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PMG PHOTO: JAIME VALDEZ - Rich Fiala stands in the middle of
his family's farm, Fiala Farms, that he intends to keep intact for
many years to come in the Stanford hamlet, which has faced
development pressure.
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PMG PHOTO: JAIME VALDEZ - This is the entrance to 'Fiala
Farms Fresh Produce,' where produce is grown and the farm
hosts catered dinners.

PMG PHOTO: JAIME VALDEZ - Rich Fiala looks at the raspberry
vines at his family's farm, Fiala Farms.
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The Hamlet envisions placing restrictions on land
to prevent future development.

Editor's note: This is the first installment in a series
about the future of the Stafford area.

Rick Cook sometimes quips to fellow Stafford resident
Richard Fiala that the community "went to hell" when
Fiala's family laid down its roots.

In 1900, after his gig hauling timber to produce the
charcoal used at the Oregon Iron and Steel Company
furnace in Lake Oswego fell through when the location
closed, Cook's great grandfather bought 130 acres of
land in Stafford. Fiala's grandparents were "late to the
game" — tending to a plot of land off Johnson Road
beginning in 1906.

Well over a century later, Cook grows wine grapes
while Fiala Farms sells fresh fruit and vegetables at the
same locations their ancestors settled on.

Though land speculation, farmers aging out and
surrounding development may have altered the
agricultural enclave from the early 1900s, Cook, Fiala
and other residents hope Stafford farmland will be
preserved and even enhanced 100 years from now.

Farmland preservation is not unique. But Fiala and
Cook's preferred method for doing so — conservation
easements that limit the use of the land to agriculture
regardless of the property's ownership or zoning — is,
at least on Oregon land slated for urban growth.

"What the conservation easement does is it allows us
to be able to know that my children, my grandchildren,
if they choose to hold on to the property, there would
be no pressure to development," Fiala said.

The Stafford Hamlet, a rural unincorporated area
totalling about 6,000 acres located near West Linn,
Wilsonville, Tualatin and Lake Oswego, recently agreed
to a new community plan that identified applying
conservation easements on a significant portion of
land within the region, which would bar development
from taking place even if the urban growth boundary is
expanded to include the area. The hamlet plans to
present the plan to surrounding cities in the coming
months.

But there is sure to be pushback on the idea, as most
Stafford land is currently zoned as "urban reserve"
(meaning it is slated to be included within the Metro
urban growth boundary within the next 50 years) and a
number of landowners continue to push for the ability
to develop in the area. The future of Stafford has been
debated — whether in neighborly disputes, hamlet
meetings, local city hall discussions or even the courts
— for decades, and two separate intergovernmental
agreements adopted in 2017 and 2018 did little to
quell those arguments.

In a multi-part series over the coming weeks, Pamplin
Media Group is exploring the use and feasibility of
conservation easements, alternative plans for Stafford
and more.

An introduction to conservation
easements
The push and pull between agricultural
conservationists and the development community is
an age-old battle.

Due to continual development pressure across the
state, former Gov. Tom McCall helped establish the
state's land use system, which now includes urban
areas where extensive development can take place,
areas preserved for rural use and current rural areas
that are preserved for future urban use.

Conservation easements, however, add further
agricultural protections. A landowner has to sign an
agreement with a holder of the easement (often a land
trust or government agency) relegating the land
exclusively for agricultural use. The landowner can
then receive a payment for the easement based on an
appraisal of the property. The property value typically
declines significantly once the land cannot be
developed, but agencies like the Natural Resources
Conservation Service can help cover the lost profits.

Misty Beals, the acting assistant state conservationist
for programs, provided an example of a $1 million
parcel converted to an easement.

"(With an easement) you can't put a power line through
it. That can decrease the value of your property. Now
the property is worth $500,000 with easement on it.
You're out $500,000 and we're willing to pick up half of
that," she said.

But while Oregon's land use system is lauded for its
protectionalry emphasis, conservation easements are
not heavily used. According to a study done by
Coalition of Oregon Land Trusts and others in 2015,
Oregon ranked 40th in the country in terms of the
number of conservation easements imposed.

"Why there aren't many easements in Oregon is
because it has long been assumed that our land use
program did enough on its own to protect agricultural
land from being lost forever to development, but I think
over time we've realized it only slows the pace of
development," said Nellie McAdams executive director
for the Oregon Agricultural Trust. "Some of our most
productive land is along rivers and waterways where
humans prefer to build our settlements. Agricultural
land is always in competition with development."

Another reason, some posited, was money. According
to a study done by the University of Pennsylvania, the
federal government provided over $1 billion in
matching grants for the purchase of conservation
easements on farmland between 1996 and 2017.
Though the U.S. Farm Bill created federal funding that
could provide match funding for easements, the
Oregon Agricultural Heritage program passed by the
Legislature designed to provide assistance for
farmland protection hasn't been funded. Matt Shipkey,
land legacy program manager for the East Multnomah
Soil & Water Conservation District, explained that
successfully applying for federal funding typically
requires a local match.

"Many other states provide that and Oregon hasn't,"
he said.
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Fiala has looked to other areas of the country for
inspiration. One of them is Lancaster County,
Pennsylvania.

'There's a deep commitment there'
Like Oregon, Lancaster County has urban growth
boundaries. And yet, conservation easements
proliferate.

According to the aforementioned University of
Pennsylvania study, the county ranked first in the
United States in terms of preserved farmland with over
100,000 acres preserved in a county that comprised
about 600,000 acres.

According to Jeff Swinehart, chief operating officer for
Lancaster Farmland Trust, the main reason the county
has so many easements is due to a steadfast belief in
agricultural preservation in the community. In fact, he
said many farmers donate the proceeds from their
easement to the land trust.

"In many cases the farm has been in the family for
many generations — in some cases all the way back
to when (founder of Pennsylvania colony) William Penn
came and was making land grants. There's a deep
commitment there," Swinehart said.

Rather than a regional government like Metro,
Lancaster's growth boundary is run by individual
municipalities. But the logic is essentially the same.
Though farmland is preserved through land use
regulations now, the whims of elected officials could
shift in favor of sprawl — and the easements protect
against that risk.

"Ordinances could change at any point, whether it's a
small township in Lancaster, Pennsylvania or a county
that's sizable in the state of Oregon," Swinehart said.

These easements are preserved mostly with the
financial assistance of the county's Agricultural
Preservation Board and the nonprofit organization
Lancaster Farmland Trust, the latter of which is funded
by local citizens. The trust, for instance, owns a piece
of paper that protects the land and has a right to
monitor the land to ensure that unallowed uses aren't
taking place at the property. The organization caps the
amount of money it will pay per acre for the easement,
which suppresses the appraisal value considerably.
However, property owners can claim some of the
difference through a federal income tax deduction.

A D V E R T I S I N G | Continue reading below

"It's trying to extend the limited dollars as far as
possible. In our organization, 50 farmers are on a
waiting list that are ready to preserve today if we had
the resources to use them," Swinehart said.

Even in areas without easements, elected officials
generally avoid encroaching farmland, Swinehart said.
Instead of building outward to provide enough homes
to serve the population, the county has decided to
build upward.

"Our county planning commission recently adopted a
comprehensive plan. They went through an analysis in
terms of availability of land in growth areas. They
believe we can accommodate population increases in
more urban areas," he said.

A common worry among farmers, Swinehart said, is
not that their own farm will be redeveloped but that
their neighbors' will. This can lead to conflicts.

"It provides assurance to individual farm owners that
their neighbor's farm isn't going to become a housing
development or shopping center that might make it
more difficult for their farm to become more viable,"
Swinehart said.

Stafford's development pressures and
future plans
As was detailed in a Portland State University study of
the Stafford Hamlet, the area was first added as an
urban reserve in 1997, and then the Metro regional
government added it to the urban growth boundary
before a Land Use Board of Appeals decision reversed
that ruling. In 2010, the area was again added as an
urban reserve.

Stafford has unique typography in that much of the
land is hilly and might be undevelopable. It's zoned
primarily as Rural Residential Farm Forest 5-Acre
(which can include a single-family home and
agriculture uses) but a large chunk of land is zoned as
Exclusive Farm Use.

Metro decided to add it as an urban reserve in part
based on an agricultural report that posited that the
hamlet is unsuitable for commercial agricultural
production due to its lack of contiguous agricultural
land.
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"The few existing commercial operations located in the
area are compromised by surrounding area
development, parcelization and the potential for future
residential development within the exception areas
located in the subregion and at the edges along the
UGB," the report read.

To help resolve the ongoing conflicts in the hamlet,
Tualatin, West Linn and Lake Oswego, Clackamas and
Metro forged a five-party intergovernmental agreement
for planning in the area and then a new agreement was
formed just between Tualatin, West Linn and Lake
Oswego. These cities would need to sign off on any
kind of urban development in the hamlet and the IGA
further adds that no city can apply for expansion until
the I-205 widening project has been designed and fully
funded.

"If (Metro) determined we need to expand the UGB,
we want to have local jurisdictions that support that
expansion and are able to provide urban services,"
said Tim O'Brien, Metro's principal regional planner.

Fiala imagines a world where hundreds of acres within
the hamlet are preserved for agricultural use. Land that
is now wasting away largely unused as the owner
waits to develop and to cash out could be turned into
a small-scale farm for uses like raising sheep to
produce wool, goats for goat cheese or u-cut berry-
picking. And the aforementioned agricultural report
indicated that Stafford could be amenable to "high-
value, direct-marketed production."

"We're talking about small agriculture that serves the
population very effectively," Fiala said.

Fiala suggested forging a similar agricultural trust to
the one Swinehart runs in Lancaster County (he wants
a third party to manage the money) and hoped that
municipal governments like the cities of West Linn and
Lake Oswego could play a role.

He is optimistic that they would do so.

"The first step has been accomplished. We've gotten
people in the hamlet to say, 'yes this is our preference.
We would prefer to have working agriculture in
conversation of the agriculture area,'" he said.

Fiala is the vice chair of the hamlet, which is a
community planning organization designated by
Clackamas County. If Fiala had his wish, there would
be no future development in Stafford. But he realizes
he represents the entire hamlet constituency, some
who are property owners hoping to sell or develop
their land for a profit. And tying up the majority of the
land to easements might not be realistic.

"We don't expect to tie up all the thousands of acres in
the Stafford Hamlet under conservation easements. I
don't know how we would find that much money," he
said.
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Challenges to urban growth?
Those involved with agricultural preservation hadn't
heard of easements popping up in areas near urban
growth boundaries. McAdams posited a theory for why
that might not be.

"I think one of the challenges of preserving land near
an urban growth boundary is if it is in the path of
development, although it might be zoned for
agriculture now, there's a chance it could be
surrounded in the future and might be difficult for
landowner to keep it in production, and there's
neighbor conflicts that naturally arise from ag land and
residential use," McAdams said. "It might be that
those conflicts aren't there now but might be
imminent."

If one were to glance at Metro's urban growth
boundary map, the pockets of urban reserve land
where future development is slated to occur in the
metro area are tiny in comparison to the wide swaths
of rural reserves.

The Stafford area is the largest in terms of land mass.
And turning a large chunk of that land to agricultural
use would prevent things like affordable housing
development on that land (which we will discuss
further in a future story).

However, because of the lack of agricultural
conservation easements used near the growth
boundary, Metro, which administers growth in the
region, isn't especially worried about a potential
proliferation of easements. O'Brien said the
government is more focused on adding housing within
the existing boundary than expanding outward. Still,
large sections of urban reserve areas becoming
conservation easements could create challenges. In
Lancaster County, about 11% of parcels located along
the edge of an urban growth boundary were protected
by conservation easements, according to the
University of Pennsylvania.

"Any kind of easement to that scale, obviously,
whether for agriculture or other uses, would potentially
impact the ability to urbanize in the area efficiently. If
and when that does come to fruition, I think Metro
would have to evaluate how we would address those
issues. It's hard to say right now," O'Brien said.
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PMG PHOTO: JONATHAN HOUSE - Stafford Hamlet is situated
between Lake Oswego, Tualatin and West Linn. Pictured here is a
view facing Lake Oswego and a fence that separates the property
owned by Charlie Hoff and already-developed property.

PMG PHOTO: JONATHAN HOUSE - Local developers share their
perspective on the importance of developing housing in Stafford
Hamlet.
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PMG PHOTO: JONATHAN HOUSE - A fence separates the
property owned by Charlie Hoff and already-developed property
in Stafford.
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Some see conservation easements as compromise,
others say it could present challenges for
infrastructure efficiency.

Editor's note: This is the second installment in a series
about the future of the Stafford area.

Lake Oswego resident Charlie Hoff had a vision. When
he purchased about 40 acres of land in Stafford
Hamlet more than 40 years ago with his partner —
who has since died — he wanted to eventually build
an assisted living facility on his property. He imagined
using the entire space to provide various senior-related
housing options with considerable open space,
creating synergy for a senior living area.

"That's still my goal," said Hoff, adding that it is
unclear whether that type of development would
eventually be allowed.

His land currently is zoned for exclusive farm use but
also is designated as urban reserve (meaning it could
be brought into the urban growth boundary within the
next 50 years). A number of landowners, including
Hoff, continue to push for the ability to develop in the
area.

But the problem that many landowners and developers
are running into in Stafford Hamlet right now is
uncertainty.

Stafford Hamlet, a rural unincorporated area totaling
about 6,000 acres located near West Linn, Wilsonville,
Tualatin and Lake Oswego, recently agreed to a new
community plan that prioritized applying conservation
easements broadly within the region, which, if
actualized, would bar development from taking place
even if the urban growth boundary is expanded to
include the area. The hamlet plans to present the plan
to surrounding cities in the coming months.

The future of Stafford has been debated — whether in
neighborly disputes, hamlet meetings, City Hall
discussions or even the courts — for decades, and
two separate intergovernmental agreements adopted
in 2017 and 2018 did little to quell those arguments.

In a multipart series over the coming weeks, Pamplin
Media Group is exploring the use and feasibility of
conservation easements, alternative plans for Stafford
and more.

Developing the Stafford area
The housing crisis in the metro area is no secret and
experts say Stafford Hamlet could provide much
needed space for housing.

"Generally we consider the Stafford triangle a very
well-situated area that could accommodate future
open space and transportation routes and housing,"
said Roseann Johnson, assistant director of
government affairs with the Homebuilders Association
of Metro Portland.

Much of Stafford sits on a steep grade, which severely
restricts the area of developable land and makes
bringing infrastructure such as roads, sewer,
stormwater and other utilities difficult and expensive.
But Johnson said developers are well-equipped to
handle such challenges.

"Steep slopes can be engineered appropriately and
take into account natural hazards," Johnson said.
"Those things are already built into local land-use
planning codes and developers work with those day in
and day out."

Johnson said developers have worked in areas similar
to Stafford Hamlet before, taking into account
challenges with topography.

"(It) certainly can be done," she said.

Kent Ziegler, a development consultant in the area,
said building up Stafford Hamlet is a "no brainer."

"To me, the Stafford triangle is not an expansion of the
urban growth boundary — to me it's an infill," Ziegler
said. "You've already got a lot of transportation
infrastructure built with I-205. I know they still got to
add the third lane (on I-205) from Stafford to Oregon
City, but by having all the right-of-way and all the
infrastructure already in place, you're way ahead of the
ball game as opposed to going out farther toward
Molalla, farther out toward Damascus. That requires
huge infrastructure investments."

Johnson said the expansion of I-205 is close to being
shovel-ready. The Oregon Department of
Transportation currently estimates the first phase of
construction — which does not include Stafford — will
begin in 2022.

"There's already a transportation overpass from the
freeway and from the other part of Stafford into the
lower part of Stafford from the north to the south over
the freeway," Johnson said. "It's just seen as the
biggest opportunity for additional master planned
communities in the area."
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Burton Weast, a former West Linn resident and partial
property owner in Stafford, said basically anything can
be developed "if you're willing to spend enough." But
from a developer's perspective, he said, if the land is
too expensive then you can't make a profit when you
sell it or put homes on it. That means developers will
seek out land where it is reasonable and relatively easy
to construct infrastructure.

Derby said there are concerns statewide for affordable
housing, which won't be possible if agencies are
making it difficult to produce needed housing.

Derby said affordable housing could be possible in
Stafford but it depends on what the cities want to see
come to fruition in the area and the definition of
"affordable."

He said it isn't that "affordable" homes have to be
created in Stafford, rather "if you create homes at
some other part of the market, it opens up homes
typically for the other lower market rate products."

Derby said the creation of homes at varying price
levels contributes to overall affordability in the region
by increasing housing stock, but there's no way, Derby
said, that affordable housing can be produced on land
that's significantly expensive.

"A lot of that land (on the east side of Stafford) is hilly
and a lot of that land would be expensive to serve,"
said Weast, adding that it would not be difficult to
draw up plans showing where significant housing
could be developed in Stafford and where a significant
amount of land could be left for nonurban uses. He
said there's been attempts at that but no one has ever
done anything about it.

"I just don't get governments that think they can just
kick the can down the road," Weast said. "I just think
it's irresponsible for elected officials to do that, and
I've watched it going on in Stafford for, oh my gosh, 30
years."

Ziegler said he's seen changes over the years in the
types of housing people desire. Nowadays, he said,
people are looking for pedestrian-friendly village
centers — neighborhoods that have a mix of
residential, open space and commercial uses that
provide services to a community within walking
distance. He said these types of communities that
provide multigenerational housing are the future "and I
think that's going to evolve," he said. "Most people
can't afford a new house anymore."

The Oregon Legislature attempted to address the
shortage of affordable housing in 2019 with House Bill
2001, which pushed cities to move away from single-
family zoning.

{img:302708}"We're trying to find a way to utilize what
we have better," said Ziegler, adding that Stafford
Hamlet could provide the perfect development to fit
that mindset.

Weast said the land in the Borland Road area near the
traffic circle and freeway entrance is perfect for
commercial development.

"Metro designated it as a town center in their planning
and that should not be forgotten in all this," Weast
said. "Because of the inaction by all the parties here,
Borland is starting to get developed in uses other than
commercial industrial land."
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With the eventual development of homes also comes
increased traffic.

Dennis Derby, who along with 10 other people owns a
small portion of land in Stafford on Johnson Road,
said there likely would be significant traffic impacts in
the Stafford area if it's developed with high-density
housing.

"I think the future traffic patterns in this country or the
world are going to change in many remarkable ways …
and it's hard to predict, but obviously homes and jobs
create traffic," said Derby, adding that this is why
concept planning is important. "Growth is very
managed and it's done in a certain economic and
efficient way, hopefully."

Easements could be compromise
Ziegler said it's important to strike a balance between
development and preserving land for open space or
agriculture. He said he's familiar with using
conservation easements and thinks it's a good idea.

Conservation easements add further agricultural
protections to land. A landowner has to sign an
agreement with a holder of the easement (often a land
trust or government agency) relegating the land
exclusively for agricultural use in perpetuity. The
landowner can then receive a payment for the
easement based on an appraisal of the property. The
property value typically declines significantly once the
land cannot be developed, but agencies like the
Natural Resources Conservation Service can help
cover the lost profits.

"I think conservations can work, but they also need to
be run parallel with what other uses might need to go
through that area of the land, based upon topography
and other physical constraints that the area might
already have in existence," Ziegler said.

The key, to him, is the fact that there already is
significant pressure for housing affordability in the
metro area.

"We have a housing crisis right now and I read about
how little the supply of land is, and being a developer
for 40 years, I'm very much involved with the urban
growth boundary," said Ziegler, adding that it's
important to master plan Stafford because there's a
shortage of buildable land in the area. He said it's
important to identify where the best places for roads
are based upon the topography.

Ziegler said the location of transportation infrastructure
and parks also needs to be taken into consideration to
form a functionable and marketable vision for the area.

"If you start putting major challenges in the way of
long-term planning for property that's designated for
urban development, it raises the price of the product
up even higher because you're not able to do it in the
most efficient manner," Ziegler said.

Gregg Weston, longtime Stafford resident and the chief
engineering manager at 3J Consulting who outlined
the work and investment it would take to properly
develop Stafford, said during a meeting hosted by the
Stafford Land Owners Association and Borland
Neighborhood Association in 2018 that the
developable area in Stafford is approximately 1,452
acres, out of the more than 6,000 acres of land in that
area.

A D V E R T I S I N G | Continue reading below

He added that it would likely take about $2.7 billion to
complete the infrastructure and suggested that cost
could be split 60/40 between developers and the three
surrounding cities of Lake Oswego, Tualatin and West
Linn.

If a landowner wants to set aside more greenbelt than
what's already set aside, it also would increase the
cost of infrastructure, Ziegler added.

The affordable housing component then becomes a
larger challenge — in part due to the difficulties of
building sewer and water services for various uses.

Johnson said that the power of individual property
owners to impose easements on their land could
cause the area to be "less well-planned and less well-
organized for future livability and functionality of the
area and the region."

She said she believes there could be a place for
conservation easements, but that it should be thought
of in a holistic context, working with all stakeholders —
the three surrounding cities, Clackamas County and
Metro — to plan it efficiently.

The question that comes into play, she said, is what is
the best use for that land.

While conservation easements may have a place in
Stafford Hamlet, Johnson said the state and Metro
already decided that the future will be to
accommodate for more housing.

To help resolve the ongoing conflicts in the hamlet,
Tualatin, West Linn and Lake Oswego, Clackamas and
Metro forged a five-party intergovernmental agreement
for planning in the area and then a new agreement was
formed just between Tualatin, West Linn and Lake
Oswego.

These cities would need to sign off on any kind of
urban development in the hamlet, and the IGA further
adds that no city can apply for expansion until the I-
205 widening project has been designed and fully
funded.

"HBA and the building industry want to be part of that
future and that solution to providing additional housing
and livability in that area," Johnson said.

Hoff and Derby see conservation easements as
problematic. Derby said the easements could mess up
the efficient implementation of utilities. If conservation
efforts are simply to block future development, Derby
said, it might be fine depending on the specific parcel
of land the easement would be applied to — but an
issue arises if someone needs to have roads, sewer
lines or water services through a specific area.

Weast, who was a lobbyist for the League of Oregon
cities and the HBA when the state's land-use laws
were written, said the state statute defines prime
farmland as land with a certain soil type in a
predominantly farming area. Weast said this is
confusing because there are a few farms in Stafford
Hamlet that are doing well.
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The theory behind Oregon land-use planning, Weast
said, was that it would protect prime farmland from
urban development and sprawl by using urban growth
boundaries based on a 20-year growth supply of land.
But land-use laws rely on cities to be the primary
gatekeepers for development.

Weast said the lack of planning action being taken by
the three surrounding cities has resulted in a
stalemate.

"I think some of these folks are turning to conservation
easements because they don't know what the future
is," Weast said. "They don't know what the plan is for
Stafford and they're grasping at straws trying to
protect their property."

Weast added that this is the opposite of what the
Oregon land-use plan was supposed to be about.
Rather, it was intended to bring certainty about what
would happen to land through the planning process.

"Stafford is a poster child for the failure of the Oregon
land-use system," Weast said.

Weast and Derby said it's possible to have urban
development while still preserving farmland in the
Stafford basin.

"That kind of plan would result in most of ... the
highest density of development being in the south
portion of Stafford along the Tualatin River," said
Weast, adding that there are other well-situated areas
around Lake Oswego and West Linn. "So it is possible
to develop Stafford in a way I think the majority of
people would be happy with, except for those people
who are totally opposed to all growth — they will never
be happy."

Derby said if anything in this region is to be developed
there needs to be more planning.

"Nothing can happen; you can't make those kind of
decisions that would provide future opportunities for
either housing or whatever if you can't do the concept
planning," Derby added. "It would be really important
in the planning world if the basin concept planning
was done concurrently with ODOT's 205 expansion
planning. Those really should be tied together, and
again, Lake Oswego and West Linn are trying to make
sure they aren't."

Weast, who now lives in Nevada, owns a 3% share in
a 32-acre property on Johnson Road. The property
originally was purchased by the recently deceased
Herb Koss — a well-known developer in West Linn
who most recently resided in Lake Oswego.

"I don't think any of us were expecting an immediate
return, but also I don't think any of us were expecting
20 years later that Stafford would still be out of the
urban growth boundary," Weast said.
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Sunday, May 16, 2021

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.

back to top

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.

You count on us to stay informed and we depend on
you to fund our efforts. Quality local journalism takes
time and money. Please support us to protect the
future of community journalism.

The Stafford question:
Should land be
developed or
preserved?
! Holly Bartholomew

 
" May 13 2021

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.

A D V E R T I S I N G | Continue reading below

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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