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SUBJECT

The recommendations of the King County Conservation Futures Advisory Committee for allocation of program funding for Conservation Futures Tax (CFT) and Parks Levy open space projects for 2023. 

SUMMARY

Each year, the King County Conservation Futures Advisory Committee prepares recommendations for CFT and Parks Levy open space acquisition project allocations. These recommendations are submitted to the Council, as well as to the Executive, who determines how to incorporate them into the proposed budget for the following year. Members of the Conservation Futures Advisory Committee will present their recommendations for project allocations for 2023 to provide funding to 36 projects with approximately $36.8 million in CFT and $14.9 million in Parks Levy funding.

BACKGROUND

King County Code,[footnoteRef:1] Motion 15513 and Ordinance 18890 provide for a process for an annual allocation of CFT and Parks Levy open space acquisition funding through a review managed by the King County Conservation Futures Advisory Committee. On an annual basis, members of the Advisory Committee present their funding recommendations, including the factors influencing those recommendations. These recommendations are then transmitted to the Executive, who determines how to incorporate them into the Executive-proposed budget.   [1:  K.C.C. 26.12] 


The CFT is a dedicated portion of the property tax that is authorized by state law[footnoteRef:2] to acquire property rights to conserve open space lands. It has been collected in King County since 1982. Open space lands are defined in K.C.C. 26.12.003 and RCW 84.34.020 to include open space, agricultural lands, and timber lands. CFT proceeds can be used to protect, preserve, maintain, improve, restore, limit the future use of, or other otherwise conserve open space lands.  [2:  Conservation futures are established in RCW 84.34.200 through .240.] 


State law sets the maximum rate for the CFT at 6.25 cents per $1,000 of assessed valuation. King County’s CFT rate was originally set at that level, but due to a state-imposed limit on annual property tax growth, the tax rate has eroded over time and in 2022 is being collected at approximately 3.12 cents per $1,000.[footnoteRef:3] In June 2022, the Council passed Ordinance 19458, which will place on the November 2022 general election ballot a proposition to raise the CFT rate back to 6.25 cents per $1,000 of assessed valuation. If approved by voters, this would more than double annual CFT revenue. [3:  According to executive staff.] 


In 2018, the King County Council passed Ordinance 18774, which adopted changes to the CFT program in accordance with recommendations from the Land Conservation Advisory Group, which was convened in 2016 to advise the Council on ways to preserve remaining high-value conservation lands within a generation. The two major changes to the CFT program were an increase to the bond cap from 50 percent to 80 percent of anticipated annual conservation futures tax levy funds for debt service, and removal of the requirement that a project receive equal or greater funding from another source in order to receive a CFT grant, if the project is in an equity area. 

In 2019, the Council passed Ordinance 18981 and Motion 15513, which revised the conservation futures code and project eligibility criteria, respectively. The ordinance renamed "equity areas" to "opportunity areas" and updated the definition as follows:

"Opportunity areas" means:
              1.  Areas within King County that:
                a.  are located in a census tract in which the median household income is in the lowest one-third for median household income for census tracts in King County;
                b.  are located in a ZIP code in which hospitalization rates for asthma, diabetes and heart disease are in the highest one-third for ZIP codes in King County; and
                c.  are within the Urban Growth Boundary and do not have a publicly owned and accessible park or open space within one-quarter mile of a residence, or are outside the Urban Growth Boundary and do not have a publicly owned and accessible park or open space within two miles of a residence; or
              2.  Areas where the project proponent or proponents can demonstrate, and the advisory committee determines, that residents living in the area, or the populations the project is intended to serve, disproportionately experience limited access to public open spaces and experience demonstrated hardships including, but not limited to, low income, poor health and social and environmental factors that reflect a lack of one or more conditions for a fair and just society as defined as "determinants of equity" in K.C.C. 2.10.210.

The legislation also added an additional requirement that any project seeking a match waiver through the opportunity areas provisions must demonstrate engagement and collaboration with community-based organizations or with members of the community in which the project is located.

Ordinance 18981 also expanded the CFT program to make non-profits eligible for funding, whereas previously only local governments could receive funding. 

The Parks, Open Space and Trails Levy, which was approved by King County voters in August 2019, also provides funding for acquisition of open space.[footnoteRef:4] In 2008, the Council passed Motion 12809, which established that the CFT Advisory Committee would review and recommend projects for acquisition funding through the 2008-2013 Parks Levy. Though that motion was specific to that levy, the Conservation Futures Advisory Committee has continued to follow this process for subsequent levies. [4:  Ordinance 18890] 


ANALYSIS

2023 Project Funding Recommendations. The Advisory Committee received requests for $58.2 million across 37 project applications – fewer applications but greater total monetary requests when compared to 2022. 

The committee recommended funding for all except one of the projects that applied, although the committee did not recommend full funding for each project. In total, the committee recommended $51.7 million in combined CFT and Parks Levy funding. Table 1 below summarizes the project applications for 2018 through 2023. A list of the projects the Advisory Committee has recommended, a detailed description of each project, and a map of project locations can be found in the King County Conservation Futures Advisory Committee’s report (Attachment 1).

Table 1.
Funding Requests and CFT Committee Recommendations – 2018 - 2023
	 Award Year
	Number of Applications
	Number of Recommended Awards
	$ Amount Requested
	$ Amount Recommended

	2018
	47
	46
	$33 million
	$19 million

	2019
	40
	39
	$32 million
	$20 million

	2020
	61
	61
	$98 million
	$69 million

	2021
	54
	49
	$83 million
	$47 million

	2022
	44
	44
	$52 million
	$45 million

	2023
	37
	36
	$58 million
	$51 million



The Advisory Committee's report states that it was not able to allocate all of the $25 million in CFT bond funding that was available this year, because local jurisdictions were not able to provide the matching funding necessary to receive it. The report opines that budget impacts to local governments due to the COVID-19 pandemic may have constrained applicants' ability to provide matching funding, and also notes that the County's source of matching funding, the Parks Levy acquisition dollars, was not enough to cover the match needed for these projects.




Fourteen of the applications were for projects located within cities, with thirteen being recommended for funding, and the remaining 23 applications were for projects located in unincorporated King County. The project not recommended for funding was the Twin Ponds I project in the City of Shoreline. The committee's report states that the project was not recommended because "The city has not contacted the landowners, and it is unclear that the long-time owners of the homes would be willing sellers. The committee questions whether both of these acquisitions are actually needed to introduce park access in this area, or whether that could be achieved through the existing properties. Moreover, the area immediately north of the subject parcels is largely wetland and may not be amendable to pedestrian access."[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Page 13] 


Figure 1 below shows the number of recommended awards per Council district. 

Figure 1.
CFT Committee Funding Recommendations by Council District


The recommended funding comes from three sources, summarized in Table 2 below.

Table 2.
2022 CFT Committee Funding Recommendations by Source
	Source
	Amount Recommended

	CFT Annual
	$13.2 million

	CFT Bond
	$23.6 million

	Parks Levy
	$14.9 million

	Total
	$51.7 million




Match Waivers. As discussed above, King County Code allows applicants to apply for a match waiver if the project is in an opportunity area. The Committee received match waiver requests for seven projects, totaling $10.7 million in requests. The committee recommended that six of the seven receive match waivers. One of these six qualified for an automatic match waiver under section 1 of the match waiver definition (above), and the others were determined to meet the criteria of section 2 of the match waiver definition. The report states that each match waiver applicant demonstrated community support for their project, as required by code. 

Each of the six projects that were recommended for match waivers were recommended for their full funding request, for a total of $9.2 million. For the project that was not recommended for a match waiver, Federal Way Hylebos Creek Conservation Property Acquisitions, the committee's report states that the project was not recommended "on the grounds that the project intention is primarily to achieve conservation goals rather than to directly provide expanded local community uses as is the typical focus of the match waiver. There is significant open space and trail potential in the vicinity already that is not greatly expanded through these purchases."[footnoteRef:6] The report notes that the City has "most of the match needed" and still recommended that they receive their full request of $1.5 million. [6:  Page 6.] 



ATTACHMENTS

1. Recommendations for the Allocation of 2023 Conservation Futures Tax Levy and Parks Levy Open Space Acquisition Funding, July 1, 2022, King County Conservation Futures Advisory Committee
2. Presentation slides: Conservation Futures Advisory Recommendations for 2023 Conservation Futures & Parks Levy Open Space Funding
3. Advisory Committee Handout
4. Transmittal Letter
5. CFT Advisory Committee Letter to Executive


INVITED

· Mark Johnsen, Chair, King County Conservation Futures Advisory Committee
· Ingrid Lundin, Project Program Manager, King County Department of Natural Resources and Parks
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