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Chapter 1 – Introduction 
 
Chelan County, located midway between Seattle and Spokane, is served by State Highways 
US 2 and US 97 as its major connectors. The transportation network is shaped by dramatic 
topography with the Cascade and Chiwaukum Mountains, the Stuart Range, the Columbia and 
Chelan Rivers and Lake Chelan. Its 2,994 square mile area is home to approximately 72,100 
people in 25,000 households, with the majority residing in Wenatchee. 
 
Continuing growth has created the need to systematically address future transportation needs 
throughout Chelan County. The growing population and changing nature of the regional economy 
have required the County to reconfirm the transportation projects to serve both current and 
projected land use growth. Surrounding communities including the Cities of Wenatchee, 
Cashmere, Leavenworth, Entiat, and Chelan, and unincorporated urban growth areas such as 
Sunnyslope, Manson, and Peshastin, are also experiencing or expected to have substantial 
growth in the coming years. Areas outside designated urban growth areas, such as Malaga and 
Monitor, act as bedroom communities to the Wenatchee urban area and are already experiencing 
an increase in development. Growth in Chelan County includes residential housing, seasonal 
vacation housing, and new industrial, agriculture, retail, and tourist-based employment and 
activities. This recent and forecast growth continues to add pressure to the transportation system 
serving the County. 
 
The Transportation Element builds off of prior planning efforts by the County, Cities, Washington 
State Department of Transportation (WSDOT), Wenatchee Valley Transportation Council 
(WVTC), LINK Transit, and urban growth areas (UGA) and limited areas of more intense rural 
development (LAMRID) subarea plans. All modes of transportation have been addressed, 
including motor vehicle, aviation, rail, transit, marine, and non-motorized. As required by the 
Growth Management Act, a prioritized transportation project list, financing strategies and 
implementation measures have been included in the Transportation Element. 

Background 
The Transportation Element of the Comprehensive Plan was initially developed in Year 2000. 
Following adoption of the Comprehensive Plan, the County completed or is currently completing a 
series of subarea plans for the various communities throughout the County. These stand-alone 
subarea plans have been prepared to guide the development within existing and proposed UGAs. 
Each of the separate subarea plans, along with the Comprehensive Plans for each of the cities, 
has created the need for a more thorough and systematic analysis of the impacts of growth within 
the entire County. 
 
Although Chelan County is well-known for its orchards, the amount of farmland in Chelan County 
has halved over the last 45 years, from 215,646 acres at its peak in 1959 to 112,023 in 2002. 
Ninety-nine percent (99 percent) of the current tree fruit crop is exported out of the Chelan County 
by truck and rail, with approximately 30 percent exported out of the country (Smith 2004). Though 
orchards are still prominent where irrigation is available in the Columbia, Wenatchee, and Entiat 
valleys and uplands in the Lake Chelan area, challenges in the national and international tree fruit 
markets have led to grower, warehouse and processing consolidations, departures from farming 
and to changes in land use. Wineries, orchards, fruit stands, vineyards, nurseries, restaurants 
and lodging are becoming a successful part of a burgeoning agro-tourism industry. These 
changes in the regional economy also influence current and future transportation needs of Chelan 
County. 
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The growing population and changing nature of Chelan County’s economy create an opportunity 
to realign transportation and land use needs and to identify needed improvements to the County’s 
roadways, bridges, bicycle, pedestrian, aviation and rail facilities. 

Purpose 
The Transportation Element establishes a vital link between land use and County transportation 
facilities and services needed to meet current system deficiencies and to support future growth, 
economic development, recreation, and the full range of activities anticipated in the County. The 
anticipated types, intensity and timing of land development in Chelan County will largely 
determine the travel mode people choose to use. In addition, land use decisions outside of the 
County impact the transportation system, and attention must be paid to the anticipated trends in 
these peripheral areas. 
 
The Transportation Element is a key component to the County’s Comprehensive Plan. It identifies 
Chelan County’s goals and policies for transportation as well as the County’s transportation 
priorities, level-of-service (LOS) standards, development review process, and financial strategies. 
The Transportation Element was developed in accordance with the Washington State Growth 
Management Act. 

Growth Management Act 
The link between land use and transportation is a focus of the GMA. The purpose of the 
Transportation Element is to provide the County with a guide for transportation system 
improvements to meet existing and future travel needs, and a means for integrating these 
improvements with the State, cities, and regional transportation system. 
 
The GMA requires that the following topics be addressed within the Transportation Element: 
 

 Land use assumptions used in estimating travel demand 
 An inventory of existing transportation facilities and services 
 Level of service standards to gauge the performance of the system 
 Identification of actions and requirements needed to bring existing facilities and services 

up to standard 
 Forecasts of future traffic based on the Land Use Element 
 Identification of improvements and programs needed to address current and future 

transportation system deficiencies, including Transportation Demand Management 
strategies 

 A realistic multi-year financing plan that is balanced with the adopted level of service 
standards and the Land Use Element 

 An explanation of intergovernmental coordination and regional consistency. 
 
Local transportation elements must also include the following: 
 

 State-owned transportation facilities in the transportation inventory 
 The level of service (LOS) for state-owned transportation facilities 
 Identification and assessment of GMA concurrency and the applicability to highways of 

statewide significance 
 An estimate of the impacts to State-owned transportation facilities resulting from local 

land use assumptions 
 
The Chelan County Transportation Element incorporates and addresses each of the GMA 
requirements for local transportation elements. 
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Objectives 
A number of primary objectives, developed by the Steering Committee members who directed the 
work program, are addressed by the Transportation Element. They include: 

 
 Engage the community in the planning process 
 Establish a fundamental link between County land use and transportation facilities 
 Focus on unincorporated areas of the County and links into the cities 
 Consider all modes of transportation including motor vehicle, aviation, rail, transit, marine, 

and non-motorized 
 Address future transportation needs over the next 20 years 
 Prioritize transportation infrastructure for all modes 
 Develop realistic finance and implementation strategies 
 Refine the development review process to match community goals 
 Better define the level of developer contributions 

Process Overview 
The update of the Transportation Element was completed in a series of steps. Figure 1-1 
highlights the process that was followed in preparing the updated Transportation Element. 
 

 
 
Figure 1-1. Plan Process 
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Organization of the Transportation Element 
The Transportation Element is organized in a series of chapters addressing each of the primary 
components of the planning process. The chapters are as follows: 
 

1. Introduction 
2. Relationship to Other Plans 
3. Agency and Public Involvement 
4. Goals and Policies 
5. Existing Conditions 
6. Land Use and Traffic Forecasts 
7. Transportation Priorities 
8. Transportation Improvements and Programs 
9. Finance and Implementation Program 

 
Appendix material is also provided that contains more detailed information and background data 
used in the development of the Transportation Element. 

Study Area 
The study area for the Transportation Element includes all of Chelan County, with an emphasis 
on the unincorporated areas of the County. Since the County is only directly responsible for the 
roadway system in unincorporated areas and for roadways not designated as State Highways, 
the planning effort primarily focused on the County arterial and collector system, especially those 
roadways located within the six urban growth areas (UGAs). Figure 1-2 illustrates the study area 
for the Transportation Element, while also highlighting many of the major transportation facilities 
within the County. 




