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September 24, 2012

The Honorable Larry Gossett

Chair, King County Council

Room 1200
C O U R T H O U S E
Dear Councilmember Gossett:

This letter transmits an ordinance that will enable King County to provide for the construction of transportation improvements to maintain the condition, structural integrity, and safety of its transportation system; affirm the boundaries of the King County Transportation Benefit District (KCTBD); and change the way Transportation Benefit District-funded projects and programs are identified.

Since 2010, property tax and gas tax for the Road Fund have been in steady decline. The Road Fund reached the state-mandated property tax rate cap in 2012, meaning the County can no longer raise rates to compensate for the severely reduced assessed property valuation in the rural areas.  For 2013 and 2014, total forecasted revenues are $12 million less than the previous biennium.  This revenue decline has forced the Road Services Division (RSD) to make drastic cuts in service and personnel. Without a new revenue source, the division will be progressively less able to provide an adequate, safe road network.  One revenue tool that is available to the County remains untapped: a $20 vehicle license fee levied within the KCTBD.

When the King County Council passed Ordinance 16742 in January 2010, they made clear their intent to re-evaluate the boundaries of the district before imposing a vehicle fee.  Before the governing board of the KCTBD can decide whether or not to impose a fee within the District, the King County Council must consider legislation to affirm the boundaries of the KCTBD as the geographical boundaries comprised of the unincorporated limits of the County as they currently exist or as they may exist following future annexations or incorporations.  
In addition, Ordinance 16742 adopted a list of improvements that could be funded by proceeds of the KCTBD, should the KCTBD choose to impose a $20 vehicle license fee. Rather than limiting the KCTBD to a list of projects developed three years ago, this legislation asks the governing board of the KCTBD to identify annually the list of projects and programs for funding – much as the King County Council does during the budget process.  It also defines how the transportation benefit district may identify transportation improvements for funding.
As the governing board of the King County Transportation Benefit District (KCTBD), the King County Council has the authority to authorize the implementation of a $20 license fee within the KCTBD boundaries that could generate new revenue to assist with the gap in funding within the RSD.  The state statute enabling the KCTBD and the provision of the fee lays out broad criteria by which the funds can be used, but there is flexibility within those criteria.  

To support your consideration of this revenue tool and its potential application we have developed three spending options that focus on the priorities of RSD’s adopted Strategic Plan and are consistent with the criteria set forth in state law.  The three different options are 1) pavement overlay and patching; 2) drainage and flood protection; and 3) special focus roads maintenance.  

Pavement Overlay and Patching:  Maintaining a proper cycle of pavement overlay dramatically increases the life of a road by sealing the road base through timely resurfacing.  This proposal provides for the preservation of the Tier I and 2 roadways through the overlay program.  At $2 million per year, and with the addition of staff, RSD could pave an additional 5 miles per year which would arrest the accelerated decline of arterial roadways and extend their useful life.  In addition, $1.5 million would be directed to square patching on approximately 50 miles of high-risk roads, approximately 20 percent of Tier I and 2 roadways, as well as additional pothole repair.  This approach allows for repairing spot defects in roads that do not yet meet overlay thresholds and maintains a safe travel surface until overlay or replacement.   Any additional funding made available to the pavement overlay capital program (not TBD funds) could be directed to the chip-seal program where appropriate, which maintains Tier 3, 4, and 5 roads.  


Drainage and Flood Protection: This proposal would direct $2.5 million to clean ditches and re-grade gravel shoulders to properly direct surface water from the roadway to a properly functioning conveyance system on 25 percent of Tier 1 and Tier 2 roadways.  In addition, $1 million each year would be directed to replace 26 drainage structures over the course of three years, including replacing undersized culverts that currently result in flooding and erosion; upgrading failing old storm drain systems to comply with current codes and reduce flooding; and replacing collapsing cross culverts.  Additional projects will be added to the list as they are identified.  

Maintenance of road shoulders, culverts and ditches is critical to roadway preservation because it eliminates saturation of the road bed and scouring caused by high water flows.  Road shoulder maintenance also helps improve the safety of the road by reducing the risk of run-off-the-road incidents.  When water does not drain properly into the drainage conveyance system, it accumulates on the road surfaces and shoulders creating deep puddles and ponds on the road surface and shoulders.  The ponding water saturates the roadway resulting in base failures that appear as alligator cracks and potholes, eventually leading to slope failure.  Unmaintained culverts and ditches also reduce flow capacity causing scour and overtopping resulting in road section failures.  One simple way to significantly reduce the creation of these hazards in the roadway is to increase shoulder and ditch maintenance to allow water to flow off the road surface as designed and into the appropriate drainage system.
Road Maintenance Package:  This package contains four distinct items – vegetation management, guardrail retrofit, square patching of key roads and ditch cleaning to control flooding.

· Vegetation along the road system grows quickly and continually.  This option would direct $1 million to accomplish the recommended level of service on all roadways allowing mowing once per month during the growing season which could substantially reducing risk of vehicle to vehicle or pedestrian to vehicle accidents resulting from poor visibility. Along Tier 1 and 2 roadways there are approximately 240 miles of vegetation to maintain.  This is about 25 percent of Roads’ vegetation, yet we current only have the funding for vegetation management that increases visibility and sight distance (i.e. around traffic signs and other roadway features).  When brush and vegetation are allowed to grow unchecked onto road shoulders, sidewalks and into pedestrian pathways, bicyclist and pedestrians using the road network are often forced into the roadway creating potentially unsafe situations.  Our largest claims due to vegetation come from vehicles entering the road and not being able to see oncoming vehicle or vice versa.  This program would respond to the ample and direct requests from the public to increase safety along our road corridors by allowing for more comprehensive vegetation management where we could cut more vegetation more frequently to improve both sight distance and pedestrian safety.


· The County’s guardrail system has some guardrail sections that no longer comply with current standards.  This option would direct $500,000 to continue to upgrade the County’s guardrail system, as part of a 10-year program to complete the upgrade.  The arterial systems and bridges must have upgraded guardrail systems to remain compliant with current guardrail standards, to protect the traveling public.  

· In addition, $1.5 million would be directed to square patching on approximately 50 miles of high risk roadways, approximately 20 percent of Tier 1 & 2 Roadways, and pothole repair.  The approach allows for repairing defects in the road surface pavement and sub-grade by way of a checkerboard-style of square patching.  

· Finally, this proposal would direct $500,000 to clean ditches and clean gravel shoulders to remove surface water from the roadway on 5 percent of Tier 1 and Tier 2 roadways.  

These options are based on a conservative estimate of likely available revenues based on data from the state Department of Licensing; the assumption is that $4.5 million would be the total annual revenue amount for a full year, under current boundaries.  License fee collection rules deem that only half of that would be available in 2013.  The total revenue for the 2013 / 2014 biennium would be $6.5 million, $5.25 million of which is programmed in the three options above.  The remaining $1.25 million in the biennium could be used for other purposes by the KCTBD’s governing board, such as legal representation and staffing.  
King County is the only local government for unincorporated King County, and is responsible for the maintenance and operation of the unincorporated area road system. This supports the King County Strategic Plan’s goals in a number of ways: 

· Supports safe communities and accessible justice systems for all by maintaining safe and secure county-owned roads and bridges, and decreasing harm in the event of a regional crisis by providing direct response to severe weather events.

· Promotes opportunities for all communities and individuals to realize their full potential by increasing the number of healthy years that residents live through road and traffic safety programs.

· Encourages a growing and diverse King County economy and vibrant, thriving and sustainable communities by maintaining infrastructure that facilitates the efficient movement of freight and goods to promote trade across the region, developing services for an integrated and seamless regional transportation system and meeting the transportation needs of low-income and other under-served populations, primarily in the rural area.
If approved, funds generated by the KCTBD would make only a modest contribution to meet the large unmet maintenance needs of our roads system.  However, any new KCTBD funds will help address high priority needs, which in turn spreads existing resources across the entire road system.

Thank you for your consideration of this ordinance that affirms the boundaries of the King County Transportation Benefit District (KCTBD); and changes the way Transportation Benefit District-funded projects and programs are identified.  This important legislation will help King County residents and users of the regional road system by enabling the RSD to provide additional road maintenance and operation services that would not be possible without the funding that could be provided by the KCTBD.

If you have any questions, please feel free to contact Brenda Bauer, Director of the Road Services Division, King County Department of Transportation, at 206-296-6590.

Sincerely,

Dow Constantine

King County Executive
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