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Project Synopsis:

Washoe County is committed to maintaining and improving Quality of Life in our Region.  Our natural environment, clean air and water support healthy communities, recreational options and diverse wildlife.  Investing in open space and natural resource protection for future generations is a strategic priority for Washoe County staff and residents.  

Washoe County Regional Parks & Open Space Department has teamed with the Washoe County Community Development Department and the Truckee River Flood Management Project to update it’s 1994 Regional Open Space Plan and add a Natural Resource Management component.   Washoe County is unique as the majority of residents are surrounded by acres of federal land and a well established system of parks, trails and open space, however, the  region continues to experience growth and development in many areas  with the demand on existing open space and natural resources rapidly increasing. 

The County’s goal is to continue to acquire and manage open space for flood attenuation, preservation, trail connectivity, natural resource protection, and access to federal lands for future generations.   Our  “citizen” based approach is designed to work in partnership with a multitude of stakeholders from various agencies, jurisdictions, and the public.  We also insist that the “final plan” be implementable and provide action items in phases with realistic recommendations for funding during the budget process. 

Through the latest in Geographic Information Systems (GIS) technology, the County updated and analyzed multiple parameters and databases which will guide the Open Space/Natural Resource Management Plan process in identifying lands for future acquisition and retention.    Some of the parameters used in analysis are cultural resources, wildlife migration routes, visual and scenic quality, biodiversity (flora & fauna), unique hydrologic resources, air quality, and parks and trails connectivity. 

Components of the Presentation:

Innovation/Creativity:

Building Organization Capacity:

Management Philosophy & Culture:

Management philosophy and culture was one of stewardship and protection of open space and natural resources with recognition of their values contributing to the Quality of Life in  Washoe County.  Secondly, the urgency to get a plan completed and implemented in a relatively quick timeframe, and thirdly, an innovative, community or citizen-based approach that will speak for the community and carry the torch for future generations.   All of these philosophies and cultures were carried throughout the planning process and are alive in the ability to implement the final plan.

Creativity was encouraged by being open minded about the direction and outcomes, involving fellow co-workers (team members) from various departments, and allowing their input to enhance the creative process.  The County recruited committee members and citizens from various jurisdictions and disciplines to participate.

A plethora of ideas and opportunities emerged as a result of working with the team.    No ideas or recommendations were deemed unsuitable or “pie in the sky” but instead were recorded and left up to the team as to the feasibility of actually implementing them.   After all, it will ultimately be their efforts and commitment that implement the plan. 

The project has the support and endorsement of Washoe County’s  upper management, and the Board of County Commissioners.  The project has been identified as one of the strategic priorities for the Washoe County Quality of Life Task Force. 

The Technical Advisory Committee (TAC) reviewed the GIS data for accuracy and made recommendations for acquisitions of open space, and policies for the protection of natural resources.  Through their guidance, and that of the consultant team, several innovative suggestions emerged including the idea of an “ecosystem marketplace”.   This concept ensures that proposed impacts to natural resources are minimized by placing monetary value on them and requires offset mitigation or compensation.   Also, the idea of prioritizing areas for acquisition and protection based on layering of GIS data files where multiple natural resources are protected within the same acquisition.   In addition, Twenty-three unique habitat types were identified within Southern Washoe County and suggestions were made on how best to preserve or protect them, preserving the unique flora and fauna associated with these habitats.

The Stakeholder Advisory Committee (SAC) also generated innovative ideas relating to trail connections and trailheads, with the idea of a “Reno Rim Trail” emerging as an exciting concept utilizing existing and proposed trail connections creating regional connectivity.   The idea of “Ditches to Trails” also emerged which utilizes the existing water transport ditches as part of the regional trails system.  

Additionally, the concept of acquiring sensitive lands for open space and flood attenuation where trails and parks are located within the flood corridor and have the ability to seasonally flood without major infrastructure damage emerged.   Other ideas for cultural resource protection are use agreements to work with tribal nations for preserving, collecting and allowing gathering of traditional plants to carry out cultural traditions, recommendations for policies for hillside protection, dark sky ordinances, utility easements on open space, just to name a few.  

The boundaries of ordinary governmental operations were improved by working closely with the working committees at the monthly meetings and members of the public through every step of the process.   The committees and public helped formulated the vision and mission statement as well as the guiding principles for the planning process.  They were involved in evaluating and interpreting the data as well as making the recommendations for policies and implementation of the plan.

Four public workshops were held at various stages of the planning process.   The first was to gather input on the mission, vision and guiding principles, the second on the draft scenarios, the third for the 30% draft plan and the fourth meeting with the final plan.   Presentations to various governing boards on the plan update were given to the City of Reno, City of Sparks and Washoe County to keep citizens informed and involved.  Once the 30% draft plan was complete, input on that draft was gathered at the Citizen Advisory Boards and other Neighborhood Advisory Boards.

Quality Management:

The quality management principles, tools and procedures that were applied to our project were review, comment, update, review and finalize.  These review procedures were accomplished on all levels of the project.   Monthly committee meetings were held with our SAC and TAC committees by staff and consultants where data, plans and ideas were presented to them for review and comment.  Many of the meetings were actually working meetings where committee members rolled up their sleeves and worked on the plan, other meetings were updates and reviews for gathering comment.

Staff held weekly conference calls with the consultant to go over timelines, project status, upcoming meetings and workshops.  Also a Request for Proposal was developed as part of this planning process, which identified levels of review of the draft plan (30, 60 and 90%), as well as types of deliverables and components of the plant that needed to be included.  

Value Proposition:

Parks, trails, open space and natural resource protection were the top issues identified in the 2005 Washoe County Regional Parks & Open Space citizen survey.  These issues have also ranked high with the countywide surveys conducted by the Washoe County Community Relations Department.   

Washoe County is committed to maintaining and improving Quality of Life in our Region.  Our natural environment, clean air and water support healthy communities, recreational options and diverse wildlife.  Investing in Open Space and natural resource protection for future generations is a strategic priority for Washoe County staff and residents alike. 

The Open Space Update and Natural Resource Management Plan will insure that the residents of Washoe County will continue to have a multitude of recreational opportunities, access to Federal lands, open space and protection of natural resources so cherished in this region.

Integrated Processes and Reengineering with the use of technology:

On this project, Washoe County GIS Department serves as an essential spatial analysis tool and an effective medium to communicate to committee members and the general public the geographical aspects of natural and man-made features & their relationships.

The consultant team, Parametrix, is developing consensus on  open space areas and natural resources issues involving balancing numerous values that may compliment or conflict with each other. These values assemble in unique combinations based on the perspective of citizens, depending on how they use or experience open space and natural resources. 

The Washoe County experience relied on interactive public involvement and geographic information systems (GIS) to solicit, prioritize and understand values. This process involved analyzing over 25 data attributes as they relate to the landscape and creating complex raster based calculations to identify priority areas and important conflicts and opportunities. Using GIS technology allows seemingly overwhelming types and amounts of data to be organized and valued by non-technical stakeholders and members of the public. This in turn permits communities to make science based decisions for the management of their resources.

The evaluation of the GIS data was completed on many different levels including but not limited to: cultural, scenic, open space, biodiversity (flora & fauna), trails, trailheads, and parks, transportation corridors, future development, slope, aspect, unique geologic features, community shaping, wildlife migration routes, unique hydrologic features, (streams, springs, wetlands), air quality and the Truckee River Flood Management Project.   This analysis allowed for “layering” of one feature over another to see where there were “multiple” benefits to justify an acquisition into the Open Space program or to warrant natural resource protection.

Applicable Results and Real World Advice

Several apparent results and outcomes were realized from this planning effort.  The power of partnerships working in concert to create, shepherd and implement a plan that is not just a Washoe County plan, but a plan representing the interests, needs and desires by the community at large.

Management strategies, goals and policies that will be implemented by Washoe County to manage natural resources and open space will also serve as guidelines for our federal, state and local government partners that manage the surrounding public lands in the region.  

Several of the agencies including the Bureau of Land Management is anticipating using the recommendations and guidelines from the Washoe County plan to shape and guide their upcoming 2010 Resource Management Plan.  The City of Sparks is also just starting their “Sparks Plan” and has been an active participant in the Washoe County Open Space/Natural Resource Management plan.

Another area where this planning effort had successful outcomes was in the area of data collection, analyses and implementation.  The best available and most up to date data was used to “model” important management decisions for not only Washoe County elected officials and staff, but other local, state and federal partners.   This data will also help provide the foundation for a pending Washoe County/Northern Nevada Public lands Bill where lands will be identified for acquisition and retention and those lands that may be identified for disposal.

