it's just
not cheap."

While officials at the joint meeting of West Linn, Lake
Oswego and Tualatin suggested Tualatin's housing
needs are greater than its neighbors, Lombos and
Bubenik said they don't currently see Stafford as a
housing solution. Both said, right now, their city is
focused on housing in the Basalt Creek area between
Tualatin and Wilsonville.

Where could development occur?
Apart from the lofty price tag on the necessary
infrastructure, one of the next biggest challenges to
developing Stafford is the land itself.

Much of the 6,000-plus acre area has long been
considered undevelopable because of the challenging
topography. According to a map from the city of West
Linn and Metro, several parts of the Stafford basin
have slopes greater than 25%.

Additionally, wildlife and environmental protections put
in place by Metro could inhibit development in certain
parts of the triangle.

The same West Linn and Metro Map shows a
significant portion of the basin, particularly
surrounding creeks and streams, designated as Metro
Upland Wildlife Habitat Areas. According to Metro
Principal Regional Planner Tim O'Brien, these areas
were identified by Metro and its partner agencies as
locations of sensitive species and habitats. If Stafford
is incorporated into the UGB, the local city will need to
develop a protection program for the habitat that
would allow for only "limited developmental impacts"
of the designated habitat areas, O'Brien explained.

It's possible the cities could use these protected areas
to strike a balance between development and
conservation. Williams believes that the future of
Stafford likely holds a mix of the two. This aligns with
the ideas of land developers who told Pamplin Media
Group that partial urbanization could coincide with
conservation, if it was well-planned. A land owner and
developer who spoke with Pamplin Media Group for
an earlier story in this series said if a mix of
development and conservation were to take place,
south of the Tualatin River will see the most
development.

According to the three-party IGA, this area is the first
part of Stafford where development could begin to
take shape.
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Williams surmised that if development comes to
Stafford, Wankers Corner (the roundabout connecting
Stafford and Borland roads) and the surrounding area
will likely be first in line. The issues that make
development difficult for the rest of Stafford aren't big
concerns for the Wankers area. It's flat, close to both I-
205 and I-5 and near other developed areas, Williams
explained. He said it's hard to imagine that area
remaining unchanged for 50 years.

During December's joint meeting of cities, Bennett,
Lake Oswego's city manager, said each city wants to
control what happens at Wankers Corner.

"It isn't really an infrastructure issue," Bennett said of
the corner. "It's really that none of us wants the other
cities to be making the decision about what happens
there. Because whatever happens there is going to
flow through the rest of our cities."

Though there may be competition over certain parcels,
officials from each of the three cities still emphasized
the idea behind the IGAs: coordination and
cooperation of everyone involved.

"I'm really hoping we can all come together on
solutions that do address continued growth, whether it
be in Stafford or other parts of our areas," Lake
Oswego Mayor Joe Buck said.
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