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SUMMARY

Briefing 2015-B0090 is a quarterly update on matters concerning the Eastside Rail Corridor (“ERC”). The briefing today includes three items.

A. An analysis of the Executive Branch Work Plan for the ERC

In the 2015-2016 Budget (Ordinance 17941), the King County Council included Section 18, Proviso P2, encumbering $25,000 of appropriated funds “until the executive transmits an Eastside Rail Corridor (‘ERC’) integrated work plan for 2015-2016.”  The proviso response, entitled Eastside Rail Corridor 2015-2016 Executive Branch Work Plan, was transmitted on March 31, 2015. Today’s briefing reviews the work plan and addresses some outstanding items.

B. An update on King County’s trail master-planning process on the ERC

In February 2015, the Council received a briefing in the Committee of the Whole on King County’s trail master-planning process including updates on coordination of efforts with ERC partner jurisdictions and agencies and findings of corridor inventory studies.  Today’s briefing includes information about public events scheduled in the coming months and about technical work being done in support of the master plan.

C. An update on the ERC Regional Advisory Council (“RAC”)

In December 2012, the County Council formed the ERC Regional Advisory Council (Motion 13801) for the purpose of working with other owners of the corridor to establish and implement shared policy, as expressed in the 2013 Creating Connections report. Today’s briefing updates the Council on the ERC RAC’s recently adopted 2015 work plan which includes work on branding the corridor and creating a funding collaborative.  



BACKGROUND 

Eastside Rail Corridor

The following background provides historic context for today’s briefing.

The Eastside Rail Corridor (ERC) is a 42-mile former rail line running from the City of Renton to the City of Snohomish and extending through the cities of Snohomish, Woodinville, Kirkland, Bellevue, Renton, and Redmond, and parts of unincorporated Snohomish and King Counties. In 2003, the BNSF Railway Company (BNSF) announced its intention to divest itself of this rail corridor. In response, in 2009, a group of regional partners, including King County and the Port of Seattle, signed a Memorandum of Understanding that envisioned a regional approach to preserve the corridor for multiple uses (Ordinance 16738). To begin that regional effort, the Port of Seattle acquired BNSF’s interests in the corridor between Renton and Snohomish. The southern portions of the corridor (between Woodinville and Renton, and from Woodinville to Redmond) were railbanked.[footnoteRef:1] King County became the Interim Trail Sponsor[footnoteRef:2] of the railbanked portion and also purchased a multipurpose easement from the Port in the railbanked area (Ordinance 16084). Additionally, King County’s wastewater treatment system includes conveyance facilities that run within and cross the ERC. [1:  Under the Federal National Trails Act, also known as the Rails to Trails Act, 16 U.S.C. §1247(d).]  [2:  As the Interim Trail User, the County is subject to legal obligations imposed by Section 8(d) of the Rails-to-Trails Act, 16 U.S.C. § 1247(d) and 49 C.F.R § 1152.29, as implemented through the Notices of Interim Trail Use (NITUs) for the various parts of the Corridor issued by the Surface Transportation Board (STB), and also the Trail Use Agreement entered into between BNSF and the County, and the STB-required Statement of Willingness to Accept Financial Responsibility (SWAFR). Pursuant to the Rails to Trails Act, all interim uses of railbanked corridors are subject to reactivation of potential interstate freight rail service.] 


The Port then sold its property interests in the railbanked portion of the corridor. The City of Redmond purchased the Port’s interest in the areas within the city boundaries.  Puget Sound Energy purchased a utility easement along the entire corridor except within the Redmond-owned portion. Sound Transit purchased all of the Port’s remaining interest in roughly 1.1 miles of the corridor in Bellevue (called the “Sound Transit Mile,” the planned location of its East Link Hospital Station), as well as high capacity transit easements on the remainder of the railbanked area. The City of Kirkland purchased all of the Port’s remaining interest in the segment of the corridor located largely within its boundaries.

On February 8, 2013, King County and the Port executed a purchase and sale agreement for King County to acquire all of the Port’s remaining interest in the remaining 15.6 miles of the railbanked area, as well as a 3.6-mile trail easement north of the railbanked area, between Woodinville and Brightwater (Ordinance 17503). In addition, the County continues to own its multipurpose easement in the areas of the ERC acquired by Kirkland and Sound Transit, comprising approximately 6.6 miles. In total King County owns property interests in approximately 25.8 miles of the ERC.

The five entities that acquired the Port’s interests in the railbanked portion of the ERC (King County, Sound Transit, the City of Redmond, the City of Kirkland, and Puget Sound Energy) have been planning collaboratively around a shared, multi-use vision for the corridor through a Regional Advisory Council (RAC) (Motion 13801).  In December 2014, the Council created the term-limited temporary position of Eastside Rail Corridor Program Manager, to provide adequate support to the complex cross-sector collaboration, ensuring realization of the Council’s policies. 

A. An analysis of the Executive Branch Work Plan for the ERC

Ordinance 17941, Section 18, Proviso P2 encumbered $25,000 of spending authority subject to submission of an integrated work plan for the Eastside Rail Corridor for 2015-2016.  The proviso arose out of concerns that the complexity of the ownership structure and of the issues relating to the corridor required a focused effort across several departments and involving other county agencies, such as the Prosecuting Attorney’s Office, and other owners, through the ERC Regional Advisory Council. By the proviso, the Council requested the executive branch to identify how the necessary coordination and communication would occur. 

The proviso requires that the executive branch provide “an integrated line of business plan, including milestones and key decision points, defining how executive agencies will work together to accomplish the goals and tasks necessary in the 2015-2016 biennium to implement the vision for the ERC as established in the [RAC Creating Connections 2013 report], including [a] listing of the financial contributions, staff positions and organizational roles that will support the ERC integrated work plan” and also including provision for council oversight.  The work plan was submitted by the required date, March 31, 2015, and is attached as Attachment 1 to this staff report.  The proviso language appears at page 30 of the work plan.

Executive Branch Coordination: The executive branch is using a standard public administration management approach for complex projects, identifying an ‘executive sponsor’ for the interdepartmental implementation team in the Director of the Department of Natural Resources and Parks.  The team is comprised of representatives for all of the departments called out in the proviso, titled the Eastside Corridor Executive Branch Work Plan Implementation Team.  A charter outlines the team’s purpose, activities, composition and operations.  

The work plan identifies action areas and tasks encompassing Operations and Maintenance, Policy and Planning, Financial and Funding, Coordination, Outreach and Public Engagement, and identifies agencies responsible for specific tasks.  Additionally, there is a timeline for task implementation and a chart illustrating capital implications.    

Agency FTE Contribution:  Anticipated uses of the corridor include recreational, transportation, utility and communication uses.  Executive staff contributions to the work plan are heavily weighted on recreational uses for 2015-2016, with DNRP attributed fully 65% of the effort for 2015. This percentage reflects the current level of effort required by master planning the recreational trail. 

Anticipated discussion of the potential for activation of Sound Transit’s HCT easement in ST3 plus the potential for utilizing some segments of the corridor for communications purposes indicates that the hours attributed to the Department of Transportation (less than 3% of effort for 2015), the Office of Regional Planning (less than 2% of total effort for 2015) and the Department of Information Technology (less than 2% of effort for 2015) may be understated here.  Additionally, the work plan assumes but does not explain the drop in level of effort from a high of 5.4455 FTEs in the 2nd quarter of 2015 down to 2.4155 FTEs in the 4th quarter of 2018.  

Council Oversight: Chart A appearing on page 28 of the work plan illustrates the organizational structure proposed for internal coordination.  For many issues concerning the corridor, and for many tasks listed in the work plan, this structure is likely sufficient to ensure adequate communication and coordination.

Chart B illustrates coordination between the council and the executive, which assumes communication through RAC meetings and regional coordination meetings.  In the past six months, however, several issues have arisen, including the siting of Sound Transit’s maintenance facility adjacent to the corridor and some potential design conflicts, indicating the need for high level and ongoing communication between the executive’s office and the county council. These types of emerging issues, requiring fast and flexible response from the county, are not reflected in the work plan.  

Other types of issues that might require closer and more direct executive-council engagement include issues at regional bodies where the county executive has a special role, such as the Growth Management Planning Council, Puget Sound Regional Council and Sound Transit or in federal/state relations. To meet that need, the county executive’s chief of staff has proposed to augment the work plan with an additional item.  The chief of staff recommends a bi-weekly meeting with the council’s ERC program manager to ensure quick and direct communication and coordination on issues that may not be addressed adequately in the interdepartmental work plan.  The ERC program manager will be responsible for soliciting questions or concerns from county councilmembers to be addressed in these meetings, and to report back to council on matters that the executive’s chief of staff believes need communication and attention.  

B. An update on King County’s trail master-planning process on the ERC

In 2014, King County launched a trail master planning process for the railbanked ERC outside of Redmond, Kirkland, and the Sound Transit mile.  This planning process is designed to reflect the vision of the constituent owners that the ERC is a corridor of regional significance due to its potential to enhance mobility, utility infrastructure and recreation in the region.  The process is phased, with Phase 1 representing trail master-planning, funded by the King County Parks Levy. Due to the complexity of the project, Phase 1 has been broken down into two sub-phases, representing baseline inventory, analysis and feasibility in Phase 1A, and development of trail alignment alternatives, prototype designs and conceptual plans for crossings and connections in Phase 1B.

Council approval will be required following the completion of Phase 1 to select preferred alternatives for the ERC trail.  The preferred alternatives will then be submitted for public and stakeholder input and environmental review.  Later phases include Phase 2: Preliminary Design, Phase 3: Final Design, and Phase 4: Construction.  Planning, designing and constructing the trail are expected to take several years, including the identification of funding.

Today’s briefing includes an update on the accomplishments completed during Phase 1A of the trail master planning process as well as an update on next steps as Phase 1B begins. Those next steps include Environmental Issue Statement (EIS) Scoping Open Houses at the following dates and locations:
· June 18 in Woodinville
· June 23 in Renton
· June 25 in Bellevue.

The briefing also includes an update on agency and partner coordination.  Highlights include:
· Trail master planning outreach related to EIS scoping and connection studies,
· Development of a letter of understanding with the Washington State Department of Transportation regarding reconnecting the Wilburton Gap,
· Discussions with Sound Transit regarding the NE 8th crossing and the trail location within the “Sound Transit mile,”
· Review of Puget Sound Energy’s Energize Eastside scoping notice,
· An easement agreement with Bellevue at Northup Way.

C. An update on the ERC Regional Advisory Council 

At its April 22, 2015 meeting, the ERC Regional Advisory Council adopted an ambitious work plan for the year, focusing on four major goals:

· Explore a funding collaborative platform to finance projects in the corridor,
· Create an implementable brand for the entire corridor’s length,
· Establish a joint federal/state legislative strategy mutually beneficial to all owners,
· Ensure that planning and projects in the corridor support the ERC multi-use vision.

The ERC RAC is comprised of representatives of the principal owners, King County, the cities of Kirkland and Redmond, Puget Sound Energy and Sound Transit. The work plan was approved by consensus, the standard for action by the group, and was described as being “ambitious but do-able.” 

The April meeting included hands’ on work by the owners’ representatives, as they began active conversation on both the funding collaborative and branding activities. This portion of the work plan is facilitated by John Howell of the Cedar River Group, with branding work provided by Mike Rosen of PRR, Inc.

The ERC RAC represents the current ownership of the corridor, a cross-sector collaboration among local governments, a utility and a special district.  In the future, the owner group will partner with other local governments, utilities, nonprofit stakeholder groups, and business and civic interests in corridor development.    

ATTACHMENTS

1. Eastside Rail Corridor 2015-2016 Executive Branch Work Plan, Ordinance 17941, Section 18, Proviso P2, dated March 10, 2015
2. Presentation, Eastside Rail Corridor Regional Trail Master Plan Project Update, May 20, 2015
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· Erica Jacobs, Special Projects Manager III, Department of Natural Resources and Parks
· David St. John, Government Relations Administrator, Department of Natural Resources and Parks
· Sung Yang, Chief of Staff, King County Executive’s Office
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