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SUBJECT

The 2020 King County Open Space Plan:  Parks, Trails and Natural Areas
BACKGROUND

The proposed 2010 King County Open Space Plan:  Parks, Trails, and Natural Areas (“Open Space Plan”) has been transmitted to the Council for its review.  This proposed Open Space Plan has already been reviewed pursuant the State Environmental Protection Act.  A Determination of Nonsignificance was issued on April 8, 2010 for the Open Space Plan, following a public comment period.  The County Council now has the opportunity for final review, public comment, and adoption.  
COUNCIL PRIORITIES
Proposed Motion 2010-0270 furthers the Council’s Environmental Sustainability Priority by providing support for open space strategic and functional planning.  This legislation specifically satisfies Strategy 5.03.” 

SUMMARY

The Parks and Recreation Division of the Department of Natural Resources and Parks (“Parks Division”) has prepared this Open Space Plan to fulfill mandated planning requirements addressed below.  The Open Space Plan has been prepared to respond to a number of federal, state and local planning mandates and needs, including meeting the planning requirements of the state Recreation and Conservation Office (“RCO”), addressing the mandate for a parks and recreation element of the Growth Management Act (“GMA”), and serving as a functional plan to the County’s Growth Management Comprehensive Plan (“Comprehensive Plan”).  Finally, the Open Space Plan is the strategic plan for the Parks Division.  Below are summarized the elements of these requirements, and the approach that the Open Space Plan takes in meeting them.  

The staff report describes both the planning requirement and the approach used to address the various requirements including those from the RCO, the GMA and the Comprehensive Plan.  This staff report also addresses the role of the Open space Plan as the Parks Division’s strategic plan.
ANALYSIS

A.  State Recreation and Conservation Office Planning Requirements
1. RCO’s Involvement

The RCO provides funding to local parks, recreation, and open space agencies using revenues from several sources.  Two of those sources, the Federal Land and Water Conservation Fund and the Washington Wildlife and Recreation Program, require that the applicant agencies prepare a plan that describes their open space or outdoor recreation programs.  
The Federal Land and Water Conservation Fund provides funding to support athletic fields, marine facilities, campgrounds, community gardens, swimming beaches, trails, wildlife management areas, and several other kinds of recreation.  Funding, in the amount of $1 million biennially statewide, is drawn from federal offshore oil revenues, and is channeled through the RCO.   
The Washington Wildlife and Recreation Program provides funding for protecting wildlife habitat, building regional athletic complexes, developing regional trails, building waterfront parks, renovating community parks, and protecting farmlands.  Revenue is drawn from the sale of bonds.  Statewide, this program provides $73 million biennially.  
The RCO awards grants based on revenues from these and other sources.   The RCO establishes planning requirements to meet the mandates of these funds.  The plans required by the RCO must include:
· Goals and objectives 

· Inventory assessment

· Public involvement

· Demand and needs analysis

· Capital improvement and investment program

· Adoption by organization’s governing body
2. Meeting RCO Requirements
The proposed Open Space Plan provides a listing of Open Space System
 Goals, addressing the County’s role as a regional provider of open space, local parks for unincorporated rural areas, lands of ecological value, a regional trail network and backcountry trails, as the manager of forest lands.  Goals also provide for the availability of park resources to all County citizens, and indicate that local open space sites in the Urban Growth Area will become the responsibility of cities.  The Open Space Plan includes a complete inventory of all holdings of the County’s Open Space System. 
The public involvement section includes policies requiring the County to seek public input and advice on open space system issues, and to utilize public participation in preparation of park plans.  New funding initiatives are to be based on countywide planning and public involvement and a variety of public involvement tools are described, including public meetings, focus groups, surveys, and other outreach methods.  

The proposed Open Space Plan describes open space needs through a discussion of population growth, demographics, recreation trends including types of recreation activities identified through a survey, pet ownership and public health trends, and equity and social justice considerations.  
The Capital Improvement Program (“CIP”) that supports the Open Space System is described, including criteria used to prioritize CIP projects.  Funding sources are identified, and acquisition and development policies are described.
To meet the requirements of the RCO, the Open Space Plan must be adopted by the Council.  This proposed Open Space Plan follows on the Council’s approval of the 2004 Open Space Plan, which has served as the planning document for these purposes for the past six years.  

B.  GMA and Comprehensive Plan

1.
GMA
The GMA includes a requirement for a park and recreation element, consistent with capital facilities planning, including demand estimates, an evaluation of facilities and service needs, and intergovernmental coordination opportunities to meet demand.  

The Open Space Plan describes demographic trends in King County.  It indicates that population growth and distribution present serious challenges for the County’s Open Space System, regarding revenue sources, recreational use patterns, and protection and conservation of ecological values.  The Open Space Plan utilizes finding of the RCO to address population needs for open space.  The open Space Plan notes  that the RCO found walking is the most popular form of recreation statewide, followed by “team-individual sports and physical activity,” and nature activity.  The Open Space Plan also refers to the RCO finding that most recreation occurs close to where people live, and that there is growing demand for places to walk, ride bikes or play.  The Open Space Plan highlights the increasing popularity of bicycling, with survey information indicating that more than 32 percent of Washingtonians bicycle.  Citing information from local bicycling advocates, the Open Space Plan also reports that between 6-10,000 persons commute by bicycle to Seattle each day. The Open space Plan also describes pet ownership patterns, trends in public health, and the reported growing disconnection between children and the outdoors.  An equity assessment, which mapped benefits and burdens regarding park and recreation opportunities related to demographic variables like race, income and language, is referenced. 
2.
Open Space Plan Compliance with the Comprehensive Plan

This proposed Open Space Plan also serves as the Open Space Functional Plan, required under the Comprehensive Plan.  In its status as a Functional Plan, the Open Space Plan is to be consistent with Comprehensive Plan policies.  Those Comprehensive Plan policies are bulleted below, with a descriptive paragraph that establishes how the proposed Open Space Plan is consistent with those policies: 
· Policies addressing regional parks, and requiring County leadership in providing a system of regional parks, trails, natural areas, working resource lands and flood hazard management lands.  
· Policies addressing King County’s role as a provider of local parks, trails and natural areas in the rural area of the county, including local parks with fields for active recreation. 
Regional Facilities, Local Facilities in the Unincorporated Area - The proposed Open Space Plan addresses regional services through its goal to require that King County be a regional provider of open space, and goals to provide regional active, passive, and multi-purpose parks, as well as local parks in the unincorporated rural area.  Additional goals of the Open Space Plan require a countywide regional trail network, and provide for management of forest lands as working resource lands.   

·  Requirements for equitable and geographic distribution of open space facilities are provided, and requirements for completing the regional trail system.

Equity - In describing open space standards, the Open Space Plan includes a policy requiring consideration of equity in acquisition and development of the system.  

· Policies requiring educational, interpretive and aquatic programs, along with regional and national programs and special events.
· Policies requiring protection of habitat, biological diversity, and ecological integrity of natural systems.  Development and public use may be limited, and improvements are to be focused on providing educational and interpretive features.

Interpretive and Educational Programs - In describing Natural Area Parks, the proposed Open Space Plan includes interpretive and educational programs, nature programs and activities that emphasize the enjoyment and appreciation of natural resources of the site.  Development will be limited to making the site available for public enjoyment in a manner consistent with site resources.  

· Policies defining Working Resource Lands as lands that include working farms and forests.  Forest lands are to be used to demonstrate sustainable forestry, support environmental benefits, and generate revenue for the management of working forest lands.

Resource Lands - The Open Space Plan policies on Working Forests provide management goals for forest lands to include demonstrating progressive forest management, enhancing ecological benefits and services, and generating revenue to facilitate sustainable management of those sites.  

· Policies establishing criteria for acquisition of lands including consideration of multiple benefits of lands.  Additionally, long term maintenance and operational needs are to be considered in acquisition.  

· Policies addressing a variety of tools to preserve and develop the open space system, including County funding, partnerships, incentives, regulations and trades.   Incentives, dedications and contributions are also referenced as tools in the management of the acquisition and development function for the open space system.  Policies calling for partnerships with cities, counties, tribes, state and federal agencies, school and special purpose districts, community and nonprofit organizations, and landowners in the preservation and development of open spaces are included.
Acquisition, Development  and Preservation - The  Open Space Plan has elements addressing acquisition and development including policies which require planning and development of facilities that encourage multiple public benefits, and acquisition of multi-use sites.   The CIP addressed in the Open Space Plan identifies priorities for expenditure of CIP funds, including projects that provide incentives for transfer of parks within the urban growth area.  Policies also require site acquisition evaluation prior to acquisition that addresses stewardship funding needs and availability.  Additionally, policies identify a variety of means for acquiring, protecting and conserving high priority sites, including fee simple purchase, donations, conservation easement and covenants, and through the use of the Transfer of Development Rights Program.

·  Partnerships to facilitate annexations in the urban area, and transfer of park facilities to cities, are addressed, and sharing of operational and maintenance costs for parks in the rural area that are heavily used by residents of a given city, is called for. 

Partnerships - Partnership commitments are addressed through a policy requiring the county to maximize and leverage operational funds through public-private partnerships, pursuit of grant funds, use of volunteers, joint acquisition, development, use and management agreements, and other opportunities.    
C.  Open Space Plan as Strategic Plan

1. Strategic Plan 

The Open Space Plan also serves as a strategic plan for the Parks Division.  As a strategic plan, it sets direction for the next six years for a number of key strategic Open Space System parameters:

· Vision and Goals 

· Open Space values/Strategic Direction

· Functional Roles

· Priorities for Acquisition

· Community Relationships

· Operations Parameters

Much of the strategic direction of the County’s Open Space program is defined by the revenue actions, reports, and program reviews of the past decade, heavily driven by fiscal needs of the system during an era of continuing revenue challenges.  Perhaps the key effort came with the 2002 report of the Metropolitan Parks Task Force, which was formed in response to the fiscal crisis of that period, and the need to decrease the Open space System’s reliance on the County’s general fund.  That report drove a transition, guided by the Parks Business Transition Plan, which centered on the following elements:
· Refocus the Open space System’s mission to provide for regional trails, regional passive parks, regional resource and ecological lands, regional active recreation facilities, and rural parks

· Transfer local facilities within cities, and work to transfer local facilities in potential annexation areas

· Emphasize entrepreneurial strategies to raise revenues for operations

· Closely examine any new obligations for active recreation to identify funding for ongoing operation and maintenance obligations

· Seek voter approval for a property tax lid lift to support county regional and rural parks

The Parks Omnibus Ordinance (14509) provided authority to implement this refocused mission.  In 2003, voters approved a four year levy to support operations and maintenance of regional trails, parks and recreation facilities.  In 2007, voters renewed the operations and maintenance levy for six years, and approved a companion six-year capital expansion levy, focused on natural area parks and expansion of the regional trails system.  Additionally, the Council has, at various times, acted to acquire conservation easements or other interests in large tracts of forest land, intended for conservation and use as working forest.  As noted, the GMA and the Comprehensive Plan provide additional strategic direction for the County’s open space function.  
Key themes coming out of this history are:

· Fiscal restraint in expenditures, and emphasis on entrepreneurial efforts

· Focus on regional resources, including regional trails, natural areas
· Local parks in cities or proposed annexation areas to transfer to those cities; County retains local parks in rural area

· Focus on partnerships to help deliver services

· Clarity and definition in the mission and program of the Parks Division
2. Strategic Plan Focus
Elements of the Open Space Plan that address the functions of a strategic plan, include definition of mission, goals, and plan policies that define direction on key open space parameters.  Described below are the mission and goal statements.  Additionally, planning policies that establish strategic direction are described. 
Mission:  To enhance the quality of life for communities by providing environmentally sound stewardship of regional and rural parks, trails, natural areas, forest lands and recreational facilities, supported by partnerships and entrepreneurial initiatives.  

Goals:

· King County as a regional provider of open space, focusing on systems of open space corridors

· Regional active, passive and multi-purpose parks

· Local parks for unincorporated areas

· Regional trail network of nonmotorized, shared-use paths linking cities and communities, offering recreation, alternative commuting options, and migration corridors

· Manage forest lands for the health of the forest ecosystem, and where appropriate, as working resource lands

· Acquisition and stewardship of lands for ecological values, while assuring appropriate public use, appreciation and enjoyment

· Develop a system of backcountry trails for passive recreation experiences in natural, rustic setting

· Local open space sites in urban growth areas become responsibility of cities
The Open Space Plan addresses the mission and goals by describing the organization of the Open Space System, and the use of partnerships and public outreach.  Additionally, the CIP is described, as is stewardship and operations.  
D. Highlights of New Policy Language
1. Open Space Systems  
The Open Space System utilizes a “systems” approach to address open space resources from a landscape level, using watersheds as the geographic organizing unit.  The following watersheds are identified as the focus of open space planning, research and management efforts:

· the Snoqualmie/Skykomish Watershed 
· the Lake Washington/Cedar/Sammamish Watershed 
· the Green/Duwamish Watershed 
· the White River Watershed, and 
· the Vashon-Maury Island Watershed 
Assets within those systems are classified as “regional” or “local,” the asset’s primary role and use areas within sites are described.  Roles in the system include recreation sites, trails, natural area parks, working forest land, and multi use sites.  Open space standards are discussed, noting that the regional focus of the system limits the applicability of traditional park standards.  
New Policy and Highlights  
a. Noteworthy within the language describing the Open Space System, is a stronger emphasis on natural and ecological values within the system.  This is consistent with the 2007 Parks Acquisition Levy, which included revenue for acquisition of natural and ecological lands.  There is new policy language providing that the County will acquire lands for their ecological value and steward them to protect and enhance their environmental benefits while ensuring appropriate public use.  New language providing for the acquisition, protection and conservation of high priority sites through various means, including fee simple purchase, donations, easements and covenants, as well as the Transfer of Development Rights Program, is included.  Lands with high ecological value are to be protected through fee acquisition or easements.  The distribution and diversity of wildlife and plant communities should be considered in acquisitions or conservation easements, new policy language indicates.  Added language addressing natural area parks places emphasis on the contribution of such parks to adaptation for climate change, and the need to manage them to promote resiliency in the face of climate change.  A new policy encouraging the acquisition of forest lands to provide a buffer between commercial forest land and adjacent residential development, to protect forest land from development, and to retain lands in active forestry, is included.  Management goals for forest lands, and the need for Forest Management Plans, are addressed.  
b. New language also provides for the development of a system of backcountry trails that provide passive recreation in a natural, rustic setting.  

c. Language on Regional Trails is strengthened and expanded, consistent with the Parks Acquisition Levy that dedicates acquisition funding to extending the regional trails system.  Policy language provides for the designation of primary or secondary trails based on the trail’s development condition and capacity to support multiple uses.  Language is added noting that the goal for the Regional Trails System will be based on opportunities to expand the overall network for recreation and mobility, and increase connectivity to local trails and other open space sites.  Also, new language provides that the Regional Trails Needs Report will be evaluated and updated, and pursue other regional trail planning efforts, to respond to changing conditions, undertake capital development, and remain eligible for grants.  Leadership in managing the Regional Trails System to ensure trail connections between jurisdictions and linkages with other local trails is called for.  
2. Partnerships, Public Outreach 

 The Open Space Plan confirms that the County will pursue partnerships with public agencies, private organizations, and businesses for support and funding of the system, and will promote mutually beneficial agreements with school districts, other agencies and private groups for joint use, stewardship and management of open space sites and facilities.  Partnerships with various entities are intended to increase the range of recreational opportunities within the system.  Types of partnerships are described in the Open Space Plan, including fund development partnerships, the Community Partnerships Grants Program, the Youth Sports Facilities Grants Program, Recreation Partnerships, and Community-based Partnerships.  Further, significant emphasis is placed on public involvement in open space planning, acquisition, restoration, development and management.  Policies encouraging public input, commiting to public outreach for site management plans, and requiring a public involvement process for any new funding initiatives, are included.  The use of advisory committees for public input is also described, as is the use of volunteers.  
3. Capital Improvement Program

The Open Space Plan describes the sources of funding for open space capital projects, including acquisition of open space properties, and development, construction and rehabilitation of facilities.  The Parks Division’s CIP is supported by a number of sources, including the Parks Expansion Levy.  Real Estate Excise Taxes 1 and 2 also provide revenue for capital projects, as does the Conservation Futures property tax, but solely for the acquisition of open space.  The Community Partnerships and Grants Program provides revenue for capital purposes to leverage community support or funding for park and recreation facilities through agreements with community groups or organizations that contribute funding or in-kind donations towards the construction of a capital project.  Grant funding, primarily matching funding from federal or state agencies, is also received and used.   
Capital improvement project policies encourage support for multiple use facilities, and coordination with other agencies and organizations. The Regional Trails Needs Report is identified as the tool for planning for regional trails.  Projects are to be the subject of site management or development plans prior to significant development.  Coordination with athletic organizations, school districts and the public is called for to identify active recreation facility needs and coordinate funding strategies.   The development of a backcountry trails plan that establishes protocols for and guides planning, design, construction and maintenance of backcountry trails is called for.  

New Policy and Highlights  
a. The Open Space Plan is strengthened in its focus on partnerships in acquisitions, and in prioritizing defined acquisition types, and in the means used to protect priority sites.  A new policy supporting cooperative work with other jurisdictions, governments of various levels, tribes and landowners during the development of acquisition strategies addressing acquisition priorities, is provided.  Evaluation of lands prior to acquisition will be undertaken to evaluate stewardship funding needs and funding availability, and to ensure the lands are appropriate for the intended use.   Also, a policy supporting the acquisition of lands of sufficient size to achieve the acquisition purpose, or that provide continuity or access as priority acquisitions, along with those that connect existing public open space or that are “inholdings,” is added.
4. Stewardship and Operations

The Open Space Plan describes the operations and stewardship function for open space lands.  Operational funding for the Parks Division was historically drawn from the county’s general fund.  With the fiscal crisis of the earlier part of the decade, support for regional and rural parks and facilities through a property tax levy was approved by the voters in 2004, and renewed in 2007.  As noted, local parks in the urban areas, including in the proposed annexation areas of cities, were the focus of efforts to transfer them to cities.  

Emphasis has also been placed on diversifying sources of funding to supplement the levy.  These sources include user fees for ballfield use, facility rentals, camping, swimming, and permits for use of park lands and concessions.  Entreprenuerial revenues are also pursued, including corporate sponsorships, events such as the summer concert series and Cirque du Soleil, parking fees, grants, and donations.  General fund revenues for the maintenance of local parks in the Urban Growth Area are also received.
New Policy and Highlights
a. Stewardship and operations policies emphasize leveraging operational funding through partnerships, grant funds, use of volunteers, joint acquisition, development, use and management agreements, and other opportunities.  Evaluation of capital project proposals to address stewardship needs of new projects is re-emphasized.  Management policies provide for events sponsored by others on County parks’ facilities when consistent with park purposes, funding and site considerations, and won’t deter from open space stewardship and aesthetics.  The County will consider concessions and business endeavors that are compatible with site management goals.  Such arrangements must not result in uncompensated costs for the County.  The County will accept donations of equipment, materials, land, labor or improvements for a site that are consistent with site’s proposed and conditions that enhance aesthetics and stewardship values, and are consistent with plans and reduce costs, provide resource protection and/or improve efficiencies.  
b. Preservation and Conservation policies require that the County integrate habitat management and enhancement as a major component of stewardship.  Natural area parks will be managed to protect and restore ecological processes, conserve habitat, and foster biodiversity.  The County should be a leader in natural resource management by demonstrating environmentally sound forest practices on County-owned open space sites that result in retention of forest cover and improved forest health.
E. Reasonableness

Adoption of this proposed Open Space Plan is reasonable.  
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� As set out in the 2008 Comprehensive Plan, the County’s Open Space System consists of parks, both regional and local, trails, natural areas, working agricultural and forest resource lands. 
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