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SUBJECT:

Ordinance authorizing a tree house demonstration along a portion of the Raging River.

BACKGROUND:

The designation of critical areas is mandated by the state Growth Management Act, countywide planning policies and the King County Comprehensive Plan.  Such designations of critical areas are driven by concerns about impacts to the various environmental functions that critical areas provide, as well as concerns about public and structural safety.

In the past several months, there has been greater interest on the question environmental and public safety impacts posed by the construction of tree houses in certain types of critical areas. 

King County has a history of using demonstration projects to test flexible development standards and construction techniques and to evaluate whether alternative land development standards could be used even while ensuring that the environmental functions of critical areas and the safety of the public and structures are maintained.

ORDINANCE SUMMARY:

Proposed Ordinance 2008-0476 would add to K.C.C. chapter 21A.55 a new section to authorize
rural tree house demonstration project.  The purpose of the new demonstration project is to allow for construction of a limited number tree houses (defined by the ordinance as “a structure fully supported by the trunk or main branch of one or more tree”) within the overstory of an aquatic area buffer, channel migration zone or a floodway.  
Impacts to the functions and values of these areas will be evaluated, as well as, the  safety of persons which utilize such stree houses.   Since such a demonstration project requires an actual structure in order to complete an evaluation of impacts, the proposed ordinance allows the evaluation  of tree houses constructed before the effective date of the proposed ordinance.
The key provisions of the proposed ordinance are:

· The demonstration project area is limited to Rural (RA) zoned land within an aquatic area buffer, channel migration zone or a floodway, adjacent to the Raging River from its confluence with the Snoqualmie river to Interstate 90. 

· Applications for rural tree house demonstration projects must be submitted no later than December 31, 2008 and construction must be completed by September 1, 2009.

· The total number of tree houses for of the demonstration project is limited to 10, including those in existence prior to the effective date of the ordinance.

· The Department of Natural Resources and Parks (DNRP) will:

· Have the primary role in the evaluation of whether project applications meet the following general criteria:

· Enhance the preservation of the aquatic area buffer for resource value, open space, scenic views and wildlife habitat;

· Have no substantial impacts on the natural environment or is consistent with natural functions;

· Support the integration of tree houses and the wildlife value of the aquatic area buffer; and

· Ensure public safety within aquatic area buffer, channel migration zone or a floodway.

· Submit a report evaluating the impacts of tree house construction to the council by December 31, 2009. 

· Applicants would be required to:

· Pay a $100 registration fee,

· Jointly develop of a rural stewardship plan with DNRP that includes:

· An overview of existing conditions within the aquatic area buffer, channel migration zone or a floodway, including current tree species and respective size ranges, understory composition and natural and human disturbances;

· Objectives for management including water quality protection, habitat enhancement, maintenance of scenic values, surface water management and minimal impacts to neighbors; and

· A replanting plan consistent with these management objectives including re-establishment of understory vegetation that is disturbed by construction activities.

· Provide to the department of natural resources and park a letter from a certified arborist that: 

· The host tree is healthy and capable of bearing the structural loads that will be placed upon it; and

· The tree house and attachment system will not harm the host tree or trees.

· The prohibitions or limitations of the following sections shall not apply to tree houses for this demonstration project:

· K.C.C. 21A.24.045 (Allowed alterations), 
· K.C.C. 21A.24.365 (Aquatic areas - development standards and alterations),
· K.C.C. 21A.24.275 (Channel migration zones),
· K.C.C. 21A.24.250 (Zero-rise floodway), and 
· K.C.C. 21A.24.260 (FEMA floodway).  
· Proposed modifications from other standards of this K.C.C. Title 21A may be administratively approved by the Department of Development and Environmental Services and must be consistent with an approved rural stewardship plan.  Furthermore, any modification is evaluated on the merits of the specific proposal and any decision to approve or deny is not be construed as precedent setting for elsewhere in the county.
· New tree houses constructed after the effective date of this ordinance shall not have a building area exceeding two hundred square feet.
· Tree houses shall not have connections to water or on-site septic wastewater systems.
· Tree houses shall not be used as permanent residences.
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