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SUBJECT:   A briefing on the King County Parks Futures Task Force recommendations and proposed park funding legislation.
SUMMARY: 

King County Parks Futures Task Force Recommendations

The King County Parks Futures Task Force issued its report and recommendations at the end of March (see Attachment 1).  This Task Force summarized its two-part mission to study and make recommendations regarding:

· What should be done to preserve the County park system today?; and

· What should be done to build the system for tomorrow?

As they noted in their report – there is some urgency to the first question, in particular, as nearly sixty percent of the park operations funding comes from a voter approved four-year,  4.9-cent levy that currently supports parks, open space and regional trails maintained by King County, but is due to expire at the end of 2007. 

The County park system has undergone a major transition over the last four years.  As has often been reported, the County’s fiscal crisis a few years ago required a wholesale change in the way the County Parks Division operates.   The mission and operations of the division changed dramatically when the County transferred most local parks and pools to cities and nonprofit organizations.  At the same time, the division sought to reduce the tax dependence of the remaining system by increasing user fees and generating revenue from entrepreneurial efforts associated with the parks, trails and aquatic center that it retained.  

Over twenty percent of the operating budget is now provided by user fees and other entrepreneurial revenue, approximately thirteen percent comes from the CX (or General Fund), six percent from Real Estate Excise Tax (REET) and the remaining two percent from reimbursables for work on capital projects.  However, as noted above, almost two thirds of the operating budget comes from the existing levy proceeds. 

Given the information the Task Force was presented about continuing fiscal challenges facing King County – they concluded that is was both appropriate and necessary to seek another voter approved levy to support basic park operations.  In addition, they raised concerns regarding low maintenance levels in the park and trail system, in comparison to the County’s historic levels and city maintenance levels – and therefore recommended increased funding to restore maintenance levels.  They also were concerned about the potential decrease in REET funding due to annexations and incorporations and a slowdown in the housing market --  and therefore recommended using levy funding to replace this income stream.

The Task Force proposed that the County place before the voters at the August 2007 primary a 6-year, 7 cent levy lid lift, with an inflation adjustor, for operating and capital support for current County regional parks and trails, local rural parks and the Division’s community partnership grants program.  

With regard to the future of the County park system, the Task Force recommended a companion levy to fund acquisition of new park and recreation assets and programs for both city and county park systems.  They observed that the population of King County is continuing to grow along with the recreational needs of its residents.  They felt that opportunities to preserve open space and trail corridors are increasingly scarce will only become more challenging.  
They recommend a second, companion levy that is a 5-cent, 6-year, inflation adjusted levy lid lift.  Three cents would be applied to acquire new County open space, passive parks and regional trail; one cent would be made available to cities for open space and trail acquisitions through a matching fund application process; and one cent would be made available to the Woodland Park Zoo for environmental education and conservation programming and capital purposes. 

Proposed Legislation for ballot measures for Parks/Trails funding

The Executive has transmitted two ordinances based on -- but slightly different than the Task Force recommendations.  The Council has also introduced its own legislation that adheres to the Task Force recommendations as a starting point for its deliberations regarding if and what ballot measures to place before the voters.

The Executive’s first proposed ballot measure would authorize a property tax lid lift of five cents per $1,000 of assessed valuation for a period of six years.  The proceeds of the levy would be applied to purposes identical to those of the current parks operating levy approved in 2004.  The proposal is estimated to cost the owner of a $400,000 house $20 per year.

The second ballot measure proposed would authorize King Count to levy an additional property tax of five cents, also for a period of six years for expansion of open space and trails by both King County and cities and fund environmental education, conservation planning and capital facilities at Woodland Park Zoo – as recommended by the Task Force.

The Council’s proposed legislation for a levy renewal is based on the Task Force’s recommendation contained in their report – and provides for a seven cent per $1,000 of assessed value levy lid lift for a period of six years.    

The Executive noted in his transmittal letter that his five cent levy renewal is based on the recommendations of the Task Force  - but is adjusted to reflect the most recent information on property valuations (higher than anticipated when the Task Force was conducting its studies) and projected expenditure growth rates (lower than originally anticipated).  In addition, although the Executive acknowledges the potential future loss of REET funding will have an impact on addressing the capital needs of parks facilities; he is not including replacement funding (approximately 1.7 cents) for REET losses in his proposed ballot measure.   

The Executive’s proposed “expansion levy” is also for five cents, over six years with and inflation adjustor.  It would also cost the owner of a $400,000 house $20.00 a year in 2008.  His proposal is consistent with the recommendation of the Parks Futures Task Force in their report, with levy proceeds would be directed to the three distinct elements.  He notes that if approved, levy funds could not be used to supplant existing funding sources that currently support these elements.  

The largest of the three components of the expansion levy would be a three cent allocation to King County for acquiring and preserving additional open space and natural lands as well as acquisition and development of key regional trails identified within the County’s regional trails plan.  The focus for open space and natural lands acquisition would be on protecting additional resource lands, shorelines, and streams within our watersheds.  Trail priorities would be based on securing and developing key urban trail corridors with an emphasis on those that link city to city, community to community, and urban King County to rural King County.  

Second, one cent would be allocated to cities for trail and open space projects to be funded via application to the Conservation Futures Tax (CFT) Citizen Oversight Committee. As proposed, eligible trail projects would support connections to the regional trail system, defined to include both County and city regional trails and may specifically include local trails in underserved areas linking to city or County trails.  Open space projects would be consistent with the existing criteria in the King County CFT Program.  Matching fund requirements will also pertain to cities applying for this funding, consistent with the CFT program.

Third, one cent would be allocated to the Woodland Park Zoo.  This one-time funding recognizes the unique regional contribution of the Zoo.  It would expand the Zoo’s environmental education and conservation programs and fund capital improvements to Zoo facilities.  

The proposals are summarized and compared in the following table.  
County Parks Support Levy:  6 year levy with inflation adjustor
	
	Parks Futures 
Task Force Recommended and Council Legislation
	Executive Recommended

	Replace current operating & maintenance levy
	4.7 cents
	4.44 cents

	Restore maintenance levels to pre-2002 levels
	0.6 cents
	0.56 cents

	Preserve current park system by ensuring adequate capital $$ -- by replace anticipated REET declines
	1.7 cents
	 -- 

	Total
	7.0 cents
	5.0 cents


Expanding Parks & Recreation Opportunities:  6-year with inflation adjustor
	
	Parks Futures Task Force Recommended and Current Council Legislation
	Executive Recommended

	King County Open Space and Regional Trails Acquisitions 
	3 cents
	3 cents

	City Trails and Open space
	1 cent
	1 cent

	Environmental education and conservation programming and related capital and operating support to Woodland Park Zoo
	1 cent
	1 cent

	Total
	5 cents
	5 cents


Both the Executive’s and Council’s legislation propose or authorize the ballot measures for the August 21, 2007 primary election.   The deadlines for adoption of ballot measures for 2007 elections are as follows:

	
	8/212
	11/62

	
	
	

	Last regular council meeting with maximum processing time (25 days)
	4/30/07
	7/16/07

	
	
	

	Last regular council meeting with minimum processing time (10 days)
	5/14/07
	7/30/07

	
	
	

	Last regular council meeting to pass as emergency
	5/21/07
	8/13/07**

	
	
	

	Last special council meeting to pass as emergency
	5/29/07
	8/14/07**

	
	
	

	Election Division deadline for receiving effective ordinance
	5/29/07
	8/14/07**


**Depends on scheduling of Council recess

1.  Based on effective ordinance filed with REALS 52 days before the election.  RCW 29A.04.321  

2.  Based on effective ordinance filed with REALS 84 days before the election.  RCW 29A.04.321

ATTACHMENTS:
1. Report of the Parks Futures Task Force, dated March 2007 
2. Executive Transmittal Letter (and attachments), dated March 30, 2007

(Note: the attachments were transmitted under separate cover to members of the Regional Policy Committee)
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