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SUBJECT

Proposed Ordinance 2018-0472 would raise the application fee for the Public Benefit Rating System program from $480 to $620 per application.

SUMMARY

The Public Benefit Rating System (PBRS) program encourages the preservation and conservation of privately-held open space, farmland, or forestland through a property tax reduction. Property owners may enroll in the voluntary program administered through the Department of Natural Resources and Parks (DNRP). 

The Proposed Ordinance would increase the PBRS application fee from $480 to $620 per application. The Executive's 2019-2020 proposed budget estimates $7,000 in new revenue annually resulting from the application fee increase. 

BACKGROUND 

Public Benefit Rating System

PBRS is one of four programs that provide property tax reductions to landowners who voluntarily preserve open space, agricultural or forest lands. Two of these programs, PBRS program and Timber Land program are administered by DNRP. Two others, the Farm and Agricultural Lands program and Forestland program, are administered through the Department of Assessments. Property enrolled in any of the programs are assessed at the “current use” instead of the full market value, which results in lower assessment values. Whereas full market value considers the highest and best use of the property, current use is only the value of the existing land and improvements. Under PBRS, the reduction in taxable value is 50 to 90 percent for the portion of the property placed in current use status.

The PBRS program was established in 1992[footnoteRef:1] and is the broadest of the four current use tax programs. Currently, 1,750 parcels totaling 12,611 acres are enrolled in the PBRS program. The program is authorized under Chapter 84.34 RCW and K.C.C. Chapter 20.36. Properties are eligible if they contain one or more qualifying open space resource and score at least five points. Water and Land Resources Division (WLRD) staff review applications to establish site characteristics, qualifying land areas, and eligible open space resources. [1:  Ordinance 10511] 


PBRS Application Fees and Comparison

Application fees for the PBRS program in 1992 were $150 per application and increased in 1998 to $200 for areas less than 20 acres and $400 for areas greater than 20 acres. In 2011, the application fees were changed to a flat rate of $480 per application. Application fees have not changed since 2011.   

Table 1 identifies PBRS application fees for all counties in Washington State. The average application fee is $824 across the state. 

Table 1. 2016 PBRS Application Fees[footnoteRef:2] Across Washington State Counties [2:  Information prepared by Department of Revenue as provided by WLRD. No data is available from Wahkiakum County.] 


	Jurisdiction
	2016 Fee
	Jurisdiction
	2016 Fee

	 Lincoln 
	$70
	 Skagit 
	$500

	 Adams 
	$100
	 Whatcom 
	$525

	 Whitman 
	$100
	 Grays Harbor 
	$528

	 Walla Walla 
	$104
	 Snohomish 
	$577

	 Ferry 
	$117
	 Okanogan 
	$624

	 Grant 
	$150
	Island
	$773

	 Garfield 
	$175
	 Chelan 
	$935

	 Benton 
	$180
	 Stevens 
	$1,000

	 Yakima 
	$195
	 Douglas 
	$1,047

	 Mason 
	$250
	 Pierce 
	$1,200

	 Skamania 
	$273
	 Pend Oreille 
	$1,250

	 Columbia 
	$300
	 Spokane 
	$1,282

	 Franklin 
	$300
	 Kitsap 
	$1,403

	 Lewis 
	$330
	 Thurston 
	$1,416

	 Clallam 
	$374
	 San Juan 
	$2,030

	 Klickitat 
	$400
	 Clark 
	$2,113

	 Pacific 
	$400
	 Kittitas 
	$2,300

	 Asotin 
	$424
	 Jefferson 
	$2,301

	 King (current)
	$480
	 Cowlitz 
	$4,797

	
	AVERAGE
	$824



2017-2018 Budget Proviso

During the 2017-2018 biennial budget process, WLRD proposed an application fee increase to better recover costs of administering the program; however, the Council ultimately did not approve the proposed fee change. In adopting the 2017-2018 biennial budget, the Council included a proviso on the Water and Land Resources Division budget restricting $100,000 in appropriation authority and requiring a restructuring plan addressing strategies to implement tiered application fees and improve program efficiencies in the program. WLRD transmitted a proposed PBRS restructure plan which included key elements including changing application fees from a flat rate to a tiered system based on property acreage enrollment, consolidating several similar programs, and revising program criteria and policy. 

During the Council’s review of the proposed restructure plan, WLRD indicated a desire to shift from the recommendations in the plan, instead recommending continuation of a flat-rate fee rather than a tiered system to minimize administrative costs. At that time, no changes were made to the restructure plan and Motion 15177 was passed on July 16, 2018 approving the restructure plan. Council did not select a particular fee option at that time. 

ANALYSIS

Proposed Ordinance 2018-0472 would increase the application fees from $480 to $620 per application, which represents a 30 percent increase. The Executive's proposed budget states that the fee increase represents an inflationary adjustment from the last increase in 2011 using the consumer price index (CPI-W). The program's flat-rate fee structure would remain unchanged. The Executive's 2019-2020 proposed budget estimates $7,000 in new revenue annually resulting from the application fee increase.

The PBRS program fees are subject to RCW 84.34.030, which requires that applications “must be accompanied by a reasonable processing fee if a processing fee is established by the city or county legislative authority.”

The PBRS and Timberland programs have two full-time staff dedicated to the intake, review, processing, and monitoring of the two programs. Combined, the programs cover 1,530 properties over 15,000 acres. Over the past 10 years, the County received on average 64 applications per year for these programs. WLRD estimates that approximately 12 to 15 hours of staff time is necessary to process each application.  Additional staff time is dedicated to customer service, education and outreach. 

The Proposed Ordinance would raise application fees by $120, from $480 to $620 per application, which is intended to account for inflation between 2011 and present. Revenue estimates are approximately $7,000 per year, which assumes 50 application submittals per year. On average, the program has received 64 applications per year; the proposed budget used a more conservative estimate assuming application volume may decrease. 

Although program fees are proposed to rise under this Proposed Ordinance, the program will still be largely funded by the general fund. In the 2017-2018 biennial budget, approximately $670,000 of general fund was allocated to support the PBRS program, including 2.0 FTE positions and overhead costs. No changes are proposed to the program's staffing; however, the PBRS program expenditures is proposed to increase by $70,800 to $786,500 and the general fund contribution amount by $56,800 to $724,500.


ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Ordinance 2018-0472
2. Fiscal note
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