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From Olympia to Ordinance
A Practical Guide to Code Updates

2026 PAW Conference
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1
The Path

The journey from 
law to ordinance

Olympia Passes Law

Draft Code

Procedural Steps (Notice, SEPA, etc.)

Planning Commission Work Session & Hearing

Council Work Session & Hearing
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Adoption

Olympia Passes Law

Draft Code

Procedural Steps (Notice, SEPA, etc.)

Planning Commission Work Session & Hearing

Council Work Session & Hearing

Small gap, large amount of work 
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Go to the corner if…

https://mrsc.org/research-tools/washington-city-and-town-profiles

https://mrsc.org/explore-topics/government-organization/cities/city-classification

Step 1: Know thyself …  
What kind of City/County are you?

What is already in your code? 

Do you have relevant things hiding in weird places?

…and your resources 
Who already made sense of the confusing bits? 

Is there a model ordinance to start from?
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When is this due?

How hard will this be?

What else is on my plate?

How will I get to the finish line?

Where can I dovetail tasks?

Step 2: Make a plan

Step 3a: Read until it makes sense (applicability)  

Who does this law apply to?
☐ Everyone
☐ Code City
☐ Second Class City
☐ Fully Planning Counties
☐ Jurisdictions of a Certain Size
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Step 3b: Read until it makes sense (scope) 

How big is this change? 
☐ All new rules (review every word)
☐ Tweak of old rules (skim redlines) 

What sections of code need to change? 
☐ Tweak/add definitions
☐Write a whole new chapter
☐ Amend use table
☐ Edit applicability 

Step 3c: Read until it makes sense (flexibility) 

Is this a requirement or a suggestion?
☐What’s mandatory? (look for must/shall/min/max)

☐What’s discretionary? (look for may)
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Olympia Passes Law

Draft Code

Procedural Steps (Notice, SEPA, etc.)

Planning Commission Work Session & Hearing

Council Work Session & Hearing

NOW we’re ready to start writing

2
The Prose

How to write 
good code 
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Good Code vs. Bad Code

What does good code look like?
• Clear
• Cohesive
• Consistent
• Legally defensible
• Easy to administer
• Balances flexibility/predictability
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In contrast, bad code is:  
• Vague  
• Full of conflicts
• Has debatable meanings  
• Long and unwieldly  
• Too rigid
• Too discretionary  

If you’re going to plagiarize:  

• Cheat off someone smarter than you*

• Write your own name on the paper 

* Olympia is not
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Key questions:
• What are we trying to encourage or prevent? 

• Is this standard measurable and enforceable?

• Who applies this rule?

• What happens when this rule doesn’t make sense? 

Codes are reference books, not novels. 

They need: 

• Logical sequencing

• Easy to skim headings

• Intuitive numbering 

• Cross-references that last
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• Beware of category breaks

• Minimum vs. Maximum

• And vs. Or  

• Defer to other codes

• Align definitions

Avoiding gaps (and overlaps)

21

22



4/10/2026

12

• Cut the fluff

• Use active voice

• Use common words

• Choose short sentences

• Write for a 5th – 8th grader

• Rely on common use definitions 

Clear language principles

Would staff/council/resident/developer 
all interpret these words the same way?

• Appropriate

• Generally

• To the extent possible

• Compatible

Avoid vague words
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Times this is an issue Words spent preventing issue 

Perspective and proportionality

Group 
Shout Out
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Impact Fee Update

Four chapters One 

Cut 25 pages of code

Cottage Housing Purpose Statement

264  87 words  

Reduced complexity by 7 reading levels

Code writing tools
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Keep a list of 
grievances & 
interpretations

29

30



4/10/2026

16

3
The People

Guiding policy 
discussions

Power 
Pose
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Best Practices

- Policy Direction
- Discretionary / Required
- Focus the Conversation

Policy Direction

One meeting can save hours 
of time later
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Discretionary vs. Required

Provide clear information on 
what must be adopted vs. 
optional items / policy 
decisions

Policy Decisions Highlighted
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Draft Code
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H E L P  Y O U R  F U T U R E  S E L F
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B R E A D C R U M B S  +  A N N O T A T I O N S

Annotations  
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Breadcrumbs and References

Breadcrumbs – reference RCW [internal notes] 
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Identifying Changes in Later Drafts 

Talking with 
Council

• Education
• The Interview
• Power Point – a blessing and curse
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Education

Explain the basics to the 
decision makers

How to talk to your policy 
makers – educate not just 
council, but the public as well

Presentation Best Practices

Your Slides:
• Limited text in simple fonts
• Visuals that support message
• Educating public and policy makers

Sample Slide
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Presentation Best Practices

You: 
Dressed “to the tens”
• 1-5 points = At risk of being boring
• 6-10 points = Visually interesting
• 10+ points = At risk of being too busy

Also, let’s avoid the time that we put something on a slide that we basically have  to read 
verbatim and then we just look ridiculous and everyone is squinting for a while trying to 
figure out what is happening-some code is dense – the presentation doesn’t need to be
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Questions?

planningdept@mukilteowa.gov
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