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INTRODUCTION 

The City of Cle Elum has begun a Washington State planning requirement known as the 
“Periodic Review” to update its Comprehensive Plan.  Periodic Reviews are often time 
consuming and expensive processes due to state statutory requirements which can represent a 
particular burden for smaller cities, such as Cle Elum.  

Since the decline of Cle Elum’s historic role in mining, commercial forest management, and as a 
key transportation corridor pre-interstate, the City has had a particularly difficult time directing 
its transformation.  If it cannot develop and implement proactive blueprints for its future, Cle 
Elum will continue to drift at the mercy of outside socioeconomic forces with little ability to 
direct its own outcomes.  For Cle Elum’s citizens, the real benefit of the Periodic Review is that 
it presents the best opportunity to revisit current circumstances and define a cohesive future 
vision - a public/private blueprint for community character and sustainability.  If the community 
stumbles in this exercise, the next structured opportunity will likely not present itself for another 
decade when the Periodic Review process will be required again by the State.  

At the heart of the Periodic Review process is a community vision.  The generation of that vision 
is the first step in the planning process from which more detailed planning elements are devised.  
If the community can forge a strong vision, it will then be reflected in the City’s Comprehensive 
Plan, private sector initiatives, economic development programs, housing objectives, codes and 
ordinances, and a variety of other community public policies and private investments.  When 
truly successful, the process can set the course for the entire community for the next several 
decades – a constructive target that drives decision-making for years.  

Visioning is a process by which a community envisions the future it wants with broad guidelines 
and strategies of how to achieve it.  A visioning process brings people together to develop a 
shared image.  It is a search for a community consensus.  What do people want their community 
to be, what do they want to retain, and what do they want to change?  From that vision, the city 
gains guidance for both short-term decisions and long-term planning.   

The following document is a summary of a public involvement initiative that was conducted 
recently to explore what might be an appropriate vision for the City.  Also included is a “draft 
vision” based on that process.  This draft vision has been produced to provide a foundation upon 
which the greater community including the general public, Planning Commission, and City 
Council can react, discuss, and refine a final vision document for potential adoption.  The final 
burden of judgment and potential decisions rests on the shoulders of elected officials.  The gold 
standard being sought out is true social validity with the vast majority of area citizens.  No 
community vision statement can satisfy everyone in the community, but it may be possible to 
forge a cohesive vision shared by a large majority of community members by working together 
constructively. 

THE CLE ELUM VISIONING PROJECT 

Finding, formulating, or forging by sheer political advocacy a vision that is truly shared 
community wide can be a timely, expensive, and challenging task.  Cle Elum’s limited resources 
and staffing along with its smaller scale both required and allowed for an alternative approach.  
That approach was the voluntary assistance of community planning students from Central 
Washington University in a process that used both individual interviews and a series of 
community focus groups to assess community sentiment.   
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The technique of focus groups is well established as a cost effective and accurate methodology 
for testing public sentiment.  It is generally superior to many other public involvement 
techniques that run a higher risk of distorted outcomes and are far more costly.  Focus group 
results are most telling when a broad representative and diverse sample of citizens engage in a 
series of discussions, and during those discussions, different groups yield the same strong and 
consistent responses.  That is precisely what occurred in the Cle Elum visioning project.  There 
clearly is a strong foundation for a consensus vision for the community.  To reduce potential 
bias, different facilitators and recorders were used for different groups and each reported the 
same basic themes.   

Four separate focus groups, including a youth group, business group, long-time residents group, 
and a broader community group represented by individuals who lived outside but near the city 
limits, were conducted involving 31 individuals.  During two-hour sessions each focus group 
discussed a series of community visioning 
questions, downtown urban design issues, and 
three futures scenarios.  The scenario 
descriptions presented to the groups are 
reprinted below.  They were designed to present 
three alternative paths that could realistically 
occur and to tease-out from participant’s 
preferences from the starkly different options.  
Participants were assured that their individual 
comments would not be attributed to them by 
name in the final reporting to insure candid 
discussion, but there was no concern expressed 
by participants in that capacity.   

The results from the various focus groups and individual interviews yielded highly consistent 
preferences and comments, although the consistency was sometimes expressed in different 
words.  Comments are reported in the next section as: “dominant themes” and “secondary 
themes.”  The three growth vision scenarios that provided a basis for a portion of the discussions 
were as follows: 

Scenario Discussion 

 

Below are three different ‘futures scenarios’ for the community that paint a picture of Cle Elum in 
twenty years. The scenarios reflect different evolving circumstances that may occur and the 

community’s planning approach. Which, if any, of the scenarios would be your preference, and 
do you have an alternative scenario that you would like to introduce?   

 

Scenario 1 – Steady State  

The “Steady State” or “No Frills” scenario describes the future of Cle Elum based on past and 
existing trends without a strong proactive planning focus for the future. Maintenance and 

community improvements will be reactionary over several decades without a strong community 

strategic vision. The focus will be on basic utilities and responding to growth as it may occur 

without a long-term economic strategy. Opportunities for economic sustainability and 

enhancement, along with cultural preservation will almost certainly be lost under the reactive 

planning outlook. Coordinated reinvestment strategies between the City and surrounding 
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communities that would benefit Cle Elum and the region as a whole will be missed. To visualize 

this future think about any number of former timber and mining  based towns in Washington, 

Oregon, and Montana that have failed to commit to a strategic strategy to transform themselves 

in the quest to maintain a vibrant and sustainable community. 

 

Upper Kittitas County will continue to grow as a recreational destination, and Suncadia will 

continue to develop and expand. Higher-end real estate development will define future growth, 

attracting recreational renters and part-time residents who commute outside of the area for 

employment. Without proper development strategies, Cle Elum will be cut-off from potential 

revenue as tourists and visitors flock to amenities, services and events provided by Suncadia, 

Roslyn, and other communities. Unable to take advantage of the growth, the city will be unable 

to attract new retail businesses and industries that would support both younger and older 

permanent residents.  Cle Elum residents will remain obligated to travel to Ellensburg, Yakima, or 

North Bend for many of their retail and employment needs.  

 

As the I-90 corridor improvements near completion, Cle Elum can expect an influx of traffic, with 

First Street becoming more difficult to cross and navigate as a pedestrian. Without a coordinated 

visual theme and pedestrian focused development, visitors will remain unenthusiastic about 

exploring downtown businesses. Without a community endorsed pro-active development 

strategy, Cle Elum will continue its stagnation trend of the last four decades. In so doing, it will 

miss community improvement opportunities and the ability to preserve and celebrate its rich 

history, along with attracting tourists who wish to experience the recreational activities available 

in the heart of the cascades. 

 
Scenario 2 – Rural Enhancement 

This scenario would give Cle Elum a gradually transformed community without the loss of its 

small town rural character or historic heritage. It is pro-active rather than a reactive approach to 

community development. It would entail modest growth with large-scale improvements flowing 

from a central community vision. Planned development and coordinated investments within the 

community and among neighboring communities would make Cle Elum more sustainable, 

facilitating the future needs of its residents and visitors. The City would be better prepared for 

population growth, preventing a loss of cultural identity. Cle Elum’s rich history would be 
celebrated and continue to be a defining characteristic of the community. Similar to cities such as 

Kalispell, Montana or Coeur d’ Alene, Idaho, Cle Elum would take advantage of its location to 
become a recreational destination for a variety of outdoor activities. 

The revitalized, rural Cle Elum could be home to 5,000 to 7,000 residents. This population size 

would ensure a large enough community for the expansion of light retail and the support of local 

economic activities that will provide attractive employment for younger community members, 

and services that will benefit visitors and residents. While larger than the current day Cle Elum, 

the community would retain most of its small town character with growth capped under the 

City’s growth management tools at the projected target size. Cle Elum residents would 
determine adjustments to the downtown streets. First Street would aim to become a pleasant, 

walkable destination that recreation tourists and local residents can enjoy in their day-to-day 

activities, creating an environment that promotes community interaction, pedestrian interest, 

and retail vitality.  

Scenario 3 - Unfettered Growth  
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This scenario foresees overwhelming and unanticipated population growth without the planning 

and preparations needed to protect the small town character of Cle Elum. Like Scenario One, it is 

a reactionary approach to community planning. While it is impossible to accurately project 

future growth pressures, it is not beyond the possibility that under certain assumptions explosive 

growth could occur with Cle Elum’s population increasing to 12,000 or even 20,000 individuals 
over the next 20 years if growth is unmanaged and demand is high enough. With the completion 

of the I-90 corridor improvements, the introduction of regional public transportation and self-

driving technology, and the pull of more affordable housing, commuting further from Seattle will 

become more likely, creating more demand for residential development in and around Cle Elum. 

This type of growth would drastically change the dynamics of the city, altering the culture, 

economy and environment. The city would become significantly more urbanized over a short 

period, losing much of its rural character.  The experience would be akin to that of a Puyallup or 

Issaquah, Washington with rapid urbanization. Puyallup lost its small town feel and with that 

loss came increased crime rates and a fragmented community.  

Cle Elum’s economy would expand to fit its urban characteristics. With a larger population, 
corporations found in bigger cities could be attracted. Manufacturing may also move into the 

suburbs of Cle Elum if it can draw proper investment. New jobs created by the population boost 

may not provide a higher quality of life for full-time residents but it would improve the potential 

standard-of-living. This scenario may have advantages, but will come with uncomfortable 

changes and challenges for some of the current residents.  

FOCUS GROUP & INTERVIEW RESULTS 

Dominant Themes:  

 Each of the focus groups and interviewees emphasized retaining the small town atmosphere 
and culture of Cle Elum as it evolves to deal with current and future realities.  When asked 
what elements they enjoyed about Cle Elum, repeated ideas and phrases included: small town 
atmosphere, safe environment, everyone knows everyone, kind people, friendliness, very 
centralized, slow pace, and family values.  Participants consistently referred to Cle Elum as a 
place where they did not feel at risk and were comfortable letting their children have the 
freedom to roam.   

 Every group cited the area’s natural beauty, historic heritage, and outdoor recreation assets as 
the community’s economic future.  Some groups described the area as evolving to a current 
and future “resort community,” while others describe it as a “recreation based” economy 
being the “obvious and only strategy for sustainability and vitality.”  People repeatedly 
discussed the surrounding natural environment and recreation opportunities as being a major 
factor for why they reside in the community.  With the broad endorsement and recognition 
that the community is transitioning to a recreation/resort economic base, there was 
widespread frustration in focus group discussions that Cle Elum was missing obvious 
opportunities to transform itself into the commercial “base-camp” role that it is suited to play 
in the Upper County.  Other mentions of missed opportunities included the lack of better 
communicating the multi-cultural historic heritage associated with both mining and timber.  
Expanded recreation development, particularly a regional trail system along with other public 
options, was discussed.  Finally, the historic value and interest of Cle Elum as an authentic 
remnant of an earlier and simpler time, an “Era Town,” needed to be accented, preserved, 
and enhanced as not only its past but also the foundation of its future.   
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 All of the focus groups strongly endorsed the Vision Scenario Two (2) that described a 
proactive planning approach to small town enhancement along with a community that may 
climb to 5,000 to 7,000 residents.  While still small, the new base of permanent residents 
would be large enough to support a sustainable, healthy community when combined with 
recreation weekend visitors and the other Upper County residents.  Controlled transformation 
of the community to retain and enhance the historic character was viewed as either an 
acceptable change or a desirable improvement to ensure community survival.  The scenario 
was viewed as more flexible, proactive, and the most desirable future.  One particular 
concern with the growth was public safety and health with the desire for expanded medical 
service access.  Equally, all focus groups strongly rejected Vision Scenario One (1), which 
suggested maintaining the current status quo approach and Vision Scenario Three (3) which 
was potential accommodation of explosive growth.  Scenario One (1) was described as 
“scary,” “a continuation of past trends that forced people to move away from town,” “terrible 
for the business community,” and “a trend that they desperately wanted to stop.”  While 
Vision Scenario Three (3) was often viewed as fundamentally unrealistic.  

 Each of the focus groups stated their dissatisfaction with various elements of the 
community’s decline and the lack of vitality as Cle Elum’s historic economic base 
disappeared.  Significant frustration surrounded the town’s seeming inability to develop a 
cohesive plan to transform itself and realize its revitalized potential.  The historic lack of 
leadership and continuity in follow through led to an overwhelming message of “we need a 
central theme or vision and the leadership for sustained and consistent implementation over 
an extended time” from all groups aside from the youth group.  Terms such as: depressed, 
financially stressed, increased poverty levels, lack of homeowner or city pride, poor 
infrastructure, ugly commercial core, no color, little shopping, and few employment 
opportunities were repeated by nearly all participants.  Some participants expressed a desire 
for a community that retained the vitality and pride of ownership it had in the past.  While 
others voiced their frustrations regarding the lack of retail options, poor sidewalks, and a 
downtown atmosphere that was not inviting to either residents or visitors.  These frustrations 
were repeated in several focus groups with a general agreement that there was little reason to 
“come downtown.”  

The focus groups desired enhancement of physical appearance, pedestrian friendliness, vibrancy, 
and diversity of retail businesses in the downtown commercial core.  A common opinion was 
there is little to draw people downtown and basic shopping requires an out-of-town trip.  
Weekend residents and recreationalists utilize Roslyn or Suncadia for alternative entertainment, 
meals, or walk-and-shop experiences, instead of Cle Elum.  The City is capturing very little of I-
90’s twenty-five thousand vehicle trips per day due to a lack of attraction although it is the 
obvious location to serve as Upper County’s main service center.  It was repeatedly stated that 
First Street was unfriendly to pedestrians and harbors an inappropriate mix of businesses better 
suited to secondary locations.  First Street’s current physical design was the single most 
complained about issue by the business group and regional residents group.  It was also a 
common topic among the other groups and was the first or one of the first topics brought up in 
individual interviews.  Issues of width, safety, powerlines, lack of landscaping, and the absence 
of a pedestrian oriented “walkable” downtown dominated discussions.  There was a strong 
consensus that the downtown core was the key to recognizing Cle Elum’s potential as a 
recreation community service center and that potential hinged upon a pedestrian oriented core.  
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The issue was recognized as the single largest constraint holding the community’s revival back 
because it constitutes a psychological as well as physical barrier preventing meaningful 
community redevelopment.  A desire to establish diagonal parking was expressed in several of 
the focus groups along with elimination of the center turning lane.   

Secondary Themes  

 All focus groups expressed frustrations regarding traveling out of town to shop for a broad 
range of basic needs.  The lack of a Big Box Store was cited in some focus groups as a 
fundamental inconvenience.  Participants did not particularly like the idea of Big Box stores 
and were concerned about the impact on the town character, but missed the convenience that 
one would offer.  The concept of a small, older style multi-story department store sized to the 
scale of Cle Elum that reflected the town’s historic era was appealing to participants as an 
alternative to Big Box development.  It was acknowledged that the development of a Big Box 
store was unrealistic given the community’s size and demographics.   

 The issue of the rising cost-of-living and decreasing housing affordability was brought up by 
many residents.  People perceived housing affordability as an increasing issue, but 
recognized it was as much of a reflection of the limited local income potential as Westside 
influences.  Some individuals commented that housing costs continued to represent good 
value in comparison to Westside circumstances and that was attracting long distance 
commuters forced out of Western Washington’s housing market.  Numerous comments were 
made regarding high rents in comparison to available incomes being a particular problem.   

 Each group recognized the community was undergoing and would likely continue to undergo 
a shift in demographics, community structure, and economic base.  Older residents 
mentioned the loss of the historically stable make-up of the neighborhoods and the higher 
percentage of part-time owners.  Demographically, a significantly larger percentage of older 
residents - a characteristic commonly associated with former natural resource extraction 
dependent communities - was expected.  However, that is not the case for Cle Elum where 
the demographic age profile is close to the state norm creating a mixed and conflicting 
picture.  While the age profile does not reflect an overweighting toward older age cohorts, 
the school district has shown a slow shrinkage and stabilization in enrollment reflecting an 
out-migration of families with school age children and/or lack of growth in that demographic.  
This is contrary to trends elsewhere in Kittitas County and is likely a reflection of the 
weakness in family wage employment opportunities and the growth in Upper County’s 
weekend/part-time residents.  There was a common feeling that the level of poverty seemed 
to be increasing or was at least becoming more visually present in the community as well. 

 There were observations from participants that the larger community or region is divided into 
separate interest groups – the older resident community and the evolving recreation-based 
community each with different socioeconomic characteristics.  It is a sensitive issue that has 
been noticed repeatedly in communities undergoing a similar, slow transformation to their 
economic base.  Participants’ comments in the various focus groups strongly suggested in 
Cle Elum differences are as much a perception based on limited interactions as they are a real 
source of friction.  While there are some differences in culture and socioeconomics 
(Westside-Eastside, Urban-Rural), appreciation and respect were observed coming from the 
majority of individuals regardless of their background.  New residents appreciated the rural, 
historic heritage of Cle Elum and the small town social interaction, which were named as 
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reasons they chose to live in Cle Elum both full and part-time.  Long-time residents 
recognized the importance of Suncadia doing well because of its effect on the entire 
community and although they had little social interaction with the residents of the resort 
community they appreciated the contributions of their presence.  The business community 
felt their future and survival is largely dependent on the community’s recreation base and 
resort transformation.  Long-time residents also expressed feelings of part-time and “high-
end” residents not participating or engaging enough in the community, while members of 
Suncadia and surrounding area mentioned the lack of Suncadia being viewed as part of the 
integrated community.  Opportunities to work together as an evolving integrated community 
are not currently being taken advantage of and new residents feel left out and under-utilized 
in their interest to see Cle Elum become a more vibrant and sustainable community hub.  
Greater cooperation and coordination were indicated as necessities for being able to 
transform into a successful cohesive community.  

 The community lacks both public facilities and private enterprises that cater to youth 
activities and interests.  This concern was expressed not only in the youth group, but also 
other groups and individual interviews as a disincentive for families with school age children.  
Activities center, arcade, movie theater, public swimming pool, party barn, and/or other 
assorted youth related facilities were mentioned as both desirable and missing in the 
community. 

VISION PRINCIPLES 

The fundamental challenge and corresponding opportunity for Cle Elum is to blend the 
community’s strong preference for rural, small town living with issues of improved community 
sustainability and economic base transformation.  The consensus desire is a vision that is 
proactive whereby the community directs and controls its own future outcome, rather than 
passively reacting to market forces.  Issues of community enhancement and sustainability relate 
to economic conditions, urban form, and related quality of life factors – all of which are 
interrelated.  Translated, those issues must include a vision to:   

 Improve the downtown’s urban form and vitality. 
 Develop a cohesive strategy for economic base transformation that combines retention of 

the community’s cultural and historic heritage. 
 Generate an economic agenda to enhance income levels. 
 Increase quality local employment opportunities to reduce the need for commuting.   
 Enhance facilities and employment designed to encourage the retention and attraction of 

younger age cohorts in balance with the growing retiree and recreation demographics of 
the city and region. 

 Support the expansion of retail and service businesses. 
 Encourage a larger population and business base to finance infrastructure improvements. 
 Pursue the availability of basic and emergency health care services. 

What follows are specific elements of an integrated community vision that includes: 1) an 
economic vision, 2) a land-use and urban form vision, and 3) a culture and demographic vision.  
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ECONOMIC VISION 

The economic base options for any community must reflect the inherent strengths and 
weaknesses associated with its circumstances.  In today’s hyperactive, competitive economic 
development environment where individuals must take into account not only regional players but 
also global competitors, people play to their strengths and avoid unrealistic strategies.  Before 
addressing the community’s natural strengths, a brief history of the community is necessary.   

Cle Elum was once a proud and relatively healthy community based on two commercial natural 
resource industries, timber harvesting and mining.  It also had an important role as a 
transportation hub prior to the construction of I-90.  The community’s commercial district and 
housing stock was in balance with the economic base and population size.  Appropriate age and 
income distributions existed reflecting a sustainable formula for the community.  In the 1960s 
things began to change.   

Basic demographic and economic trends have placed the community at a crossroads for more 
than four decades during which time it has been unable to aggressively grab the initiative to 
expedite the transition to a new economic base.  It has been unable to recapture its former role as 
a vibrant transportation service center.  Mining has long since played no meaningful role in the 
local economy, except in the context of the historic heritage left behind.  Matters were further 
compounded for the community when it was caught in the restructuring of the commercial 
timber industry over the last 30 years.  A combination of factors including globalization, industry 
over-capacity worldwide, and issues of tax policy and environmental activism combined to cause 
the closure of over 60 mills in the Pacific Northwest in the last two decades.   

The Upper County’s most significant weaknesses in an economic development capacity are its 
limited workforce and small population base, lack of basic urban services and amenities, high 
energy costs relative to other potential industrial locations in the region, limited power and water 
capacity for large users, and its limited land options causing higher land costs in comparison to 
other more competitive locations.  The community also has a number of outstanding historic 
heritage resources that have not been developed or promoted for tourism.  Cle Elum is 
fundamentally at a disadvantage to pursue a variety of economic strategies, including any 
significant manufacturing.  Other disadvantages from manufacturing and transportation 
perspectives are winter weather, pass conditions, and not having access to particularly 
compelling transportation locations (i.e.  the I-5 corridor, no water port access, and not at the 
junction of two central service interstates).  While Interstate 90 provides easy access and has a 
current load of twenty-five thousand vehicular trips per day, Cle Elum’s commercial district is 
not utilizing it.   

The community’s obvious advantages are those surrounding recreational development in a 
variety of forms.  Cle Elum is the closest “good” location on the Eastside with improved weather 
and mountain access, it is within a 90-minute drive from the metropolitan center of the Puget 
Sound region, and is a particularly convenient location for weekend recreation trips.  Suncadia 
Resort is developing into a destination magnet that offers strong advantages for Cle Elum’s 
economic base transformation.   

Another central advantage for Cle Elum outside those associated with recreation development is 
to play off of Western Washington’s weaknesses.  While the area’s recreation potential is a “pull 
factor,” growing housing affordability issues and congestion conditions on the Westside are a 
“push factor” advantage.  Not everyone wants to live in a Seattle metropolitan area environment.  
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Recruiting start-ups and smaller firms where owners have a decided preference for rural living is 
a viable option.  Recreation based communities offer excellent small business ownership 
opportunities in retail, services, and construction.  However, they suffer from lower wages for 
employees.  Small tech service firms, micro specialty manufacturing, and other niche businesses 
offer additional economic diversification for the area and professional wage scales to supplement 
the recreation base.   

The following are elements of the economic vision for Cle Elum: 

Destination Tourism 

Further development of destination tourism is the single most 
effective strategy available to the community in order to 
accelerate the process toward a more balanced, sustainable 
economic base.  Recreation development has been the natural 
market trend for some time in the Upper County, enhancing that 
trend is the cornerstone of the City’s economic vision.  To 
accomplish enhancement, various objective implementation 
strategies may be utilized including developing historic/heritage 
resources, establishing an “Era Town” theme, redeveloping the 
central business core based on design standards, strengthening 
synergistic relationships with Suncadia, creating and promoting a 
regional trail system, and using destination retail strategies.   

An “Era Town’  

Era or theme towns are small-
scale communities that develop 
one or more of three basic 
options: 1) a concentration of 
specialty retail, crafts, or arts, 2) a 
concentration of specialty 
recreation, or 3) an architectural 
theme that reflects a history or 
location.  While rarely employed, the theme town strategy has been highly successful in other 
communities around the world when they have specific traits.   

Research on successful theme towns indicates several necessary elements: the town has to be 
small enough that a concentration of theme establishments creates a sense of major presence and 
visual density for visitors, there must be a sense of uniqueness and isolation, and the location 
needs to be within several hours of a major population center.  Cle Elum possesses those core 
elements that should allow the successful creation and execution of a theme town strategy.   

One of the City’s strengths is that it is a “real place” with 
an interesting history, retained in an authentic 
architectural core reflective of Americana in the 1930s.  
Reflective communities and the values and cultures they 
represent are slowly being lost in America today.  The 
community has expressed a desire to retain, restore, and 
enhance that authenticity as they transform to a new 
economic base.  Cle Elum’s retention of those 
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characteristics will increase in value over the decades if enhanced and maintained now.  
Moreover, an “Era Town” strategy combined with the technique of “Destination Retail” 
(described below) will enable Cle Elum to once again take full advantage of the I-90 resource 
sitting adjacent to the town’s front door.   

This strategy should be not be confused with the fake frontier, mining town, or other associated 
tourist façade towns that have developed in some locations.  Maintaining Cle Elum’s authenticity 
is a strongly supported element of the Community Vision.  Existing authenticity, both enhanced 
and preserved, is a ready-made 1930s Era Town given the nature of Cle Elum.    

Destination Retail  

Certain retail establishments or theme clusters of establishments can serve as major destinations, 
in and of themselves.  Food related businesses, currently existing in Cle Elum and the central 
core, would benefit from the attraction of other complimentary “destination” businesses.  Under 
the Vision, Downtown and Chamber businesses would establish specific destination retail 
strategies to strive towards either recruitment or development of the necessary retail business 
attractions.  Specific destination retail businesses that should be considered include, but are not 
limited to:  

 Vintage Country Stores 

 A Large Community Food Co-op (Boise and Dubuque Example)  

 A Small Scale Multi-story Department Store  

 Old Style Five and Dimes  

 Outlet Stores  

 Any unique artisan or specialty shops. 

Some of the most successful attractions in this capacity, both nationally and internationally, are 
located in older warehouse buildings, existing historic structures, or redeveloped multi-story 
department stores.  A destination retail strategy combined with an Era Town vision will place 
Cle Elum back where it belongs as a vibrant central service for the Upper County.   

Renewal Initiatives 

To an extent, possible private sector initiatives should be relied upon to achieve the economic 
development vision.  The footprint of local government, both in terms of services provided and 
the regulatory climate, should be one of support and partnership.  Tax increment financing 
should be investigated for central core redevelopment improvements normally taken outside of 
the sphere of the public sector.  The creation of a “Cle Elum Community Investment 
Corporation,” where private capital could be assembled for destination retail ventures such as a 
large community co-op or an old style multistory department store scaled to Cle Elum’s situation 
are the types of projects that may be appropriate under a public/private partnership.  
Coordination by a Downtown Business Association or Chamber to facilitate rapid and 
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simultaneous initiatives would improve business outcomes as opposed to a drawn-out 
revitalization effort where momentum and synergy between business investments would be 
lacking.   

Income Targets and Wage Scales 

Living wage scales from the 1970s and 1980s are no longer sufficient to sustain a family in the 
current day due to the insidious creep of inflation.  While many classifications of jobs should be 
welcomed in Cle Elum, the long-term focus should be on the development or attraction of 
positions that offer salaries at or above the national average with basic benefits.  The City’s 
economy has an imbalance between hourly wage positions and professional salaried 
opportunities.  To attract youthful or mid-career professionals back to the community and reduce 
the need for commuting, emphasis should be placed on the development of professional service 
businesses, businesses ownership opportunities, as well as high-tech, small-scale niche 
manufacturing. 

Build on the Strength of Existing Businesses 

One of most effective but often overlooked economic development strategies in an environment 
such as Cle Elum is to support the expansion of existing businesses with the potential to grow 
outside of their immediate market.  Cle Elum will always maintain a plethora of such businesses.  
The support and promotion of this growth potential under the City Vision lies specifically with 
the Chamber of Commerce and other non-profit business development organizations.   

Micro-Specialty Manufacturers and Services 

Attracting high wage, micro-manufactures and professional service businesses is a viable 
strategy for the community and consistent with current constraints.  Under this vision the 
strategy would be aggressively pursued, but it should be understood that the greatest success in 
attracting such enterprises lies in affiliated strategies related to destination tourism, urban design, 
and housing.  The more attractive the community’s attributes, the more likely Cle Elum will be 
successful in bringing such enterprises to town.    

Lone Eagle Attraction 

Lone Eagles are a specific term employed by economic development specialists to describe 
unique entrepreneurial individuals who bring to a community certain talents and/or resources.  
These are people who generally are attracted to a community due to some aspect of community 
character – a particular form of outdoor recreation resource, quality of life consideration, natural 
beauty, or cultural attributes.  Cle Elum is a candidate to pursue a “Lone Eagle” sub-strategy in 
economic development.  These individuals often bring needed capital to a community, new 
business energy, and other important business attributes that can make a difference in economies 
the size of Cle Elum.  The key to attracting Lone Eagles is the development of strategic attributes 
in the community and creative outreach.   

Residential Strategies 

Home building, directly and indirectly, generates a substantial amount of local economic activity 
and jobs.  Housing construction as well as its supply and affordability characteristics in a market 
can be used as highly effective strategies to revitalize, stabilize, or rebalance local communities.  
A lack of higher quality housing options or a shortfall in diverse choices in the housing market 
can quickly turn away the prospective employers or residents needed to revitalize the 
community.  The inverse is also true, attractive housing markets and exciting neighborhood 
designs can serve as the magnet in attracting new businesses.  Housing strategies have never 
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been a major component for Cle Elum’s economic development planning, however, Suncadia 
represents an obvious example of the benefits that such a strategy can offer.  Three major 
“Development Agreements” including Bullfrog Flats, (an agreement between Suncadia and the 
City on a portion of the Urban Growth Area that was annexed into city limits in 2002), have the 
ability in coming years to serve as a major engine in the implementation of the larger community 
vision.    

The construction of 100 new homes per year in a typical metropolitan area will generate $21.1 
million in local income, $2.2 million in taxes and other revenue for local governments, and 324 
local jobs.  Additionally, the annually recurring positive impacts of building that same 100 
homes includes the generation of $3.1 million in local income, $743,000 in taxes, and 53 local 
jobs.   

The ample provision of different affordable housing options in the community holds potential as 
an economic strategy in its own right.  The Pacific Northwest on a regional basis is one of most 
expensive housing markets in America, exceeding even the Northeast.  Quality and affordable 
housing options provide attraction for new residents and businesses.   

LAND USE & URBAN DESIGN VISION 

First Street / Main Street 

First Street, Cle Elum’s “Main Street,” constitutes the single most pressing urban design 
limitation that has hindered Cle Elum’s transformation to a vibrant destination recreation service 
center.  As currently configured, it effectively prevents a pedestrian oriented downtown core and 
the implementation of any Era Town concept.  It is intimidating for pedestrians, unattractive, 
constitutes a poor configuration for parking, is merchant unfriendly, and the street network 
routes heavy truck traffic through the core of downtown.  The City and community recognizes 
these issues and with the assistance of a landscape architecture firm has developed a design, the 
“Preferred Alternative,” that was adopted by the City Council as part of a Downtown 
Revitalization Planning Project to plan for future street improvement projects to significantly 
improve the downtown and increase the potential for economic revitalization.  Below is the 
Downtown Revitalization Plan’s Preferred Alternative as adopted by Council.  This Preferred 
Alternative is a high clip conceptual plan that sets the tone for design of the street level 
improvements to parking and street tree layouts, including sidewalk furnishings.  Ultimately a 
critical part of the City’s Vision would be the transformation of First Street, and later, potentially 
other side streets in the central business core.   
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Design Guidelines / Standards 

For the implementation of an Era Town vision, Cle Elum will need to develop and adopt design 
guidelines/standards for the central business core.  This would be the most effective if the core 
area included is the same geographical area used for the Downtown Revitalization Plan 
(Preferred Alternative).  Design guidelines/standards are required to provide general direction 
and guidance to architects and business owners creating consistency in the maintenance of the 
old historic character of the business district.  The most effective design guidelines blend 
guidance with an element of designer flexibility to permit creative application.  Guidance on 
color schemes, appropriate façade treatments, signage, and a broad range of visual examples is 
an effective format that can easily be seen already in existence across the nation.  Design 
guidance can be done either as “voluntary guidelines” or as “design standards,” which require 
formal review and City approval.  Both approaches have advantages and potential disadvantages.  
It is recommended that the business community in collaboration with the City should perfect the 
guidelines and in the process answer one key administrative question: whether the City uses 
guidelines or standards. 

Growth Management 

The community focus groups illustrated the existence of a broad consensus to retain the City’s 
small town feel and general scale while pursuing economic transformation and sustainability 
strategies.  Although there is little likelihood of rapid growth overtaking the community due to a 
variety of factors, there is a perception among some that economic development initiatives 
constitute a potentially serious risk to stated preferences.  To reemphasize an important 
consideration, existing neighborhood and central core decline are a greater concern for Cle Elum 
than over-stimulated growth.   

The Vision calls for Cle Elum to retain a small city atmosphere and culture while growing at a 
managed pace to a new controlled population level that represents a more balanced and 
sustainable foundation for the community.  It promotes population expansion within the City’s 
existing Urban Growth Area (UGA) to allow a total population of 5,000 to 7,000 permanent 
residents.  Under the Vision, it appears likely that the City currently has adequate acreage under 
both industrial and commercial zoning inside the UGA to meet possible future demands.  The 
addition of substantial commercial zoned acreage would reduce the incentive to focus on central 
core improvements.  It is also likely when further analysis is undertaken, existing residential 
zoning, when taking into account the three current Development Agreements, is sufficient to 
accomplish the Vision.  Desirable large track residential acreage is currently available within the 
city’s UGA enabling the implementation of various housing strategies. 

Infrastructure Concurrency 

The term “concurrency” in planning means utility and infrastructure capacities should be 
compatible with demands created by the development.  Cities can only grow in areas where the 
necessary capacity is met or the capacity is planned and developed simultaneously with the 
overall development.   

Cle Elum’s Comprehensive Plan, when revised, should ensure that concurrency provisions are 
incorporated per state requirements, including the coordination of future growth with utility 
planning.  Utility and infrastructure capacities act as a development magnet which can be used to 
direct growth.  
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Based on a preliminary review of existing studies, the City’s municipal sewer system and water 
system have the needed capacities in place to accommodate the proposed population.   

Pedestrian and Bike Greenway Networks 

Cle Elum’s historic development pattern, in conjunction with other Upper County towns, offers 
an outstanding foundation for local trails and bike path networks that could ultimately extend to 
Snoqualmie Pass and the Lower County requiring little new trail development.  Suncadia’s 
location and associated trail network incorporates an additional element of opportunity.  
Substantial potential exists to provide a regional asset that would be both a major quality-of-life 
feature for the community and a major pillar for destination tourism.  Planning efforts are 
underway and should continue to be incorporated as part of the community’s long-term vision.  
Parks and pathways are not just important lifestyle amenities for existing citizens; they are a tool 
for economic development attracting businesses and new residents.   

CULTURE AND DEMOGRAPHIC VISION 

Community Diversity 

Cle Elum and the surrounding community are undergoing transformations of its socioeconomic 
composition.  In a very real sense, diversity is increasing in the community as the area becomes a 
mixing zone of Westside-Eastside cultures, urban-rural cultures, and permanent residents with 
part-time residents.  Diversity of culture and tolerance has always been an American strength and 
underlying principle in its society.  Current neighborhood configurations in Cle Elum have been 
and should continue to be conducive to the promotion of the diversity transformation underway.  
To ease this transformation and reduce the potential friction associated with change, several 
concepts should be considered.   

A structured small group forum over a rotating brunch or lunch is one format that has been found 
to be effective in the Ellensburg area to develop expanded social networks.  Community working 
groups should make a concerted effort to recruit mixed memberships.  All of the expanded 
community has expressed an interest in developing a greater public appreciation for the area’s 
historic and cultural heritage.   Improvements to these interests could be benefited by different 
backgrounds throughout the expanded community working together to further develop the 
resource and information base.  Finally, a friendly and potentially humorous code of good 
neighbor conduct should be developed and routinely emphasized in an ongoing public 
information campaign.  Effective examples include the UK’s approach to deal with potential 
cultural misunderstandings on its 180,000-mile trail system across private lands, the approach is 
not resented and the nation’s three billion annual walkers can proudly and happily quote the ten 
key bullet points. 

CONCLUSION 

An exceedingly strong foundation exists for a cohesive community vision for Cle Elum.  The 
testing of public opinion through both individual interviews and focus groups yields a consistent 
picture of what the community desires to retain as well as change in the future.  That vision 
includes a more cohesive, pro-active community-wide strategy based on two central pillars: 
retaining its basic historic character as a moderate scale, rural community while at the same time 
transforming to a more sustainable economic base.  The economic base’s main focus would be 
the development of a vibrant, pedestrian oriented recreation service center that captures Cle 
Elum’s strategic location and the regional trends already underway.  Included in the vision is the 
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retention and enhancement of Cle Elum’s historic heritage as an “Era Town” along with 
strategies for destination tourism, downtown redevelopment, and the attraction of destination 
retail establishments.  The transformation would also include other elements of economic 
diversification over time, including micro-specialty manufacturers and services, and expansion 
as a commuter base.  It is anticipated under the vision that the community would eventually grow 
to resident base of 5,000 to 7,000 individuals within the City’s Urban Growth Area. 


