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20.50.310 Exemptions from permit.  
A.    Complete Exemptions. The following activities are exempt from the provisions of 
this subchapter and do not require a permit:  

1.    Emergency situation on private property involving danger to life or property 
or substantial fire hazards. 

a.    Statement of Purpose. Retention of significant trees and vegetation is 
necessary in order to utilize natural systems to control surface water runoff, 
reduce erosion and associated water quality impacts, reduce the risk of 
floods and landslides, maintain fish and wildlife habitat and preserve the 
City’s natural, wooded character. Nevertheless, when certain trees become 
unstable or damaged, they may constitute a hazard requiring cutting in 
whole or part. Therefore, it is the purpose of this section to provide a 
reasonable and effective mechanism to minimize the risk to human health 
and property while preventing needless loss of healthy, significant trees and 
vegetation, especially in critical areas and their buffers. 

b.    For purposes of this section, “Director” means the Director of the 
Department of Planning and Development Services and his or her 
designee. 

c.    In addition to other exemptions of Subchapter 5 of the Development 
Code, SMC 20.50.290 through 20.50.370, a permit exemption request for 
the cutting of any tree that is an active and imminent hazard (i.e., an 
immediate threat to public health and safety) shall be granted if it is 
evaluated and authorized by the Director under the procedures and criteria 
set forth in this section. 

d.    For trees that pose an active and imminent hazard to life or property, 
such as tree limbs or trunks that are demonstrably cracked, leaning toward 
overhead utility lines, or are uprooted by flooding, heavy winds or storm 
events, the Director may verbally authorize immediate abatement by any 
means necessary. 

e.    For hazardous circumstances that are not active and imminent, such as 
suspected tree rot or diseased trees or less obvious structural wind damage 
to limbs or trunks, a permit exemption request form must be submitted by 
the property owner together with a risk assessment form. Both the permit 
exemption request form and risk assessment form shall be provided by the 
Director.  
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f.    The permit exemption request form shall include a grant of permission 
for the Director and/or his qualified professionals to enter the subject 
property to evaluate the circumstances. Attached to the permit exemption 
request form shall be a risk assessment form that documents the hazard 
and which must be signed by a certified arborist or professional forester.  

g.    No permit exemption request shall be approved until the Director 
reviews the submitted forms and conducts a site visit. The Director may 
direct that a peer review of the request be performed at the applicant’s cost, 
and may require that the subject tree(s) vegetation be cordoned off with 
yellow warning tape during the review of the request for exemption. 

h.    Approval to cut or clear trees may only be given upon recommendation 
of the City- approved arborist that the condition constitutes an actual threat 
to life or property in homes, private yards, buildings, public or private streets 
and driveways, sidewalks, improved utility corridors, or access for 
emergency vehicles and any trail as proposed by the property owner and 
approved by the Director for purposes of this section.  

i.    The Director shall authorize only such alteration to existing trees and 
vegetation as may be necessary to eliminate the hazard and shall condition 
authorization on means and methods of removal necessary to minimize 
environmental impacts, including replacement of any significant trees. The 
arborist shall include an assessment of whether a portion of the tree 
suitable for a snag for wildlife habitat may safely be retained. All work shall 
be done utilizing hand-held implements only, unless the property owner 
requests and the Director approves otherwise in writing. The Director may 
require that all or a portion of cut materials be left on-site.  

2.    Removal of trees and/or ground cover by the City and/or utility provider in 
situations involving immediate danger to life or property, substantial fire hazards, 
or interruption of services provided by a utility. The City retains the right to 
dispute the emergency and require that the party obtain a clearing permit and/or 
require that replacement trees be replanted as mitigation. 

3.    Installation and regular maintenance of public utilities, under direction of the 
Director, except substation construction and installation or construction of 
utilities in parks or environmentally sensitive areas. 

4.    Cemetery graves involving less than 50 cubic yards of excavation, and 
related fill per each cemetery plot. 
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5.    Removal of trees from property zoned MUZ and I, CB and NCBD, and NB 
and O, unless within a critical area or critical area buffer. 

6.  Normal and routine maintenance of sand traps and fairways provided that the 
use of chemicals does not impact any critical areas or buffers.  This exception 
shall not include tree cutting, clearing and grading for expansion of such golf 
courses, nor does it include any areas within a critical area or buffer. 

7 6.     Within City-owned property, removal of noxious weeds or invasive 
vegetation as identified by the King County Noxious Weed Control Board in a 
wetland buffer, stream buffer or the area within a three-foot radius of a tree on a 
steep slope is allowed when: 

a.     Undertaken with hand labor, including hand-held mechanical tools, 
unless the King County Noxious Weed Control Board otherwise prescribes 
the use of riding mowers, light mechanical cultivating equipment, herbicides 
or biological control methods; and 

b.     Performed in accordance with SMC 20.80.085, Pesticides, herbicides 
and fertilizers on City-owned property, and King County Best Management 
Practices for Noxious Weed and Invasive Vegetation; and 

c.     The cleared area is revegetated with native vegetation and stabilized 
against erosion in accordance with the Department of Ecology 2005 
Stormwater Management Manual for Western Washington; and 

d.     All work is performed above the ordinary high water mark and above 
the top of a stream bank; and 

e.     No more than a 3,000 square feet of soil may be exposed at any one 
time. 

B.    Partial Exemptions. With the exception of the general requirements listed in SMC 
20.50.300, the following are exempt from the provisions of this subchapter, provided the 
development activity does not occur in a critical area or critical area buffer. For those 
exemptions that refer to size or number, the thresholds are cumulative during a 36-
month period for any given parcel: 

1.    The removal of up to six significant trees (see Chapter 20.20 SMC, 
Definitions) and associated removal of understory vegetation from any property. 

2.    Landscape maintenance and alterations on any property that involves the 
clearing of less than 3,000 square feet, or less than 1,500 square feet if located 
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in a special drainage area, provided the tree removal threshold listed above is 
not exceeded. (Ord. 581 § 1 (Exh. 1), 2010; Ord. 560 § 4 (Exh. A), 2009; Ord. 
531 § 1 (Exh. 1), 2009; Ord. 434 § 1, 2006; Ord. 398 § 1, 2006; Ord. 238 Ch. V 
§ 5(C), 2000). 
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