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Executive Summary

This report responds to Ordinance 17232, Section 85, P1, which directed the Executive, by April 1, 2012, “to create a work group to oversee and guide the parks levy renewal planning effort and transmit a report prepared by the work group that outlines a plan for achieving levy renewal.”
As illustrated in the report, the Parks Levy Planning Strategy involves several stages that will take place between 2011 and 2013 and supports the King County Strategic Plan by: 
· Developing an understanding of the future parks and recreation needs of King County residents, and how King County parks can meet those needs, through a stakeholder and public engagement process.

· Creating a diverse citizen-based Parks Levy Task Force.
· Proposing a funding approach built on sound economic models that ensure sustainable operations and strategic investments to best serve the residents of King County.
The objectives of King County’s Equity and Social Justice Initiative are reflected in each stage through service excellence, public engagement, sound financial management, and environmental sustainability.

· 2011 - Completed a stakeholder and public engagement process that made a specific effort to reflect the demographic differences across the county’s communities. 

· 2012 - Economic modeling to better inform the decisions about funding the agency in the future.

· 2012 - Creation of a demographically and geographically diverse citizen-based Parks Levy Task Force.

· 2012 – Levy Task Force recommendations on a future levy.

BACKGROUND: KING COUNTY PARKS - A DECADE OF TRANSITION

Confronted with a $52 million general fund crisis in 2002, King County faced the very real possibility of closing its large system of parks, pools, and recreational programs. Informed by extensive public outreach and stakeholder input, as well as by the work of the citizen-based Metropolitan Parks Task Force, the Parks Business Transition Plan was adopted by Council and became the blueprint for restoring stability to the county’s parks system. The Parks and Recreation Division (Division) began to implement the plan’s recommendations immediately. These included:
· Refocusing the agency’s mission on providing regional trails, regional passive parks, regional natural area parks, regional active recreation facilities, and local rural parks

· Transferring in-city facilities and those in potential annexation areas to appropriate jurisdictions

· Implementing entrepreneurial strategies to generate revenues and managing facilities in a manner that maximizes cost recovery, with an annual business revenue growth target set at five percent

· Facilitating partnerships that leverage capital funding from the agency with private money to develop and enhance public recreation facilities
· Proposing to the voters, in 2003, a property tax levy dedicated to operating the system, which would substantially replace general fund support
· Focusing on new acquisitions of regional trails and natural areas for recreation and conservation

In May 2003, King County voters approved a four-year, 4.9-cent levy to support operations and maintenance of the King County park system.

By the end of the first levy in 2007, the Division had made great strides in implementing the “new way of doing business”. By 2007, nearly 20 percent of the Division’s operating funds were derived from a combination of entrepreneurial initiatives, competitively priced user fees, and gifts and grants, which complemented the levy support. Also during this first levy period, the Division honed its mission by transferring 48 local urban parks and pools, comprising nearly 1,580 acres, to cities and other entities, such as school districts and non-profit organizations. The development of successful public-private partnerships and the pursuit of efficiencies further contributed to the Division’s ability to leverage resources, creating new public recreation amenities and offering programs, events and other ways for the public to enjoy and benefit from King County’s open space system.  

The first levy expired at the end of 2007, and the King County Executive created another citizen-based task force, the Parks Futures Task Force, to help chart the course for the Division’s future. The Parks Futures Task Force recommended the following:
· Continue to focus the agency’s mission on providing regional trails, regional passive parks, regional natural area parks, regional active recreation facilities, and local rural parks

· Propose to the voters a seven-cent, six-year levy for operations and maintenance that would also account for the anticipated decline in Real Estate Excise Tax (REET) revenues and enhanced maintenance

· Propose to the voters a five-cent, six-year capital levy, which would provide three cents for King County Parks’ regional trail development and acquisition of natural areas; one cent to the Woodland Park Zoo for capital and education programs; and one cent to King County’s 39 cities based upon population and property tax base

· Continue to implement the Parks Business Transition Plan, with its emphasis on entrepreneurial activities, efficiencies, and five percent annual growth from business revenues

Ultimately, the King County Executive proposed, and the King County Council approved, a similar set of recommendations; however, the levy rate was set at five cents for the operations levy, eliminating any replacement of REET revenues. The capital levy was approved as recommended. In August 2007, King County voters approved a five-cent, six-year levy supporting the Division’s operations and maintenance. The voters also approved a five-cent, six-year levy supporting King County’s acquisition and development of trails and open space, with one cent distributed among the 39 cities within King County for acquisition and development of trails and open space, and one cent distributed to the Woodland Park Zoo.

Now, mid-way through the current levy period and ten years after the initial crisis, the Division has truly evolved into an innovative, award-winning agency, dedicated to providing regional trails, regional and rural parks and recreational facilities, and to stewarding the region’s natural heritage by working through community and corporate partnerships, business revenue generation, efficiencies and other entrepreneurial activities that help the Division heighten the impact of each taxpayer dollar.

The Division has been successful in continuing to generate business revenue on its evolving inventory, achieving the five percent annual growth target for seven consecutive years until 2011. It has invested strategically in the system, expanding regional natural area parks and enhancing the regional trails system. From 2008 to 2011, the Division also transferred 22 additional local parks and pools, consistent with the County’s annexation initiative.

Despite numerous successes, a combination of factors arose that have affected the Division, including:
· a dramatic decline in REET revenues, which has gone down 83 percent since 2006

· elimination by 2011 of the $3 million general fund allocation which supported facilities in urban unincorporated areas

· new regional acquisitions, such as the Maury Island Site 

Coupled with the persistent downturn in the economy, these challenges have meant continual reductions in service and a growing backlog of critical maintenance needs. Although the Division has successfully managed the system during these tight financial times, it has struggled to provide an appropriate level of service and fully realize the vision set forth in the levies, factors that must be considered as it looks to the future.

PARKS LEVY PLANNING STRATEGY

As both of the current levies will expire at the end of 2013, the Division launched an effort in 2011 to begin planning for the agency’s future. The division expanded its efforts to include the Parks Levy Work Group, consisting of staff from the Parks and Recreation Division, Department of Natural Resources and Parks (DNRP) Director’s Office, Executive’s Office, King County Council, and the Office of Performance, Strategy and Budget to assist the Division in its planning efforts. The group has contributed to the development of the Parks Levy Planning Strategy described in this report and will continue to implement the strategy as outlined in the steps below.

Planning Objectives

Through the levy planning process, the Parks Levy Work Group seeks to achieve the following objectives:
· Develop an understanding of the future parks and recreation needs of King County residents and how King County parks can effectively and efficiently meet those needs

· Propose a funding approach built on sound economic models that ensures sustainable operations and strategic investments and helps the Division best serve the residents of King County

· Ensure that equity and social justice issues as well as King County Strategic Plan priorities, including service excellence, environmental sustainability, and sound financial management, are integrated into the development of a levy proposal
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Levy Planning Timeline

Steps in Levy Planning Strategy

1. Data Gathering

In 2011, the Division undertook a multi-faceted effort to gauge customer satisfaction that had the following objectives:
· Determine the level of general satisfaction with the services currently provided by the Division
· Develop a better understanding of the region’s current and future parks and recreation needs

· Identify the roles that King County can play in meeting those needs

Division staff facilitated multiple input gathering meetings with Division employees, King County employees from other agencies, and the directors of other parks agencies in King County.

The Division also worked with consultants to engage the public in a customer satisfaction survey, specifically through the use of focus groups and on-site and online surveying. The consultants were selected in part due to their experience with and proposed approach to addressing customer satisfaction and equity and social justice issues.

Focus group participants came from the general King County population, as well as from a representative list of people who are regular users of King County’s park system. The professional screeners who did the recruiting were instructed to strive for geographic and demographic diversity when selecting potential focus group participants. 

Participants in the on-site surveys were approached as they were actively using a King County park or trail, with surveying conducted at varying times and days over a period of three months to capture a variety of park and trail visitor patterns. The on-site survey locations were chosen in an effort to represent the range of recreational activities offered at King County parks’ facilities and to reflect the demographic differences across the county’s communities.
 In addition, three workshops were held that sought to involve youth, including one involving youth and their families from King County Parks’ White Center Teen Program. Nearly 400 people took part in the on-site surveys, which on several occasions included the use of translators to help facilitate participation.

More than 1,700 people completed the online survey, which was available from August 17 - September 18, 2011. The online survey was promoted by the Division utilizing a variety of traditional and digital outreach tools, as well as community and corporate partners and other networks further publicized it among their respective constituencies. See Attachment B for the findings from the focus groups and surveying.

2. Economic Modeling

The Parks and Recreation Division has begun an economic modeling effort in order to better inform the decisions about funding the agency in the future. Working closely with the Office of Performance, Strategy and Budget (PSB), the Division began the process by determining that funding a status quo system would require a 7.9 cent levy as of 2014. Preliminary funding scenarios assembled by the Division include
:
· A status quo scenario augmented by restoring the 2007 Parks Levy Task Force recommendation to address the decline in REET revenues

· A scenario that would enable a greater level of service to be achieved, reflecting recommendations from the 2007 Parks Levy Task Force and the Parks Levy Citizen Oversight Board 

· A scenario that would allow for strategic investments in the system’s future, informed by the above recommendations and input gathered from internal and external stakeholders 

The funding scenarios reflect assumptions based upon estimates for assessed value and inflation based on forecasts by the Office of Economic and Financial Analysis (OEFA) and out year labor and central rate cost growth expectations as provided by PSB.  

3. Parks Levy Task Force

As with the past two levy planning processes, a citizen-based Parks Levy Task Force will be convened and appointed by the King County Executive. The members of the Parks Levy Task Force will be asked to provide recommendations to the Executive about the content, structure, and rate of a levy (or levies) to support King County Parks.

Such a task force is anticipated to be made up of 15 - 19 highly regarded civic leaders and representative parks and trails stakeholders that will meet over the course of several months during the spring and summer and ultimately deliver a report to the Executive in September 2012. The task force process will be led by a professional meeting facilitator; meetings will be scheduled at different locations throughout King County and will be open to the public.

As a means for ensuring that Equity and Social Justice Initiative goals are reflected in the final levy proposal, the Executive will appoint members that represent King County’s geographic and demographic diversity. 
Prior to the convening of the Task Force, the Parks Levy Work Group will be involved in reviewing the Task Force meeting docket, including meeting locations, subject matter covered, and meeting presenters. The Parks Levy Work Group will be kept apprised of the Task Force’s progress throughout the process and will provide feedback on the Task Force’s recommendations to the Executive.

The Parks Levy Task Force’s final report and recommendations will be distributed to the King County Council.
4. Executive and Council Proposals

It is anticipated that the Executive will transmit a parks levy proposal to the King County Council in December 2012 or early 2013. 
       CONCLUSION

The Parks Levy Planning Strategy outlined in this report furthers the King County Strategic Plan goals of service excellence, public engagement, sound financial management, and environmental sustainability. As such, the Parks Levy Planning Strategy will produce a levy proposal that reflects the needs and interests of King County residents, is consistent with the countywide priority of equity and social justice, and presents the best scenario for successfully achieving levy renewal.

· 2011 - Completed a stakeholder and public engagement process that made a specific effort to reflect the demographic differences across the County’s communities. 

· 2012 - Economic modeling to better inform the decisions about funding the agency in the future.

· 2012 - Creation of a demographically and geographically diverse citizen-based Parks Levy Task Force.

· 2012 – Levy Task Force recommendations on a future levy.  
� See Attachment B for a map and description of on-site survey locations.


� The funding scenarios are based upon a 4.8 percent cost growth assumption per PSB and OEFA data.
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