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Umatilla County Comprehensive 

Plan Text Amendment of Goal 5 
 

 

COMPREHENSIVE PLAN TEXT AMENDMENT BLUE MOUNTAIN  

TO PROTECT ALL:  

WILDLIFE & WILDLIFE HABITAT (BIG GAME, FISH, BIRDS, ETC),  

WATER, FISH HABITAT,  

CULTURAL AREAS,  

SCENIC VIEW  &  OPEN SPACE, 

AND NATURAL RESOURCES GOAL 5 AREA  
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PART I     Determination of Significance: 
 

The foothills of the Blue Mountains are a significant area because they contain many of the important 

attributes and resources that are valued in rural communities.  Those resources include abundant wildlife, 

breathtaking scenery, an important watershed, open space, tribal hunting grounds and archaeological and 

historical areas. The view shed and the open space of the foothills of the Blue Mountains are of 

considerable importance to the communities of Adams, Athena, Weston, Milton-Freewater & Tollgate. 

Residents in those communities are accustomed to viewing the Blue Mountains from their homes, from 

their yards, and while traveling in and around their homes. Many sellers of properties in this area gain 

extra value from ñview properties,ò since buyers are willing to pay extra for such properties. The views 

and rural ambiance which are so impressively notable from locations all over the Walla Walla River 

Valley are an integral part of the marketing success of one of the higher value (per acre basis) agricultural 

crops in the county.  The wine industry depends on the classic rural agricultural views for a surrounding 

sense of agricultural/rural and mountain identity to distinguish itself from other wine areas.  The wine 

industry takes an agricultural crop from the dirt to the bottle.  This type of value added agriculture and 

marketing brings amazing returns to the area and it would face significant new challenges if the views and 

open spaces of the area were not protected from distributed industrial development (wind industry). 

Neighbors and visitors enjoy the view while traveling along Highway 11 and Highway 204. Wind energy 

developments seem to be the only type of commercial energy generation which is based upon tens and 

hundreds of very large machines being installed across very large expanses of the landscape.  That being 

the case, wind energy development is the most disruptive to views and open spaces of all the types of 

commercial energy generation.   

 

While the entire Blue Mountain Range offers beautiful vistas, the northeast part of the range warrants 

special protection due to the multitude of resources contained within the area.  Some of those resources 

are formally recognized as part of Umatilla Countyôs Comprehensive Plan.  They are listed in the 

Comprehensive Plan as significant Goal 5 Resources, and have been provided some form of regulatory 

protection.  Other resources in the Blue Mountain Range have not been formally identified as part of the 

countyôs land use plan.    

 

The formally identified Goal 5 Resources within the proposed Goal 5 Scenic Area include natural areas, 

deer and elk habitat area, aggregate resources and historic and archeological resources. The three 

significant natural areas include the Upper Cottonwood Creek Natural Area, Blalock Mountain and Flume 

Canyon Area and the South Fork - Walla Walla River Natural Area.   (See attached maps of each area.)   

The Natural Area Overlay Zone was adopted to ñprotect and preserve ecologically and scientifically 

significant natural areas, species occurrence areas, and wetlands in the countyò UCDO section 152.470-

152.475.   

 

Because of the high quality habitat area for deer and elk, a significant Goal 5 resource was designated for 

a large area within the proposed Goal 5 Scenic area.  (See attached map.)  A Critical Winter Range Deer 

& Elk Habitat overlay zone was adopted to ñconserve and protect important elk and deer winter range in 

the countyò.  UCDO Section 152.455-152.458   

 

The other Goal 5 resource within the proposed Goal 5 Scenic area is the historic and archaeological 

resource.  (See attached map.)  An Overlay Zone was adopted to provide ñreasonable assurance that 

historic, archeological and cultural resources are conserved and protectedò. UCDO Section 152.435-

152.443.   
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Two highways within the proposed Goal 5 Scenic area are recognized in the Comprehensive Plan as 

scenic highways.  Several significant vistas located within the proposed Goal 5 Scenic area are also listed 

in the plan.   

 

A description of the existing Goal 5 resources located within the proposed goal 5 Scenic area is set out 

below.  Notably, the Comprehensive Plan did not identify the subject area as significant area for scenic 

and aesthetic value.  This was not likely an oversight.  Rather, it was likely due to the fact that the 

Comprehensive Plan and the zoning regulations and development guidelines adopted in the 1980ôs would 

provide adequate protection of the Scenic View and Open Space resource.  It may have been an oversight, 

or simply taken for granted that, given the stringent limitations on development and the protection of the 

land for farm and forest purposes, no other protection such as a Goal 5 designation, was warranted.  Also, 

technology available at that time in the early 1980ôs did not include things such as large wind farms for 

the production of energy. Who would have envisioned at that time that subsequent changes in state land 

use regulations would provide for the construction of such large scale industrial machinery on farm and 

forest lands? 

 

Additionally, given the steep terrain and high value soil, there seemed little likelihood the land would be 

managed for any purposes other than farming and forestry and high amenity value recreational homes and 

cabins.   The Exclusive Farm Use Zone is applied to lands that are to be protected under Statewide 

Planning Goal 3, which is intended to protect land for agricultural purposes. The Grazing Farm Zone is a 

combined Goal 3 and Goal 4 zone designed to protect farm and forest uses. 

 

It is worthy of note that Umatilla County Zoning Codes specifically allowed commercial energy 

generation facilities as a conditional use on EFU zoned lands in 1972 and that did not change following 

the major review of the codes in the early 1980ôs.  However, it seems readily apparent that the conditional 

use for commercial energy generation was envisioned to be a ñconventionalò power plant ï commonly a 

large industrial building immediately surrounded by supporting infrastructure such as rail lines, coal 

storage areas or natural gas handling equipment or a geothermal plant with supporting piping.  It makes 

sense that such uses would provided for ï after all, if additional power generation were to be needed 

where would it appropriately go?  EFU and GF lands seem to provide the proper types of locations for 

such developments under certain conditions ï hence the ñconditional useò provisions.  The coal fired 

power plant south of Boardman in Morrow County is a local example.  However, the advent of large wind 

energy generation projects falls into a sort of regulatory loop-hole.  Wind energy projects are energy 

generation projects, but they are vastly different developments than any developments which were 

considered in developing of the codes in 1972 and the review of the early 1980ôs.  As a result, the codes 

were presumed to adequately control reasonably expected industrial energy generation development on 

EFU and GF lands.  Individual wind energy projects commonly involve significantly smaller ñnameplateò 

generation capacity than ñconventionalò power plants and they commonly involve installation tens or 

hundreds of very, very large machines distributed over vast acreages.  Approximately 4 to 16 coal fired 

power plants such as the Boardman power plant could be constructed on the acreage involved in the ONE 

wind energy project planned for the BMSVOS for which we have any published information.  (Boardman 

plant ï 640 acres to 2,600 acres estimated, actual boundaries of project are not currently known by 

applicant.  Gaelectric Lincton/Basket Mt. project ï approx. 10,500 acres ï estimated from published 

project boundaries.)  It is virtually beyond comprehension that 4 conventional power projects would gain 

regulatory approval even if they were spread out over the complete BMSVOS area . . . and disruptions to 

views would be a significant part of the justification for denying conditional use applications. 
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It is also worthy of note that language was added to the ñDescription and Purposeò of the EFU and GF 

zone codes during the review in the early 1980ôs.  (See table 1, next page) 

 

Table 1 ï Code language changes 

 

1972 Umatilla County Codes Current Umatilla County Codes 
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      Description of the area proposed for Goal 5 designation 
 

The proposed Blue Mountain Scenic View and Open Space Goal 5 Area (BMSVOS) is comprised 

primarily of lands zoned Exclusive Farm Use (EFU) and Grazing Farm (GF).  The subject area also 

includes some Mountain Residential (MR) and Forest Residential (FR-5) Zoned lands.  

 

See below ñGoal 5 Proposal ï Blue Mt. Scenic View Area Umatilla County, Oregon Outstanding Sites & 

Viewsò map.   

 

 
 

The significance of BMSVOS is in the outstanding scenic view and open space qualities that derive in 

part from the abundant fields of wheat and other crops grown in enriched soils, interspersed with and set 

to a background of productive grazing and forested areas. The contrast between farming on rolling hills 

and forested areas is a unique feature in Umatilla County. In addition, the viewscape east of Highway 11 

offers relatively close and impressive views of the western face of the Blue Mountains above the rolling 

agricultural fields next to the highway.  As one travels toward the OR/WA border from Adams on 

Highway 11, the views east of the highway become progressively more impressive with each passing mile 

as the face of the Blues come closer and more visible.  In addition, ridge crests and canyon crossings 
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provide views down into drainages and up canyons.  The view grows more and more expansive as one 

approaches Milton-Freewater, where the juxtaposition of dry land grain fields, cities, orchards and 

irrigated fields, deep canyons, razor-back bunch grass covered ridges and forested ground are all visible at 

the same time. 

   

 

 

 
View from Highway 204 and Bannister Rd (Athena/Weston Jct.) 

 
View from Highway 204 and Kirk Road Junction toward Milton-Freewater, Walla Walla and Dixie 

- a view which should already be protected by the Highway 204 scenic resource designation 
 


