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WELCOME TO  
THURSTON COUNTY
Thurston County’s relatively stable economy and exceptional 
quality of life contribute to the health and success of its 
residents.  The low-cost of living, lifestyle opportunities and 
area’s competitive cost of doing business create an outstanding 
environment for businesses and residents to work, play and live.

Thurston County is home to a highly educated workforce, 
with over 30% of adult residents holding a bachelor’s degree or 
equivalent. Our community has the highest percentage of creative 
class workers in the Pacific Northwest, with approximately 
39% of the total workforce holding creative-class jobs. 

The following information describes location and climate, 
arts & culture, recreation and lifestyle of residents, impacts 
of Joint Base Lewis-McChord, primary, secondary and post-
secondary educational opportunities in Thurston County.

LOCATION, CLIMATE & GEOGRAPHY
Located in western Washington State, Thurston County is 
approximately 60 miles south of Seattle WA, and 100 miles 
north of Portland OR. Conveniently situated along Interstate 
5, which is the main north-south artery on the west coast, 
Thurston County is in one of the most beautiful parts of the 
United States. Thurston County has a marine-type climate 
with mild temperatures year-round. Like most of western 
Washington, Thurston County’s weather is characterized by 
sunny, dry summers and mild, wet winters. Olympia, the county 
seat and state capital, receives 50 inches of rainfall annually, 
approximately the same amount of annual rainfall as Atlanta GA. 

ARTS & CULTURE 
Thurston County is well-known for the quality of the cultural 
opportunities that are available to its residents. Olympia, in 
particular, is known as one of the best art towns in the nation, 
and is home to numerous artists and art organizations that 
display their work in local galleries. Performers showcase their 

http://www.des.wa.gov/services/facilities/CapitolCampus/Pages/default.aspx
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talents through live theater 
at the Capital Playhouse 
and Harlequin Productions 
and world-class musical 
performances take place 
throughout the year at the 
Washington Center for 
the Performing Arts.

Residents of Thurston County 
have a lot of civic pride, 
and participate in several 
high-profile community arts 
events take place throughout 
the year. These include 
ArtsWalk, Sand in the City, 
Lake Fair, the Thurston 
County Fair, Freedom Fair, 
various farmers’ markets 
around the county, and the 
Procession of the Species - a 
DIY, community-led parade 
that takes place at the end of 

April in honor of Earth Day.

RECREATION 
& LIFESTYLE 
Thurston County is located in 
one of the most beautiful parts 
of the United States. With its 
central location in Western 
Washington, this community 
is less than two hours’ drive 
from the following recreational 
sites and opportunities:  
Seattle WA; Tacoma WA; the 
Pacific Ocean; the Cascade 
Mountains; Mount Rainier; 
Mount St. Helens; eastern 
Washington; the Columbia 
River; and Portland OR. 

Its geographical proximity 
to all of these places 
provides residents plentiful 

opportunities for year-
round outdoor activities 
and cultural enrichment. 

Thurston County residents 
also enjoy top-notch recreation 
activities closer to home: 
sailing, fishing, canoeing, 
diving, and kayaking in 
Puget Sound bays and inlets; 
numerous trails for biking 
and hiking throughout the 
county; family-friendly 
entertainment venues, such as 
Great Wolf Lodge; PGA level 
golf courses, and several of the 
Northwest’s largest gaming 
casinos. Approximately 2 
million visitors come to visit 
Thurston County each year, 
visiting  major destinations 
such as Cabela’s, Hands 
On Children’s Museum, 

THURSTON 
COUNTY, WA
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and Great Wolf Lodge.

IMPACTS OF  
JOINT BASE  
LEWIS-MCCHORD
Adjacent to Thurston County 
is Joint Base Lewis-McChord 
(JBLM), the largest military 
installation on the West 
Coast, and the 4th largest 
in the United States. JBLM 
employs over 40,000 active, 
National Guard and Army 
Reserve service members, and 
approximately 15,000 civilian 
workers. The base supports 
60,000 family members and 
nearly 30,000 retirees living 
within 50 miles, 25% of whom 
live in Thurston County.

JBLM has a significant impact 

on the economy of Thurston 
County, providing a stable 
base of customers for retail 
trade, as well as providing 
a talented pool of trained 
workers who are transitioning 
out of the military and 
into the local workforce. 

EDUCATIONAL 
EXCELLENCE
With nine public school 
districts and 68 schools in 
the county providing K-20+ 
instruction, Thurston County 
offers a broad selection of 
educational opportunities.

Public School Systems
At the primary and secondary 
levels, schools in Thurston 
County are ranked among 

the best in the state, offering 
instructional quality and 
diversity found in few 
other areas of similar size. 
The county has 11 public 
high schools, including two 
alternative high schools, and 
twenty private elementary 
and secondary schools.

New Market Vocational 
Skills Center
The New Market Vocational 
Skills Center gives area 
11th and 12th graders an 
opportunity to receive job 
training or a jump-start on 
a post secondary college 
education. It is part of the 
secondary school system, so 
its courses are free through 
the local school districts. The 
center is recognized statewide 

Located in Tumwater, the Schmidt Mansion is the former home of the founder of the Olympia Brewery, Leopold Schmidt, who had the 
house built for his family in 1904. The historic house and grounds are made available for the Public History Programs and for a limited 
number of rental opportunities for weddings, receptions and other special events.
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as being “on the cutting edge” 
in technology, equipment 
and special programs.

Saint Martin’s University
Located in Lacey, Saint 
Martin’s University, is a 
private university, offering a 
full range of undergraduate 
and graduate programs. 
It is one of 18 Benedictine 
institutions of higher learning 
in the United States and 
Canada, and the only one 
west of the Rocky Mountains. 
Baccalaureate degrees are 
available in 22 areas, including 
engineering and business. 
There are six master’s 
programs, a number of per-
professional programs, a 
strong international student 
program, and a teaching 
certificate program. 

The Evergreen State College
The Evergreen State College, 
located in Olympia, opened 
in 1971 and has been praised 
from its inception for its 
dedication to a high quality 
liberal arts education. 
Evergreen is regularly ranked 
among the best liberal arts 
colleges in the West by U.S. 
News and World Report’s 
“America’s Best Colleges” 
publication. Bachelor of 
Arts and Science degrees 
are offered in a number 
of disciplines. Master’s 
degrees are currently 
offered in teaching, public 
administration, and 
environmental studies. 

South Puget Sound  
Community College (SPSCC) 
SPSCC began as a vocational 

technical institute in 1962 
and has developed into a 
comprehensive community 
college. Through vocational 
programs, short-term 
customized training programs, 
and the six-week Work Place 
Options Program, the college 
works in partnership with the 
Washington State Employment 
Security Department to 
provide job training. SPSCC 
will be moving its continuing 
education campus to a new 
facility in Lacey in 2015, 
working in collaboration 
with the Thurston Economic 
Development Council to 
create a comprehensive 
business resource center for 
companies in the region.

Saint Martin’s was established in 1895 by monks of the Roman Catholic Order of Saint Benedict. Photo courtesy of Walker Photography.
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http://www.stmartin.edu/
http://www.evergreen.edu/
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http://www.stmartin.edu/
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DEMOGRAPHICS
Thurston County has undergone rapid growth over the past 
several decades, ranking as one of the fastest-growing counties in 
the state. Since the 1960s, the population of Thurston County has 
consistently exceeded the state’s overall rate of growth, and it has 
become one of the most populous counties in Washington State.

The majority of the population increase has been due 
to the migration of people into the county, which is a 
result of the fairly stable economy, exceptional quality 
of life, and adjacency to Joint Base Lewis-McChord.

The following data shows recent population growth and 
projected changes in the region, as well as information about 
household income, housing, employment and workforce.

POPULATION
Although Thurston County is 
the seventh-smallest county 
in Washington State by land 
mass, it has the sixth-highest 
population in the state. The 
population of Thurston County 
is approximately 252,400 (2010, 
U.S. Census Bureau), which 
represents a 21.7% increase over 
the 2000 Census. The largest 
city in the county is Olympia 
with 48,338  inhabitants (2013 
est.), followed by Lacey (42,393) and Tumwater (17,371).

In fact, since 1990, the population of the county has increased 
by over 50%, and is forecasted to grow by approximately 
40% over the next twenty years, with an additional 170,000 
people expected to move to the county by 2040. As this 
transformation takes place, each of the communities in the 
county has proactively managed growth to ensure and 
maintain a quality place to live and work for its residents.

Thurston County’s 
population has 
increased 2.0% per 
year on average for 
the past decade, 
one of the highest 
growth rates in 
Washington
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There are approximately 
100,650 households in 
Thurston County. The average 
household size is 2.46, with 
married couple families 
comprising approximately 
51% of the households in 
the county. The median age 
is 38.5, with the population 
of Thurston County being 
distributed relatively evenly 
among the main age-range 
categories. Approximately 
25.68% of the population is 
under age 18, 19.95% is 19 - 34, 
20.26% is 35 - 49, 21.11% is 50 - 
64, and 12.28% is 65 and over.  

HOUSEHOLD INCOME
Households in Thurston 
County enjoy an above-
average mean household 
income of $69,740, which is 
approximately 15% higher 
than the national average. 
The majority (57.2%) of 
households have a household 
income of $50,000 or more. 
In addition, residents of 
Thurston County enjoy a 
lower cost of living (112.1) 
as compared to residents in 
neighboring Pierce  (119.7) 
and King (151.7) counties. 

HOUSING
Thurston County boasts a 
varied stock of housing types, 
from single-family homes on 
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multi-acre sites in the rural 
parts of the county, to multi-
unit apartment communities 
and single-family subdivisions 
located in incorporated and 
urban-growth areas. Three-
bedroom homes accounted for 
60% of the homes sold in 2011, 
with four-bedroom homes 
making up 25% of the total, 
one- and two-bedroom homes 
at 12%, and 5+ bedrooms 
accounting for 3% of the total. 

New housing starts in 
Thurston County have seen a 
modest uptick in the past few 
years, with approximately 
85% of the new housing 
starts located in the urban 
areas. The majority of the 
housing starts continued to be 
single-family homes (76%).

Thurston County’s housing 

affordability index was 
198.2 for the first quarter 
of 2013, which indicates 
that housing in the area is 
very affordable for middle-
income households.

EMPLOYMENT
There are approximately 
123,444 residents of Thurston 
County currently in the labor 
force. Private sector non-
farm employment provides 
approximately 70% of the 
jobs within the county, with 
the public sector making up 
approximately 28% of the 
total employment, primarily 
in state and local government.  
State government is the largest 
employer in Thurston County, 
accounting for 23,100 full- and 
part-time jobs in the county. 
According to the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, Thurston 

County ranked 55th among 
339 counties in the country 
for job growth in Q3 2014.

Beyond state, local and 
federal government, Thurston 
County has several large 
employers. Providence St. 
Peter Hospital is the largest 
private employer in Thurston 
County, employing an 
estimated 1700 workers.  Other 
major employers in the region 
include Xerox, Weyerhaeuser, 
Walmart, Safeway, YMCA, 
Panorama, Washington State 
Employees Credit Union, 
Capital Medical Center and 
Group Health Cooperative. 

Tribal Employment 
Thurston County is home to 
two sovereign tribal nations, 
The Confederated Tribes of 
the Chehalis Nation, Nisqually 

THURSTON COUNTY, WA10

HOUSING AFFORDABILITY IN THURSTON  
AND SURROUNDING COUNTIES, Q1-2013 

County Median 
Home Price

Mortgage 
Rate

Monthly 
Payment

Median 
Family 
Income

Housing 
Affordability 

Index

Starter 
Monthly 
payment

Median 
Household 

Income

First Time 
Home Buyer 
Affordability

King $384,300 3.56% $1,391 $89,850 134.6 $1,372 $72,702 77.3 
Lewis $154,500 3.56% $559 $56,675 211.2 $551 $43,043 113.8 
Mason $123,600 3.56% $447 $60,400 281.3 $441 $53,323 173.0 
Pierce $199,400 3.56% $722 $71,925 207.6 $712 $62,869 128.8 
Thurston $218,500 3.56% $791 $75,250 198.2 $780 $67,061 125.4 
Statewide $237,600 3.56% $860 $73,150 177.2 $848 $60,698 104.4

Source: Washington Center for Real Estate Research, “Housing Affordability Index, First Quarter 2013” (www.wcrerdata.be.washington.edu). Explanations: The 
Housing Affordability Index measures the ability of a middle income family to carry the mortgage payments on a median price home. When the index is 100, there is 
a balance between the family’s ability to pay and the cost. Higher indexes indicate housing is more affordable. First-time buyer index assumes the purchaser’s income 
is 70% of the median household income. Homes purchased by first-time buyers are 85% of area’s median price. All loans are assumed to be 30 year loans with 25% of 
income used for principal and interest payments. All buyer index assumes 20% down payment. First-time buyer index assumes 10% down.
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Indian Tribe. The Chehalis 
Tribe is one of the largest 
employers in the county, 
employing approximately 
1,600 employees throughout 
their tribal government and 
enterprises, which include 
a gaming casino, hotel, 
three convenience stores, 
a construction company 
and Great Wolf Lodge. The 
Nisqually Tribe employs 
approximately 900 people in 
tribal government, community 
services and a gaming casino.

WORKFORCE
Thurston County offers a 
well-educated and diverse 
workforce employed in 
several key industries, 
including government, 
professional services, health 
care, transportation, utilities 
and more. In addition, this 
community offers a 10% 
– 15% labor savings over 
Seattle, primarily because of 
the significantly lower cost 
of living and operating.

Thurston County’s workforce 
is well educated, with 92.6% 
of residents age 25 and older 

having completed high 
school graduates, 7% higher 
than the national average. 
Those with a bachelor’s 
degree or higher made up 
32 percent of residents age 
25 and older, compared to 
31 percent of Washington 
State residents and 27.9 
percent of U.S. residents. 

Projections completed by 
Thurston Regional Planning 
Council forecast a 64,100 
increase in the resident labor 
force in the county between 
2010 and 2040, with an 
estimated increase of 71,200 

TOTAL NON-FARM EMPLOYMENT IN THURSTON COUNTY*
NAICS industry title  (place of work) Preliminary  

Jul-14
Revised  
Jul-13

Jul-13  
Jul-14

Jul-13 Jul-14  
% Change

Total Non-farm 104,500 101,100 3,400 3.4% 
  Total Private 69,100 66,600 2,500 3.8% 
    Goods Producing 7,600 7,400 200 2.7% 
      Mining, Logging, and Construction 4,400 4,100 300 7.3% 
      Manufacturing 3,200 3,300 -100 -3.0% 
    Service-Providing 96,900 93,700 3,200 3.4% 

      Private Service Providing 61,500 59,200 2,300 3.9% 
        Trade, Transportation, and Utilities 17,300 16,900 400 2.4% 
          Retail Trade 11,900 11,500 400 3.5% 
        Professional and Business Services 9,900 8,800 1,100 12.5% 
        Leisure and Hospitality 9,900 9,200 700 7.6% 
      Government 35,400 34,500 900 2.6% 
        Federal 1,000 900 100 11.1% 
        State government 23,100 22,500 600 2.7% 
          State government educational services 1,700 1,600 100 6.3% 
        Local government 11,300 11,100 200 1.8% 
          Local government educational services 6,300 6,000 300 5.0% 

*Not seasonally adjusted, Olympia MSA. Source Washington State Office of Financial Management (OFM)
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jobs (or 55% increase) over 
the same thirty-year period.

State Government & 
Professional Workers 
Thurston County has a higher 
than average percentage of 
its workforce employed in 
professional services, much of 
it in state government. These 
workers are highly educated, 
with specialized knowledge in 
such fields as administration, 
finance, engineering, law, 
science, research and 
more. Interestingly, with 
the consolidation of state 
services over the past 
several years, many of these 
workers have translated their 
skills into entrepreneurial 

activities, helping to grow 
the small business class 
in Thurston County.

Large Creative Class 
Thurston County is home 
to the highest percentage 
of creative-class workers in 
the Pacific Northwest, at just 
under 39%.  The creative 
class includes a wide range of 
occupations, such as science, 
engineering, education, 
computer programming, 
arts design and media, as 
well as classic knowledge-
based workers and those 
in healthcare, business 
and finance. This class 
of workers is important 
because of its ability to 
spur regional economic 
growth through innovation 

and entrepreneurship.

Impacts of JBLM 
Over the course of the next 
five years, it is estimated that 
4000 - 9000 service members 
per year will be transitioning 
out of JBLM and into the local 
labor force, providing a unique 
workforce opportunity for 
the region. These workers are 
highly skilled with specialized 
knowledge in distribution 
and logistics, strategic 
planning, management, 
manufacturing and building, 
telecommunications, 
engineering,  medical care, 
mechanics and more.

Workers at IP Callison & Sons, the largest purveyor of mint oil, mint flavors and related ingredients in the world, located in Lacey WA. 
It supplies products to the chewing gum, oral care, confectionery and personal care industries. Photo courtesy of Walker Photography.
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Rank Company Name Employee #

1
Providence Saint Peter 
Hospital

1700

2
Walmart Supercenter (3 
locations)

1023

3 Safeway (5 locations) 876
4 Xerox 650
5 Lucky Eagle Casino 600

Nisqually Red Wind 
Casino

600

7
Weyerhaeuser Company 
(3 locations)

565

8 YMCA (2 locations) 551
9 Great Wolf Lodge 500

Panorama 500

11
Washington State 
Employees Credit Union

499

12 Capital Medical Center 469

13
Group Health 
Cooperative

421

14 Costco (2 locations) 420
15 Fred Meyer (2 locations) 407
16 Titus-Will 350
17 Home Depot (3 locations) 395
18 Cabela’s 300

Intercity Transit 300
Twinstar Credit Union 300

21 Ostrom Mushroom Farms 250
Top Food & Drug 250

23 Lowe’s (2 locations) 240

24
Anthony’s Restaurants (2 
locations)

220

25 Amcor Rigid Plastics 200

Rank Company Name Employee #

25 Best Buy (2 locations) 200
Capital Development 
Company

200

Cardinal CG Co 200
Macy’s 200
Morningside Janitorial 200
Sunset Air Inc 200
TNS Inc 200

33
Roo Lan Healthcare 
Center

199

34 Valley Athletic Club 180
35 Sears 176

36
Harbor Wholesale 
Grocery Inc

173

37 Seasilver USA 150
Stream Team 150
Target 150

40 Winco Foods 142
41 Hawks Prairie Casino 140

Visiting Angels 140

43
Evergreen Nursing & 
Rehab Center

135

44
Columbia Bottlers 
Group

130

Georgia-Pacific Corp 130
46 JC Penney Co 125

47
Olive Garden Italian 
Restaurant

120

48 Doubletree 114
49 Red Robin 110

50
Heritage Financial 
Corp

109

TOP 50 PRIVATE EMPLOYERS IN THURSTON COUNTY, 2014

Source: Reference USA

http://www.providence.org
http://www.providence.org
http://www.walmart.com
http://www.safeway.com
http://www.acs-inc.com
http://www.luckyeagle.com
http://www.redwindcasino.com
http://www.redwindcasino.com
http://www.weyerhauser.com
http://www.southsoundymca.org
http://www.greatwolf.com
http://www.panoramamcity.org
http://www.wsecu.org
http://www.wsecu.org
http://www.capitalmedical.com
http://ghc.org
http://ghc.org
http://www.costco.com
http://www.fredmeyer.com
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B

ECONOMY
With Olympia as the state capitol, Thurston County’s economy 
is often perceived of as being government-centric. Although 
state government does account for approximately 28% of the 
county workforce, the percentage of government-related jobs 
in the community has been declining for the past 30 years, and 
a dramatic diversification of the workforce has taken place. 

So, what drives the economy in Thurston County? Professional 
services are one of the main industries, with technology, internet 
and web companies, legal, and consulting firms serving as the 
anchors of this sector. Other strong industries include warehouse 
and distribution, IT & technology, and an emerging life sciences 
sector. Proximity to Joint Base Lewis-McChord is a major influence 
on the local economy, particularly the retail sector, as well as 
Thurston County’s position 
as the five-county regional 
health care and retail hub.

Additionally, there are several 
other industry clusters that 
are significant not only to 
the economy of Thurston 
County, but to the economy 
of the larger 5-county region. 
Transportation, too, plays a 
major role in the economy of 
this community, as well as activities at the Port of Olympia and 
within the South Puget Sound Foreign Trade Zone (FTZ #216).

PROFESSIONAL SERVICES 
Professional services make up a significant portion of the local 
economy, employing over 40% of the local workforce. Industries 
in this sector include: technology and internet service providers, 
legal, engineering, administrative and consulting firms, and more. 
Supported in large part by state government, professional service 
firms contribute to the stability of the local economy, providing 
middle and high--wage, high-skill opportunities for residents in 
the region.

Key industries in 
Thurston County 
include government, 
professional services, 
health care and 
warehousing & 
distribution 

http://portofolympia.com/
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IT & TELECOM
Thurston County is the 
regional hub for the IT and 
telecommunications industry. 
Running through the center of 
the county, inside of the town 
of Rainier, is the crossroads 
of two high-speed fiber optic 
cable networks, which provide 
some of the fastest network 
speed in Washington State. 

The majority of the 
employment in this sector is 
in  computer programming 
and data processing related 
services, including custom 
IT services and internet 
hosting. This sector has 
the highest average hourly 
wage of any of the clustered 
industries, at approximately 
$29.62/hour. Entrepreneurial 
companies make up a large 

proportion of this sector, 
and job growth in this 
particular sector is forecasted 
to grow significantly over 
the next five years. IT 
& telecommunications 
contributes $3.4 billion 
in total sales annually to 
the regional economy.

MEDICAL SERVICES & 
LIFE SCIENCES
Thurston County is the 
region’s health care hub, 
providing state-of-the-art 
medical services to residents 
locally and in the adjacent 
communities of Mason, Lewis, 
Grays Harbor and Pacific 
Counties. Three of the largest 
employers in the county 
include Providence St. Peter 
Hospital (1), Capital Medical 
Center (12) and Group Health 

Cooperative (13). Health 
care and social assistance 
accounts for 8% of the total 
gross regional product (GRP) 
in the local economy.

An emerging life sciences 
community has grown in the 
region within the last five 
years, with local companies 
involved in the development 
and manufacturing of 
health-care products such as 
electromedical products. This 
sector has seen significant 
job growth in the region 
over the past several years 
(2612 new jobs between 2007 
- 2012), and is projected to 
see significant job growth 
moving forward. This sector 
also has a high percentage 
of high-wage occupations, 

Photo courtesy of Walker Photography.
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with 45% of jobs considered 
‘high wage’ ($25/hr or more).

ADDITIONAL 
REGIONAL INDUSTRY 
CLUSTERS
In 2012, the Pacific Mountain 
Workforce Development 
Council (PMWDC) completed 
a study of major industry 
clusters in its service region, 
which includes Thurston, 
Mason, Grays Harbor, Lewis 
and Pacific Counties, WA. Five 
main industry clusters were 
identified in this report: IT 
& telecommunications; Life 
sciences; Food production; 
Wood product and paper 
manufacturing; and Chemicals 
and plastics manufacturing. 
Of the five regional industries, 
the majority of firms and jobs 
in IT/telecommunications 
and Life sciences are based in 
Thurston County, although 
the three other industries 
have a significant impact on 
the economy of the county 
and the surrounding region.

Food Production 
The primary industries 
included in this sector 
include agriculture and 
animal production, fishing, 
canning, and production 
of wine coffee and tea. 
Approximately 9950 people 
are employed in this sector, 
with employment projected 

to grow by approximately 
11% within the next five 
years. Food production is 
significant to the PMWDC 
service region, accounting 
for total sales output of $4 
billion per year in the region.

Wood Product and Paper 
Manufacturing 
Although the heyday of the 
timber industry in the region 
is long past, this industry still 
remains vital, especially in the 
surrounding communities of 
Lewis and Mason counties. 
Primary industries include 
logging, and sawmills other 
types of wood manufacturing. 
The wood products core 
industries are essential to the 
local supply chain, with a 
number of local manufacturers 
producing paper products, 
boxes and shipping pallets. 
Wood product manufacturing 
accounts for $3.77 billion per 
year in total sales in the region.

Chemical Product and Plastics 
Manufacturing 
The primary industries 
in this sector are focused 
on producing value-add 
chemicals, such as basic 
inorganic and organic 
chemicals, as well as 
manufacturing plastic 
products including bottles, 
plumbing fixtures and pipes. 
Research and development 

and engineering services 
are important to this cluster. 
Chemical products and 
plastics manufacturing 
accounts for $3.1 billion 
in total sales per year.

Tourism and Recreation 
As the state capitol, tourism 
and recreation is a strong 
component of the regional 
economy, as evidenced by 
the plethora of outdoor 
recreational activities and 
tribal casinos in the region. 
Approximately 2 million 
visitors enjoy recreational and 
cultural activities in Thurston 
County alone each year, and 
that number is expected to 
grow significantly over the 
next several years. With the 
exception of casino hotels 
(insufficient data), tourism 
and recreation generates 
approximately $3.35 billion in 
sales in the region annually.

TRANSPORTATION
Due to its strategic location 
along I-5, Thurston County 
has a solid infrastructure to 
provide services and access 
to the entire west coast. This 
infrastructure offers access 
points to vibrant communities, 
emerging industrial and 
commercial business parks, 
the state’s major recreational 
opportunities and to strong 
clusters of business activity.

THURSTON COUNTY, WA16

http://www.thurstonedc.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/PMWDC_ClusterReport.pdf
http://www.thurstonedc.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/PMWDC_ClusterReport.pdf
http://www.cardinalcorp.com/
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Intercity Transit 
Thurston County is home 
to an award-winning public 
transportation system that 
provided more than 5.4 million 
rides to residents of the county 
in 2013. Overall ridership has 
increased 68% over the past 
decade as improvements have 
been made to the system.

PORT OF OLYMPIA
Located at the southern tip 
of Puget Sound, the Port 
of Olympia is one of only 
eleven deep water ports in 
Washington State. The Port 
operates a marine facility that 
includes a 60 acre terminal 
for a break-bulk/container 
yard, log export facility, on-
dock rail, on-dock warehouse 
and three deep water berths 

for ocean going vessels. 

The Port operates a full-
service, 733 slip public 
harbor as well as the Port of 
Olympia Regional Airport, 
which is a public, general-
aviation airport. In addition, 
the Port owns the New 
Market Industrial Campus 
and Tumwater Town Center. 
Operations at port facilities 
in 2009 generated $1.1 billion 
in revenue, provided a total 
of 7249 jobs (3043 direct, 
1390 induced, and 2816 
indirect), which created 
$350.7 million in wages.

FTZ #216
The communities in Thurston, 
Mason, Lewis and Kitsap 
counties are collaborating 

on the South Puget Sound 
Foreign Trade Zone (FTZ 
#216). The Port of Olympia 
administers FTZ #216, 
providing oversight for this 
multi-site trade zone, working 
with the local communities to 
create and diversify economic 
development in the region.

U.S.-based companies 
involved in international trade 
can utilize the FTZ program 
to improve their competitive 
advantage by deferring 
reducing or eliminating 
Customs duties on  products 
admitted to the zone.

Cardinal Glass Industries, Tumwater WA. Photo courtesy of Walker Photography.
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CITY OF OLYMPIA
Strategically located along Interstate 5 and at the southern 
tip of Puget Sound, the City of Olympia has an expanding 
port facility as well as rail and ground transportation access. 
Over the past several years, Olympia has been playing 
a growing role in international trade development.

Named the Washington state capitol in 1889, the city developed 
around the waterfront and is the hub of commercial and 
government activities in the county. It is home to Evergreen State 
College, which offers under-graduate and graduate degrees, and 
South Puget Sound Community College, a public two-year college. 
As the capitol city, Olympia is 
keenly aware of its important 
history. Olympia is also home 
to an eclectic and vibrant 
arts scene, with numerous 
community art events and 
festivals throughout the year. 

As the city with the largest 
population in Thurston 
County, Olympia (pop. 48,338, 
2013 est.) is home to a diverse and highly educated populace. 
Approximately 42.9% of Olympia residents age 25 and over 
have at least a bachelor’s degree, the highest in the county.

Olympia also has the largest number of individual businesses in 
the county, with approximately 6132 businesses calling Olympia 
home in 2007. Retail taxable sales in Olympia are the highest in 
the county, with Olympia being the home of both Capital Mall,  
and Olympia Auto Mall on the west side of the city, which service 
the greater five-county region. In addition, Olympia is home 
to a quaint downtown shopping district, made up primarily of 
eclectic, family-owned retail stores, restaurants and coffeehouses.

18

Olympia is the 
capitol city of 
Washington State 
and the hub of 
commercial activity 
in Thurston County

http://olympiawa.gov/
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QUICK FACTS ABOUT THE CITY OF OLYMPIA

PEOPLE
48,338 2013 population (est)

4.0%  Population increase,  
 2010 - 2013

3,892  Veterans (2012)

36.8  Median age 

52.1% female      47.9% male      

LANGUAGE & 
EDUCATION
11.9%  Speak language other than   
 English at home

93.9%  People over age 25 that are  
 high school graduates

42.9%  People over 25 have bachelor’s  
 degree or higher

22,086  Housing units (2010)

51.7%  Home ownership rate (2012)

$252,900  Median value of  
 owner-occupied housing units

20,575  Households

2.21  Persons per household

$53,147  Median household income

20 Average commute time  
 (in minutes, 2012)

All data courtesy U.S. Census Bureau.
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HOUSEHOLDS & HOUSING

POPULATION DISTRIBUTION
BY AGE RANGE

WHOLESALE &  
RETAIL SALES
$1.35B  Retail sales (2007)

$29,610   Retail sales per capita (2007)

$165.4M   Accommodation and  
 food service sales (2007)

$237.5M   Manufacturers shipments (2007)

$209.5M  Merchant wholesaler sales (2007)

TO VIEW THE CITY OF OLYMPIA’S COMPREHENSIVE PLAN, PLEASE CLICK HERE

http://olympiawa.gov/city-government/codes-plans-and-standards/olympia-comprehensive-plan
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Incorporated in 1966, Lacey has become the population and 
growth center of the county, attracting both young families and 
retired people, including military retirees. The city is home to 
many who work in Tacoma or even Seattle and want to live in the 
lush Nisqually Valley, the farmlands of South Lacey, or the deep 
woods north of town. Amenities include:

• A strong base of health care facilities

• Panorama and Jubilee retirement communities

• Regional Athletic Center (RAC) Complex

• Parks, lakes, and a championship-caliber golf course

• Growing retail market

Home to Saint Martin’s University, Lacey has a strong educational 
tradition. The university, along with the South Puget Sound 
Community College satellite campus in Hawks Prairie, has 
brought in a stream of young people, who add enthusiasm and 
vigor to the community. 

The City of Lacey is the most ethnically and racially diverse city 
in the county (75% white, 6.4% African-American, 11.5% Asian, 
3.5% multi-racial, and 3.6% other) as well as the most densely 
populated, with approximately 2,639.8 persons per square mile.

As the northern gateway to Thurston County, Lacey is ideally 
situated between the state capitol and Joint Base Lewis McChord. 
Home to over 5000 JBLM employees, the economy in Lacey is 
greatly impacted by this segment of population. Several thousand 
military spouses reside within the city, and approximately 5000 
children of military members are enrolled in Lacey-area schools. 
JBLM personnel residing in Lacey have a collective payroll of 
approximately $216.6 million annually, with approximately $50 
million in economic activity added to the local economy each year 
as a result.

CITY OF LACEY

20

http://www.ci.lacey.wa.us/
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QUICK FACTS ABOUT THE CITY OF LACEY

PEOPLE
44,919 2013 population (est)

6.0%  Population increase,  
 2010 - 2013

5,629  Veterans (2012)

34.8  Median age 

52.7% female      47.3% male      

All data courtesy U.S. Census Bureau.
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POPULATION DISTRIBUTION

LANGUAGE & 
EDUCATION
15.9%  Speak language other than   
 English at home

92.4%  People over age 25 that are  
 high school graduates

30.1%  People over 25 have bachelor’s  
 degree or higher

18,493  Housing units (2010)

56.7%  Home ownership rate (2012)

$231,700  Median value of  
 owner-occupied housing units

16,635  Households

2.51  Persons per household

$58,963 Median household income

24.2 Mean commute time  
 (in minutes, 2012)

HOUSEHOLDS & HOUSING

WHOLESALE &  
RETAIL SALES
$853.7M  Retail sales (2007)

$22,259   Retail sales per capita (2007)

$83.8M   Accommodation and  
 food service sales (2007)

$107.2M  Merchant wholesaler sales (2007)

TO VIEW THE CITY OF LACEY’S COMPREHENSIVE PLAN, PLEASE CLICK HERE

http://www.ci.lacey.wa.us/city-government/city-departments/community-development/planning-documents/library/comprehensive-plan
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Tumwater, known as the end of the Oregon Trail or Cowlitz 
Trail, was founded in 1845 and is the oldest permanent American 
settlement on Puget Sound. It is located at the mouth of the 
Deschutes River, adjacent to the City of Olympia.

Famous as being the site for the former Olympia Brewery, 
Tumwater has retained some of its historical characteristics as 
an industry-related town. It is home to the Mottman Industrial 
Complex, located on the city’s northeast side, where a number 
of manufacturing and light industrial firms are located. The city 
is adjacent to and encompasses 
several Port of Olympia 
properties, including the Olympia 
Regional Airport and the New 
Market Industrial Center. In 
addition, several Washington 
State government agencies 
have their offices in Tumwater, 
including the Washington 
State Parks Headquarters, Department of Financial Institutions, 
Department of Labor and Industries, Department of Health, and 
the State Library The significant business activity in Tumwater 
brings its daytime population much higher than its residential 
population of 18,513.

The City of Tumwater has been working in a collaborative fashion 
with the Thurston Economic Development Council, to reimagine 
and redevelop the historic Olympia Brewery site, which will act as 
a catalyst for growth in the region.

Tumwater is also regionally known for its civic activities, including 
its annual Independence Day Parade, Thunder Valley Fireworks 
show and Tumwater Artesian Brewfest.

CITY OF TUMWATER

22

Founded in 1845, 
Tumwater is the 
oldest permanent 
American settlement 
on Puget Sound.

http://www.ci.tumwater.wa.us/
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QUICK FACTS ABOUT THE CITY OF TUMWATER

PEOPLE
18,513 2013 population (est)

6.6%  Population increase,  
 2010 - 2013

1,755  Veterans (2012)

34.8  Median age 

52.3% female      47.7% male      

All data courtesy U.S. Census Bureau.
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POPULATION DISTRIBUTION

LANGUAGE & 
EDUCATION
7.4%  Speak language other than   
 English at home

93.5%  People over age 25 that are  
 high school graduates

35.6%  People over 25 have bachelor’s  
 degree or higher

8,064  Housing units (2010)

52.7%  Home ownership rate (2012)

$245,500  Median value of  
 owner-occupied housing units

7,503  Households

2.3  Persons per household

$61,264 Median household income

18.5 Mean commute time  
 (in minutes, 2012)

HOUSEHOLDS & HOUSING

WHOLESALE &  
RETAIL SALES
$423.2M  Retail sales (2007)

$27,708   Retail sales per capita (2007)

$44.3M   Accommodation and  
 food service sales (2007)

$406M   Manufacturers shipments (2007)

$480.4M  Merchant wholesaler sales (2007)

TO VIEW THE CITY OF TUMWATER’S COMPREHENSIVE PLAN, PLEASE CLICK HERE

http://www.ci.tumwater.wa.us/departments/community-development/tumwater-comprehensive-plan
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The city of Yelm came into being in the late 1800s as the gateway 
to Mt. Rainier. Soon after, pioneer farmers settled in the area, and 
the strong roots of the farming community that Yelm was for over 
100 years were planted. Today, many farms still exist outside the 
city, but Yelm itself is quickly becoming a bedroom community for 
state workers, soldiers stationed at Joint-Base Lewis McChord, and 
professionals who work in Olympia, Tacoma and even Seattle.

Yelm is the fastest-growing city 
in Thurston County, with its 
population more than doubling 
between 2000 and 2010, from 
3,289 to 6,848 (2010 US Census 
Bureau), primarily from migration 
into this semi-rural part of the 
county. Yelm has the youngest 
median age, at 29.1 years, with 
approximately 39.4% of the population below the age of 20. The 
town provides retail and commercial services to a population of 
over 30,000 within approximately 15 miles in both Thurston and 
Pierce counties.

CITY OF YELM

24

Yelm has the 
youngest median 
age of any city in 
Thurston County,  
at 29.1 years.

http://www.ci.yelm.wa.us/
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QUICK FACTS ABOUT THE CITY OF YELM

PEOPLE
7,639 2013 population (est)

11.6%  Population increase,  
 2010 - 2013

729  Veterans (2012)

29.1  Median age 

47% female      53% male      

All data courtesy U.S. Census Bureau.
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POPULATION DISTRIBUTION

LANGUAGE & 
EDUCATION
9.1%  Speak language other than   
 English at home

91.4%  People over age 25 that are  
 high school graduates

18.5%  People over 25 have bachelor’s  
 degree or higher

2,523  Housing units (2010)

56.9%  Home ownership rate (2012)

$209,400  Median value of  
 owner-occupied housing units

2,268  Households

2.96  Persons per household

$2,337 Median household income

31.1 Mean commute time  
 (in minutes, 2012)

HOUSEHOLDS & HOUSING

WHOLESALE &  
RETAIL SALES
$143.4M  Retail sales (2007)

$26,940  Retail sales per capita (2007)

$15.5M   Accommodation and  
 food service sales (2007)

TO VIEW THE CITY OF YELM’S COMPREHENSIVE PLAN, PLEASE CLICK HERE

http://www.ci.yelm.wa.us/comprehensive_plan/
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RESOURCES AND PARTNERS
Thurston Economic Development Council

Thurston Regional Planning Council

Pacific Mountain Workforce Development Council

Olympia Lacey Tumwater Visitor & Convention Bureau

Washington State Office of Financial Management

United States Census Bureau

United State Bureau of Labor and Statistics

The Evergreen State College

Saint Martin’s University

South Puget Sound Community College

Thurston County

Port of Olympia

City of Lacey

City of Olympia

City of Tumwater

City of Yelm

Intercity Transit

South Puget Sound Foreign Trade Zone #216

Confederated Tribes of the Chehalis Nation

Nisqually Indian Tribe

Squaxin Island Tribe

Thurston County Chamber of Commerce

Lacey Chamber of Commerce

Tumwater Chamber of Commerce

Yelm Area Chamer of Commerce

Tenino Chamber of Commerce

Grand Mound - Rochester Chamber of Commerce

THURSTON COUNTY, WA26

http://www.thurstonedc.com
http://trpc.org/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.visitolympia.com/
http://www.ofm.wa.gov/
http://www.census.gov/%23
http://www.bls.gov/
http://www.evergreen.edu/
http://www.stmartin.edu/
http://www.spscc.ctc.edu/
http://www.co.thurston.wa.us/home/index.asp
http://portofolympia.com/
http://www.ci.lacey.wa.us/
http://olympiawa.gov/
http://www.ci.tumwater.wa.us/
http://www.intercitytransit.com/Pages/default.aspx
http://ftz216.com/
http://www.chehalistribe.org/
http://www.nisqually-nsn.gov/
http://squaxinisland.org/
http://thurstonchamber.com/
http://laceychamber.com/
http://tumwaterchamber.com/
http://yelmchamber.com/
http://www.teninoacc.org/
http://grandmoundrochesterchamber.com/members.htm
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ABOUT THURSTON EDC 

BUILDING OUR COMMUNITY THROUGH 
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 
Economic development is about identifying opportunities and 
applying efforts that result in a vibrant and sustainable economy. 
At the Thurston EDC, we accomplish this by connecting businesses 
with resources to help them compete and grow in our region.

Through our partnerships, the EDC attracts new industries and 
businesses, retains existing employers, and expands interest in 
doing business in Thurston County. Our role is to examine the 
viability of all economic opportunities that come our way, and 
to determine how those opportunities relate to our mission. 
We take this role seriously, because we know that jobs and 
investment produce community wealth and individual prosperity, 
ensuring our region’s ability to be strong and resilient.  

Thurston Economic Development Council 
665 Woodland Square Loop SE | Lacey WA 98503 
360.754.6320 | www.thurstonedc.com

http://www.thurstonedc.com
http://www.thurstonedc.com

