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A. Background
The land on which the City of Tacoma is located has been used and occupied for many thousands of
years, evidenced by robust archaeological record that includes cultural resources from Native
Americans as well as historical period resources. Many areas of Tacoma, by virtue of location, proximity
to known archaeological sites, ethnohistorical data, or environmental characteristics (slope, aspect,
distance to water sources) are considered by cultural resources professionals to be high probability
areas (areas in which there is a high likelihood of encountering archaeological materials during
subsurface construction activities).

It is a felony to knowingly disturb an archaeological site or human burial in Washington State (RCW
27.53 and RCW 27.44).

The City’s policy on historic and cultural resources and archaeological sites is to preserve such sites
where feasible, and to take appropriate steps to mitigate impacts resulting from development activities
where possible. There are several areas of the Tacoma Municipal Code (TMC) that address the
potential for the discovery of subsurface cultural resources that may be uncovered during development
activities. These include shoreline regulations, the environmental code pertaining to SEPA review, and
TMC 13.12.570, titled Archaeology, Historic and Cultural Resources. The latter chapter requires the
submittal of an Unanticipated Discovery Plan (UDP) for any project within the jurisdiction of that code
section.

A UDP is a document signed by project management outlining the steps to be taken in the event of the
discovery of human remains or suspected archaeological materials during the course of construction.
Typically, it will include contact information for the project management, a contact list containing
information for the relevant law enforcement agency, the county medical examiner, Tribal contacts, and
the appropriate staff at the Washington State Department of Archaeology and Historic Preservation. A
UDP will also contain instructions for securing the site from further damage until it can be assessed.
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UDPs are a valuable tool that can save time and money by ensuring a coordinated response and shared 
expectations for treatment of unexpected archaeological finds. For example, it can provide guidance on 
how and when construction activities may commence while a find is assessed. Lastly, a UDP can be 
adopted with no additional upfront costs to a project. 
 

B. Issues 
Although development permits within the Downtown and Tacoma Mall Subareas, and demolition 
permits within Mixed Use Centers, require UDPs to be submitted prior to permit issuance, this is not 
currently required for projects occurring within the rest of the city. 
 
However, there are many areas within City limits outside of the Subareas and Mixed Use Centers that 
have a high to moderate probability for the discovery of archaeological materials, or that are significant 
based upon ethnographic data. This presents a risk to both cultural resources and development 
projects, as well as a significant concern for both the Puyallup Tribe and the City of Tacoma.   
 
Lastly, for permits that already require a UDP, it is currently incumbent upon permit applicants to draft 
and submit a UDP. Although City staff can assist with this process, individual compliance with this 
requirement causes unnecessary uncertainty for applicants and results in submittals of varying quality 
and completeness. 

 
This Director’s Rule is intended as an interim measure to address this gap between the UDP 
requirement in certain areas of the city and other areas that may contain cultural resources but do not 
have the same measure of protection in the code.  
 

C. Director’s Rule – Unanticipated Discovery Plan Required for Development Permits Citywide 
 

1. An unanticipated discovery plan (UDP) is required as a permit condition for all development 
permits issued citywide, to be titled “Plan and Procedures for the Unanticipated Discovery of 
Cultural Resources and Human Skeletal Remains.” 

2. The City will provide the UDP template. 
3. The UDP shall be attached to the permit as a permit condition, and contain the following 

sections: 
a. A general description of cultural resources that might be encountered 
b. Responsibilities of project management should a discovery occur 
c. Steps for consultation with Tribal representatives, and City and State officials 
d. Contact list 
e. Procedures for discovery of human remains 
f. Further documentation steps 
g. Steps for resuming construction activities 

4. The UDP must be maintained on site along with other permits during the course of construction. 
 


