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Metropolitan King County Council
Transportation, Economy & Environment Committee

STAFF REPORT

	Agenda Item:
	5
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	Brandi Paribello
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	Date:
	June 18, 2024



SUBJECT

[bookmark: _Hlk152064296]Proposed Motion 2024-0079 would acknowledge receipt of a 2024 Public Benefit Rating System Report, required under a budget proviso. 

SUMMARY

King County offers an incentive (a property tax reduction) to landowners who voluntarily preserve open space, farmland, or forestland on their property via the Public Benefit Rating System (PBRS), which is administered by the Department of Natural Resources and Parks (DNRP).  Under the PBRS, a property can qualify for one or more of 20 open space resource categories and five bonus categories (25 total categories).   

During the 2023 1st Omnibus Supplemental Budget deliberation process, the King County Council included a proviso asking DNRP to prepare a Public Benefit Rating System Report, to be transmitted by January 4, 2024, with a revised transmittal deadline of March 4, 2024.  Transmittal to council took place on February 29, 2024.

The transmitted report appears to comply with the proviso requirements.

BACKGROUND 

In 1968, Washington State adopted Amendment 53 to the Washington Constitution, which enabled the legislature to develop and implement a process to tax property based on actual use for agriculture, forestry, and open space lands that are used for recreation or enjoyment of their scenic or natural beauty.  This led to the Washington State Open Space Taxation Act (“the Act”) in 1970. The Act established current use assessment (CUA) programs to encourage landowners, via the incentive of a property tax reduction, to voluntarily protect forests, farmland, and other forms of open space on their property rather than pursue development or more intensive uses.  King County’s program began as the Open Space Land CUA program in 1971 and has since evolved.

There are currently three CUA programs in King County that offer an incentive (a property tax reduction) to landowners to voluntarily preserve open space, farmland, or forestland on their property. One program is the Public Benefit Rating System (PBRS), which is administered by DNRP’s Agriculture, Forestry, and Incentives Unit (AFI) within WLRD. The other two programs, Farm and Agricultural Land (Farm & Ag), and Designated Forest Land (DFL), are administered by the King County Department of Assessments (DOA).

Under the PBRS, a property can qualify for one or more of 20 open space resource categories and five bonus categories (25 total categories). Categories include protecting buffers to streams and wetlands, protecting groundwater, preserving significant wildlife habitat, providing recreational opportunities to the public, and conserving farmland and forestland through implementing best management practices.

Budget actions. During the 2023 1st Omnibus Supplemental Budget deliberation process, Council included a proviso[footnoteRef:1] asking DNRP to prepare a Public Benefit Rating System Report, to be transmitted by January 4,2024, with a revised transmittal deadline of March 4, 2024:	  [1:  Ordinance 19633, Section 58, Proviso P1] 


	P1 PROVIDED THAT: 

	Of this appropriation, $100,000 shall not be expended or encumbered until the executive transmits a Public Benefit Rating System ("PBRS") report and a motion that should acknowledge receipt of the report, and a motion acknowledging the receipt of the report is passed by the council. The motion should reference the subject matter, the proviso's ordinance number, ordinance section, and proviso number in both the title and body of the motion. 

The PBRS report shall include, but not be limited to, the following: 
	A.  Description of the PBRS program purpose and goals;
	B.  Analysis and summary of the properties enrolled in the PBRS including, but not limited to, number of enrolled properties, acres enrolled, present use of enrolled properties as identified by the King County department of assessments, open space resource categories, public benefit rating or current use value, and amount of property tax reduction benefit received since 2013. The data should be provided for the program and disaggregated into the incorporated area and unincorporated area, jurisdiction, and council district;
	C.  Based on the analysis in subsection B. of this proviso, evaluation of the properties receiving credit for public access under K.C.C. 20.36.100.D . The evaluation should consider the benefit to the public compared to the cost of the program, including an assessment of the amount of property tax reduction benefit to the owners of enrolled properties that is then subsidized by the rest of the taxpayers of King County. The evaluation should also consider the nexus between the type and frequency of public use and the amount of tax reduction benefit for properties receiving credit for public access;
	D.  Identification of other county land conservation and open space programs in which properties enrolled in the PBRS program are currently participating or for which PBRS properties could be eligible; 
	E.  Identification of King County's current policies and adopted plans for open space, land conservation, and equity and an evaluation of how the PBRS program's purpose and implementation align with those policies and adopted plans;
	F.  Based on the review in subsections A. through E. of this proviso, summary of options for updating the PBRS program to align with King County's current policies and adopted plans for open space, land conservation, and equity, including, but not limited to, changes to the categories of open space resources, qualifying standards, and process improvements.

The executive should electronically file the report and motion required by this proviso no later than January 4, 2024 [revised to March 4, 2024], with the clerk of the council, who shall retain an electronic copy and provide an electronic copy to all councilmembers, the council chief of staff, and the lead staff for the transportation, economy and environment committee or its successor.

ANALYSIS

2024 Public Benefit Rating System Report. The transmitted report, which is Attachment A to Proposed Motion 2024-0079, addresses the required subjects in the proviso.

	A.  Description of the PBRS program purpose and goals.

The report states that the PBRS is “a long-standing tool used to voluntarily conserve valuable natural, historic, and recreational resources throughout King County” and states that enrollment in the program reflects the Growth Manageman Act goal of “focus[ing] development within cities and urban growth areas and minimiz[ing] conversion of farms, forests, and other types of open space in rural areas.” 

	B.  Analysis and summary of the properties enrolled in the PBRS.

The proviso requires several sub-categories of information in this section, and the report’s responses to the sub-categories are below.

1. Number of enrolled properties. The report states that there were 935 properties participating in PBRS in 2013, with the number growing to 1,338 in 2023 (a 43% increase).

2. Number of acres enrolled.  As of 2023, there were more than 14,000 acres participating.


3. Present Use of Enrolled Properties as Identified by the King County DOA.  The report states that the predominant present use for PBRS properties in both incorporated and unincorporated King County are “Single Family (Res Use/Zone)” and “Vacant (Single-family).” 

4. Open Space Resource Categories.  The report indicates that properties within incorporated cities and unincorporated in King County participating in PBRS most frequently receive credit for the following:

Table 1. Most Credited Open Space Resource Categories

	Incorporated Cities
	UKC

	Urban open space; Significant wildlife or salmonid habitat; Public Access
	Significant wildlife or salmonid habitat; Aquifer protection area; Surface water quality buffer; Buffer to public or current use classified land; Watershed protection area; Forest stewardship land



5. Amount of Property Tax Reduction Benefit Received since 2013.  The report states that the annual tax savings for owners of properties participating in PBRS increased from approximately $2.7 million in 2013 to $4.3 million in 2023 in return for providing a broad suite of open space benefits to residents of King County. 

6. Public Benefit Rating or Current Use Value.  Table 3 located within the report provides this information.[footnoteRef:2]  It shows land use values before and after PBRS participation. [2:  2024 Public Benefit Rating System Report, Pages 11-12] 


7. Disaggregate the Data into Incorporated, UKC, Jurisdiction, and Council District. The report indicates that each of the 9 council districts had property participating in PBRS, with 94% of all PBRS properties and 95% of participating acreage located in districts 3, 8, and 9.  Tables 5 through 11 located within the report provide more detailed information.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Id., Pages 13-18] 


	C.  Based on the analysis in subsection B. of this proviso, evaluation of the properties receiving credit for public access under K.C.C. 20.36.100.D.

The proviso requires sub-categories of information in this section, and the report’s responses to the sub-categories are below.
	
1. Consider the benefit to the public compared to the cost of the program, 	including an assessment of the amount of property tax reduction benefit to the owners of enrolled properties that is then subsidized by the rest of the taxpayers of King County.

The report provides several tables illustrating this information.[footnoteRef:4]  It further states that, “Under the method used to calculate the percentage reduction, the small number of points awarded for public access was often not enough to significantly increase the total property tax reduction benefit realized from participating in PBRS.  Overall, only seven percent of all landowners participating in PBRS received an additional property tax benefit for meeting the requirements for the Public Access category.” [4:  Id., Pages 20-23] 


2. The evaluation should also consider the nexus between the type and frequency of public use and the amount of tax reduction benefit for properties receiving credit for public access.  

The report states that WLRD conducted an email survey to better understand frequency of use on PBRS properties that were awarded credit for providing public access and that 32 out of 63 property owners responded.  Of the respondents, 28 reported active and ongoing public use that ranged from several users daily or weekly to hundreds daily during warmer and drier months of the year.

	D.  Identification of other county land conservation and open space programs in which properties enrolled in the PBRS program are currently participating or for which PBRS properties could be eligible.

The report lists and provides informaiton for the following:  	Farmland Preservation Program, Forestry Program, Livestock Program, Noxious Weeds Control Program, Healthy Lands Project (HeLP), Transfer of Development Rights Program, and Agricultural Drainage Assistance Program.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Id., Page 24-25] 


	E.     	Identification of King County's current policies and adopted plans for open space, land conservation, and equity and an evaluation of how the PBRS program's purpose and implementation align with those policies and adopted plans.

The report lists and provides informaiton for the following: Land Conservation Initiative, SCAP, Clean Water Healthy Habitat, 30-year Forest Plan, Open Space Plan, Comprehensive Plan, and ESJ Strategic Plan.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Id., Page 25-26] 


	F.  Based on the review in subsections A. through E. of this proviso, summary of options for updating the PBRS program to align with King County's current policies and adopted plans for open space, land conservation, and equity, including, but not limited to, changes to the categories of open space resources, qualifying standards, and process improvements.

The report states the following:

“PBRS is well aligned with King County’s current policies and plans related to land and open space conservation, and is an important tool used to help achieve many strategic plan objectives. The rate of new PBRS enrollments has remained relatively stable, which demonstrates continued public support for the program.  Although additional major operational or programmatic changes are not considered necessary at this time.”

Next steps. Council action on the transmitted report (Proposed Motion 2024-0079) would acknowledge receipt of the report and release $100,000 that the budget ordinance encumbered from the DNRP budget. As noted above the transmitted report appears to satisfy the requirements in the budget proviso.

ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Motion 2024-0079 and its attachment
2. Transmittal Letter
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