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SECTION ONE 

 
1.0  INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 PURPOSE OF THIS SHORELINE INVENTORY & CHARACTERIZATION SUMMARY 

Under the Washington State Shoreline Management Act (SMA), each local jurisdiction with 

"shorelines of the state" must adopt a Shoreline Master Program (SMP) that is based on state laws and 

rules but tailored to the specific geographic, economic and environmental needs of the community. The 

Town of Latah is in the process of updating their Shoreline Master Program (SMP). This SMP will 

provide a review of land use plans that coordinates development along the shorelines of Hangman 

(Latah) Creek in Latah. This stream is under the jurisdiction of the SMA. 

 

A shoreline inventory and subsequent characterization report provides the basis of a SMP update. The 

inventory and characterization report provides information about the existing nature of areas along the 

banks of waterways under the jurisdiction of the SMA. It documents areas that are currently developed 

or are likely to become developed. It also rates the condition of the ecosystem functions and processes 

along each stream to determine the overall stream health within each jurisdiction. This information is 

intended to be synthesized into the updated SMP, which includes environmental designations, 

regulations, and a restoration plan. A final SMP should be able to demonstrate how shoreline 

development, recreation, and access improvements can be balanced with conservation, and restoration 

measures that, together, maintain or improve the overall integrity and ecological functions of the State’s 

waterways. 

 

During the scoping process conducted with the Town of Latah and the Washington State Department of 

Ecology (Ecology), it was decided that shoreline inventory efforts conducted for the Spokane County 

SMP update provide sufficient information to support each town’s individual SMP update. However, 

because the County’s shoreline inventory efforts covered large areas, it is  not specific to the  town. 

Therefore, the purpose of this summary report is three-fold: 

 

 1) To gather the relevant data from primary shoreline/stream reports that were conducted over   

      large portions of Spokane County and present that data herein to more readily facilitate the   

      SMP update process. This data is summarized in Sections 2.1 and 2.2. 

 

 2) Refine the physical boundary of the stream through the town to establish an accurate map   

     of lands within the towns that are under the jurisdiction of the SMP. The refined stream   

     boundaries and associated shoreline jurisdiction areas are shown on Figures 2, 3, and 4. 

 

 3) To incorporate additional detail gathered from site visits made in September, 2012 by a team  

      of two biologists, an engineer, and a planner. This information is provided in      

      Section 3 of this report. 

 

1.2 SMA JURISDICTION WITHIN LATAH 

 

Under the SMA, all lands within 200 horizontal feet of the ordinary high water line (OHWL) (legal 

boundary) of Hangman (Latah) Creek within the Town of Latah is under the jurisdiction of the SMP. 

The OHWM is defined by the marking upon the shoreline created by regular seasonal high water 
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events that occur at least once every 1.5 years (Olsen and Stockdale 2010). The OHWM is not defined 

 by infrequent flood events. Within the town, the SMA jurisdiction includes riparian natural areas, 

wetlands, agricultural areas, residential areas, and commercial/industrial areas. 
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SECTION TWO 
 

2.0  LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 SPOKANE COUNTY SHORELINE INVENTORY REPORT 

The Landau and Associates Spokane County Shoreline Master Program Update Report, dated July 6, 

2005, categorized the Hangman (Latah) Creek ecosystem. The update report is based largely on The 

Spokane County Proper Functioning Condition (PFC) Stream Inventory and Assessment Report, which 

was finalized in June 2005 by the Spokane County Conservation District (SCCD - later renamed as the 

Spokane Conservation District). The PFC report provided an inventory and assessment of the physical 

(hydrological) and ecological condition of streams and rivers throughout the county that fall under the 

jurisdiction of the SMA. The PFC report also collected limited information on riparian plant 

communities and other biological data. 

 

Based on the shoreline characterization, the SMP Update Report incorporated existing and proposed 

land uses to create recommended environmental designations for shorelines throughout the county. 

Environmental designations determine allowable uses within the shoreline jurisdiction. For example, a 

designation of “conservancy” is intended to restrict development uses in order to conserve natural areas 

while a designation of “shoreline residential” is intended to allow some residential development. There 

are five shoreline environmental designations proposed by Ecology but local jurisdictions are allowed 

to tailor these, as needed, to the conditions present within their municipal boundary. 

 

Each inventoried stream was broken up into sections referred to as “reaches” that are generally a few 

miles long and contain similar stream conditions. Reach breaks were generally located at locations 

where the character of the stream changed. These breaks were often located where the stream valley 

confinement changed or where tributaries entered into a main channel. The SMP Update Report 

summarizes each shoreline reach for six general ecological topics: vegetation, soils, water movement, 

wildlife, fish, and water quality. These topics provide an overall summary of the ecological functions of 

each shoreline and identify which functions are healthy, which have been significantly altered or 

adversely impacted, and which functions may have 

 

2.1.1. Latah 

The Town of Latah is within Hangman Creek reach number 6. Reach number 8 is designated as “Mixed 

Use” within the city limits. Along the shoreline, this reach contains two commercial/industrial uses 

along the northern portion of the town and a few single family dwellings at the southern portion of 

town. A grass farmed area and pasture provide a buffer to the residential areas. As you leave the city 

limits this transitions into an “Urban Conservancy” designation with agricultural and forest set-aside 

uses on either side of the creek.  Vegetation is limited with only one vigorous stand of cottonwoods. 

The width of the riparian area ranges for five to forty feet. Shoreline soils consist of Caldwell silt loam 

which presents little or no hazard of erosion. This section of river has been rated as non-functioning. 

This determination was given because the riparian-wetland area did not provide adequate vegetation, 

landform, or large woody debris to dissipate energies associated with flow events. As a result, the reach 

contains active erosion, which affects water quality. Recommended restoration strategies for this reach 

include: passive bioengineering, native plant enhancement, and buffer requirements. 

 

2.2 HANGMAN CREEK TMDL 

The Hangman Creek (also known as Latah Creek) watershed drains approximately 431,000 acres and 

spans across two states and four counties. More than 60 percent of the watershed resides in eastern 
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Washington State (WRIA 56) while the remaining portion, including the headwaters, originates in the 

western foothills of the Rocky Mountains near Sanders, Idaho. The major tributaries to Hangman Creek 

are Marshall Creek; California Creek; Spangle Creek; Rock Creek; Rattler Run Creek; and the Little 

Hangman Creek. 

 

Since 2004, the SCCD and Ecology have been studying the total maximum daily load (TMDL) for the 

Hangman Creek watershed. A TMDL, also known as a water quality improvement plan, is a common-

sense, science-based approach to cleaning up polluted water so that it meets water quality standards. 

TMDLs established today also can help manage water quality on a watershed scale to prevent the loss 

of beneficial uses in the future. Beneficial uses can include irrigation, fishing, habitat, recreation 

(swimming, wading, and boating) and other uses. 

 

Ecology and the SCCD are developing TMDLs because several parts of Hangman Creek were 

identified on the 1998 303(d) list of impaired waters for not meeting state water quality standards for 

fecal coliform, dissolved oxygen, pH, and temperature. Ecology’s Water Quality Program, states that it  

appears that, out of all the TMDL factors, temperature is probably the most relevant to the SMP update. 

This is because the SMP regulates the removal of riparian vegetation and encourages the restoration of 

riparian vegetation along creeks, which shades the water and assists with temperature issues. 

 

Water quality issues 

 Streams in the Hangman Creek Watershed currently do not meet Washington State’s water quality 

standards for several reasons. Land use influences, (agriculture, impervious surfaces, timber harvest, 

roads, etc.) as well as stream channel and flood plain alterations over the last 100-years have 

contributed to “flashy” flow conditions, unstable stream banks, loss of riparian vegetation, and 

substandard water quality. 

 

Streams in the Hangman Creek Watershed are impaired by excess fecal coliform, turbidity, and 

elevated water temperatures. Ecology and SCCD studied these water quality problems and developed 

TMDL report outlining the necessary pollutant reductions and an implementation strategy (Joy et.al, 

2009). This water quality implementation plan expands on the recommendations in the TMDL and lays 

out the roles and responsibilities for addressing various water quality issues in the watershed. The 

TMDL study identifies pollution problems in the watershed, and then specifies how much pollution 

needs to be reduced or eliminated to achieve clean water. 

 

The watershed contains ten permitted wastewater treatment plant (WWTP) facilities in Washington. 

Four of these facilities have state wastewater discharge permits to discharge to ground. The six 

remaining WWTPs have National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) permits to 

discharge to surface water. 

 

This implementation plan outlines the issues that need to be addressed to bring the streams into 

compliance with water quality standards for bacteria, temperature and turbidity. Because of an interest 

in addressing phosphorus in the Spokane River, this plan also recommends activities to reduce 

nutrients. The 11 water quality issues that need to be addressed are: 

• Issue 1: Sediment/nutrients from agricultural operations. 

• Issue 2: Sediment/fecal coliform from livestock and wildlife. 

• Issue 3: Nutrients/chemicals from residential uses. 

• Issue 4: Sediment/nutrients from agricultural field ditches. 
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• Issue 5: Nutrients/fecal coliform from improperly functioning septic systems.    

• Issue 6: Sediment from gravel and summer roads. 

• Issue 7: Sediment from sheer or undercut banks.   

• Issue 8: Sediment/fecal coliform from stormwater. 

• Issue 9: Sediment from poor forestry management. 

• Issue 10: Sediment from roadside ditching. 

• Issue 11: Solar heating from lack of riparian shade. 

 

 The activities described in this plan to address these issues include: 

• Converting conventional farming tillage practices to direct seed tillage. 

• Implementing agricultural best management practices (BMPs) to reduce erosion. 

• Enhancing and restoring riparian buffers. 

• Managing livestock to prevent their waste from reaching streams. 

• Maintaining and repairing failing septic systems. 

• Streambank restoration projects. 

• Following forest practice regulations when harvesting timber. 

• Education about water quality issues and the activities to address them. 

 

Many partners will need to work together to achieve the level of implementation necessary to meet the 

water quality goals of the TMDL water quality implementation plan. The SMP update allows for water 

quality improvement opportunities within a separate portion of the Hangman Creek Watershed. 
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SECTION THREE 

 

3.1   LOCAL CHARACTERISTICS 

The Hangman (Latah) Creek watershed, which includes Rock Creek, has an arid climate during the 

summer months and a mild inter-coastal climate during the winter months. Within the Palouse region 

that contains Latah, Waverly, and Rockford, the creeks flow through rolling loess hills prior to entering 

basalt canyons and glacial outwash soils downstream to the north of the Rock Creek confluence (SCCD 

2005). Agriculture is the dominant land use within the basin. The majority of agriculture is non-

irrigated annual grass crops. This land use often encroaches well into the SMA jurisdiction to the edge 

of the existing streambanks. In addition, livestock are common in shoreline areas. Agricultural land use 

is present within the towns of Latah, Waverly, and Rockford as well but with a greater density of 

commercial and residential development within and adjacent to the shoreline zone. Additionally, the 

creek shorelines have been modified within all three of the Towns for enhanced flood protection due to 

the nearby developments. 

 
3.2   FIELD OBSERVATIONS 

 

3.2.1 Latah 

The Town of Latah is located primarily along the eastern banks of Hangman Creek at stream mile 47. 

According to the 2010 census, the town contained 183 people. All of the property within the Town’s 

SMP jurisdiction is private except for a small area of road right-of-way east of the Spring Valley Road 

bridge. The town contains approximately 18.12 acres of land along Hangman Creek that falls within 

the SMP jurisdiction. Figure 2 illustrates the extents of the SMP jurisdiction and depicts the distribution 

of the tax parcels in this area. Land uses noted in the tax parcel database include agricultural, 

commercial, residential and vacant. Lands noted as having a “vacant” land use are associated with the 

former Union Pacific Railroad. However, some of these lands are being used for commercial uses. 

 

Due to the town’s size, it is not a sewer system and has not waste water treatment plant. The town is 

likely to remain on a septic system so long as the town remains small and it consistently has been for 

many decades. No future shoreline developments are currently planned. Regional rail to trail concepts 

have been discussed along the abandoned rail grade; however, no actual plans are in development. If 

the town is someday required to develop a waste water treatment plant, it would likely be placed within 

the shoreline area. In general, the town’s shoreline concerns have more to do with maintaining and 

protecting its commercial area in the shoreline zone, which has expanded in recent years.  

 

Starting at the upstream end of the creek within the town’s municipal boundary, Cove Creek enters 

Hangman Creek just south (upstream) of the town’s municipal boundary. North of Cove Creek the 

town’s shoreline jurisdiction includes a farmed grass field. The National Wetland Inventory (NWI) 

maps a linear wetland in this field. North of the grass farm the shoreline zone contains an estimated 4-

acre cottonwood/willow stand, which is mapped as wetland by the NWI. Both wetlands are mapped as 

Priority Habitats by the Washington State Department of Fish & Wildlife (WDFW). If these boundaries 

are correct, then according to the SMA, the shoreline jurisdiction would be expanded slightly east to 



include these wetland areas where they exceed the 200-foot buffer of the creek. Between the 

cottonwood/willow stand and the Spring Valley Road stream crossing to the north, the land use returns 

to farmed grassland.    
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North of Spring Valley Road the town’s boundary extends across Hangman Creek to include the left  

bank, which is used for goat pasture. The stream banks below the goat farm appear unstable. The banks 

are weakly stabilized by reed canarygrass and much sloughing was noted. When the creek floods, a 

portion of the goat pasture is occasionally under water. The left bank of the creek appears to be a good 

location for woody shrub plantings that would stabilize the banks (reduce erosion), prevent goats from 

falling into the river, and provide some shade to the creek, which is TMDL- listed for temperature. 

 

North of the bridge, the right bank of the creek contains the Town’s commercial/industrial area. Here 

the streambank is armored and a berm has been constructed to protect the commercial area from 

occasional flooding. This appears to effective as the area has not flooded in recent years. The 

commercial area is actively used and includes recent construction associated with business expansion. 

 

SECTION FOUR 
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