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Accelerated growth and development in the Puget Sound region has cumulated in an urgent need 
to address the critical regional challenges of biodiversity, human health, social equity, economic 
development, and climate change, possible through a robust green infrastructure system.

FIGURE 1: Addressing Regional Challenges through Open Space Analysis and Planning
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The Central Puget Sound region comprises eight major watersheds and four counties 
in the Greater Seattle Metropolitan Area, stretching from the mountain crests to the 
shorelines of Puget Sound – and is expected to support 5 million residents by 2040.

FIGURE 2: Regional Open Space Study Area
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Conserves, enhances 
and manages regional 
open space assets and 
systems that are resilient 
to distu rbances and can 
evolve over time

Recognizes the mutual
interdependence of 
wilderness, rural and 
urban lands and the 
interface between 
people and the region’s 
land resources and 
waterways

Improves cross-jurisdiction 
institutional coordination 
of open space efforts to 
address landscape scale 
objectives and upgrade the 
effectiveness
of the system

Improves access
for all citizens without 
degrading resources                        

Connects and integrates
open space assets in terms of 
physical access to landscape 
and habitat types, ecological 
relationships, rural to urban 
geographies, and human 
to natural realms

Provides a variety of
precious open spaces, 
marine and terrestrial 
landscape and ecosystem 
types, and functional 
systems tailored to 
different scales and 
community needs

Layers objectives to 
address ecological integrity, 
ecosystem services, 
human health, resource 
conservation, & community 
vitality. Incorporates 
benefits of Open space 
systems into other efforts 
such as transportation, 
economic development & 
infrastructure Fosters a culture of

stewardship with an
appreciation of the value of 
regional open space

ECOSYSTEMS RURAL + RESOURCE LANDS

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT RECREATION + TRAILS

An interconnected network of public and 
private lands that represents the full suite 
of natural ecosystems and habitats of a size 
and character that maintains and enhances 
biodiversity; provides the essential benefits 
of nature and ecosystem services; and 
sustains the crucial ecological processes, 
structures, and functions upon which 
healthy ecosystems depend. 

A diverse and resilient landscape of rural 
and resource lands owned and operated 
by those that live in or are connected to 
the region. This landscape provides the 
food, resources, and ecosystem services 
we need; supports active resource-based 
economies; fosters rural communities; 
contributes to the identity and health of 
the region; and preserves our legacy for 
future generations.

A complete, connected, diverse, financially 
viable, publicly embraced, and well managed 
open space system of appropriately scaled 
spaces that accommodates the needs of 
the environment and assures community 
health, personal well-being, and provides 
access for all members of the community 
regardless of their exact geographic location 
or income level.

A complete, context-sensitive, well-
managed, and maintained system of land 
and water resources that promotes the full 
spectrum of human recreational activity, 
offering opportunities for all people, and 
contributing to the health and vitality 
of current and future generations. This 
system provides for the full continuum of 
communities urban to rural, alpine to marine, 
land and water.

The ROSS initially convened over 100 stakeholders to lay the groundwork for a long-range 
strategy, defining a vision for a robust regional open space system that is “diverse, connected, 
coordinated, resilient, multifunctional, equitably accessible, interdependent, and stewarded.”

FIGURE 3: Defining Vision and Values of the Central Puget Sound Regional Open Space Strategy (ROSS)



A full range of wilderness 
ecosystems, including prairies and forested 
lowlands, are essential for retaining the 
region’s biodiversity.

Aquatic systems are essential for 
the region’s ecological health which, in turn, is 
critical for the viability of human communities.

Walkable neighborhoods 
with parks and recreation opportunities are 
necessary for human health.

Parks, walkable 
streets, trees, 
green belts and 
other open space elements 
enhance the livability of 
urban communities, provide 
important green infrastructure 
functions, and encourage 
positive development.

For human and ecological health, 
aquatic systems requires continuity along the whole length 
and breadth of the watershed, including urban waterfronts.

Iconic natural features and 
intimacy between natural and human settings 
establish the region’s core identity and are 
important economic assets.

Resource lands supply a wealth 
of ecosystem services such as flood 
reduction, air and water purification, carbon 
sequestration, and recreation in addition to 
providing food, wood products, and jobs.

Industrial estuaries provide 
substantial opportunities for ecological 
restoration along with more efficient 
shoreline use.

Regional trails, if connected to local 
neigborhoods and regional attractions, provide 
transportation, recreation, and human health 
functions as well as incentives for attracting new 
businesses.

OPEN 
SPACE 

SYSTEM

The Preliminary Strategy called for an integrated spatial vision that measures and optimizes open 
space benefits, applying landscape ecology and ecosystem services concepts to guide decision-
making and promote open space conservation values, from urban to rural to wild.

FIGURE 4: ROSS Preliminary Comprehensive Strategy
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FIGURE 06. Categorizing Open Space Services

Staff and advisors identified 16 Open Space Services provided by landscapes that address critical regional 
challenges of climate change, biodiversity, health, equity and economic development. These categories 
more comprehensively represent the diverse values of landscapes than traditional “ecosystem services.”.
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FIGURE 06. Categorizing Open Space Services

Staff and advisors identified 16 Open Space Services provided by landscapes that address critical regional 
challenges of climate change, biodiversity, health, equity and economic development. These categories 
more comprehensively represent the diverse values of landscapes than traditional “ecosystem services.”.
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OPEN SPACE 
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We developed an “Open Space Services” framework – based upon “ecosystem services” but broadened 
to more responsively incorporate cultural and social equity benefits – to guide measurement of the 
values provided by farms, forests, urban parks and trails, and sustainable infrastructure.

FIGURE 5: Defining Open Space Services
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The Planning Team modeled the current economic contribution of select Open Space Services, 
concluding that the 4-county region’s open spaces contribute between $11. 4 and $25.2 billion to 
the economy annually, and are valued at approximately $825B.

FIGURE 6: The Value of the Region’s Open Spaces
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Using the valuation, the ROSS team conducted economic analyses of open space services and 
return on investment of specific green infrastructure projects that were being considered for 
the “Green-Y” proposal, such as a levee setback for the Puyallup River.

FIGURE 7: Open Space Services Analysis
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ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT OF RECREATIONAL ACTIVITIES

The Snohomish Basin has 60,000 acres of regionally significant forest land. Based on high 
interest from local stakeholders, we consolidated and evaluated coordinated recreation-based 
economic revitalization scenarios for open space benefits in the Snohomish watershed.

FIGURE 8: Ecosystem Services in the Snohomish Watershed
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Topography and Floodplains The Green/Duwamish Watershed covers an impressive topographic 
gradient, gradually making its way from 1,700 feet at the foothills of 
the Cascades down to the Duwamish Estuary at sea level. The Green 
and Duwamish Rivers have carved their paths through this landscape, 
meandering over the seasons and through millennia, regularly 
overflowing across the lower reaches of the watershed. This meandering 
and flooding action has created low, flat elevations with fertile soil, ideal 
for human settlement. These areas still flood, however, and human 
settlements within these floodplains are at risk. 

Communities of Opportunity The King County Communities of Opportunity initiative is working in
the 20% of census tracts that rank lowest on an index of the ten
measures in the table below. This maps shows ranks for all census 
tracts available within the Green/Duwamish Watershed.

Life Expectancy
Adverse Childhood Experience

Frequent Mental Distress
Smoking
Obesity

Diabetes
Preventable Hospitalizations

Poor Housing Condition
Low-Income (Below 200% Poverty)

Unemployment

74 Years
20%
14%
20%
33%
13%
1.00%
8%
54%
13%

Measure Lowest Decile Highest Decile

87 Years
9%
4%
5%
14%
5%
0.40%
0%
6%
3%

In the Green-Duwamish watershed, a more inclusive and equitable planning process emerged 
as the most important need. This watershed strategy process focuses on coordinating across 
dozens of jurisdictional plans for more equitable access to open space.

FIGURE 9: Equitable Access in the Green Duwamish Watershed
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Figure 43. Geographically Linked Strategies 

The “Green-Y” Core is one of the three integrative strategies from the Puyallup-White WOSS which 
combines proposals to retain remaining farmlands, improve the river’s ecological functions, connect 
regional multi-purpose trails and give equitable access to parks and open space.

FIGURE 10: Puyallup-White Watershed Open Space Strateegy: Synthesized Proposals



To advance implementation of proposed action items, further planning analysis focused on the 
regulatory challenges and opportunities associated with maintaining and enhancing forestry and 
agricultural resource lands in the fast-urbanizing “Green-Y” area of the Puyallup-White watershed.

FIGURE 11: Regulatory Analyses
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Working between watershed and regional scales, the Team employed GIS data, planning documents, 
interviews and workshops with experts to identify the most important landscapes to conserve and 
enhance. Recommended actions address agriculture, forests, recreation, community, trails and habitat.

FIGURE 12: Regional Strategies and Priority Actions



The ROSS team utilized video and 3-D modelling at the regional level to show how the green 
infrastructure system can address interconnected priorities. The narrative, rather than 
prescriptive, approach to a regional vision enabled collaboration between planning efforts.

FIGURE 13: Communicating a Regional Vision



FIGURE 14. GIS Portal Prototype

The research team created a prototype interactive online GIS tool to model the capacity 
of open space conservation and enhancement scenarios to confront identified regional 
challenges, based upon predicted open space services provided by various scenarios.

The ROSS team and partners created a prototype online GIS tool to model the capacity 
of open space conservation and enhancement scenarios to confront identified regional 
challenges. The completed interactive tool will be available in the coming year. 

FIGURE 14: Ecosystem Service Planning Tool Development
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and still receive funding from state 
and federal governments. 
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The ROSS team worked with governmental and NGO leaders to craft an organizational strategy to 
expand, fund and implement the regional green infrastructure system, working in both sectors to 
coordinate open space and land use decisions across jurisdictional boundaries.

FIGURE 15: Regional Governance and Funding


