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SUBJECT

[bookmark: _GoBack]Today’s briefing will review the programs of the 2007 Parks Operating and Parks, Open Space and Trails levies, as well as the findings of the 2012 Parks Levy Task Force. 

SUMMARY

Over the last decade, in response to severe fiscal pressure, King County has removed all General Fund support for its parks and open space system. Voters helped to make up some of this gap by approving a four-year parks levy in 2003 and then approving two six-year park levies in 2007:

· An Operating Levy, which funds more than 70 percent of the cost of maintenance and operations for regional and rural parks; and 

· An Open Space & Trails Levy, which funds expansion of the regional parks and open space system; supports partnership projects with community groups; provides funding to cities for trail and open space purchases; and assists Woodland Park Zoo with environmental education, conservation, and capital improvement projects.

The Council appointed a nine-member levy oversight committee to evaluate the implementation of levy-funded programs and to make recommendations for the future. The oversight committee prepares an annual report to the Executive and Council on the overall performance of the Parks Division in spending levy funds.

In addition, in 2012, the Council adopted Motion 13682, which asked the Executive to convene a Parks Levy Task Force to review parks and open space needs and guide a parks levy renewal planning effort.

The 2012 Parks Levy Task Force formed in response to Motion 13682 was a 21-member group that was co-chaired by former County Councilmember Louise Miller; Kent Parks Director Jeff Watling; and Lochleven Consulting owner Kathy Surace-Smith. The Task Force was asked to respond to two questions:

1. What should be done to preserve the County’s 26,000-acre system of parks and trails after the current operating and capital levies expire at the end of 2013?

2. What should be done to meet the future parks and recreation needs of King County residents?

The Task Force was also asked to identify ways to promote the goals of the County’s equity and social justice initiative and further the King County Strategic Plan.

The Task Force focused its work around four thematic areas:

· Take care of what we have. 
· Connect regional open space and natural lands. 
· Improve regional trails system and regional mobility. 
· Make parks more accessible.

The Task Force recommended that a voter-approved property tax levy lid lift should be sought to fund King County’s parks and open space system. They determined that there are currently no reasonable alternative revenue sources. They also noted that regional and local parks, trails, and recreation facilities are integrally linked and should be supported under a county-wide levy.

Representatives from the Levy Oversight Committee and Parks Levy Task Force will share their findings on programmatic accomplishments from the 2007 levies and recommended priorities for future investments.

SUPPORT OF THE STRATEGIC CLIMATE ACTION PLAN 
Although the 2007 parks levies were not identified as specific actions in the Strategic Climate Action Plan ("SCAP"), they support several of the objectives and strategies in the Transportation & Land Use Area of the SCAP by providing a mechanism for King, its cities, and private, community-based organizations to make investments in parks and recreation:

	Objective S.1.3: Promote and invest in community design that reduces the need to drive and enables walking, bicycling, and public transit use.

	Strategy A: Focus development within the Urban Growth Area and reduce development pressure on rural and resource lands

	Strategy B: Use incentives, land-use designations, and zoning authority that create development and community design matched to the needs and preferences of transit users, pedestrians, and bicyclists

In addition, the levies support several of the objectives and strategies in the Forests & Agriculture Area of the SCAP by providing a mechanism to support the preservation of valuable open space and resource lands:

	Objective O.3.1: Acquire and preserve forest lands

	Strategy A: Acquire, protect, and conserve high-priority open space through a variety of means including fee simple purchase, donations and purchase of conservation easements and covenants

BACKGROUND

Reduction of General Fund Support for Parks. The last decade has been one of significant change for the Parks and Recreation Division ("Division"). 

· General Fund support has been cut completely from the Division’s budget, going from $18 million to $0 in ten years.

· REET revenues have dropped significantly due to the weak real estate market, declining 83% between 2006 and 2012 and, in the process, resulting in nearly $15 million a year loss from the Division’s budget.

· Several successive voter-approved levies and revenues from entrepreneurial activities have helped to fill in the gap left by declining General Fund and REET revenues. Last year, the operating levy made up approximately 70 percent of the Parks Division’s budget. 

· Most urban area parks and pools have been transferred to local cities, leaving the County parks and trails system smaller and more focused on rural and regional resources. 

· Major regional resources, including the Maury Island site, Lake-to-Sound Trail, and the Eastside Rail Corridor, have the potential to become significant assets for a growing population, but there is no dedicated capital funding source to develop them.

The result of these changes is that the voter-approved levies have been essential to keep the County parks system functioning. 

To prepare for this significant loss of funding and to attempt to prevent the closure of the parks system, the Division in 2002 convened the Metropolitan Parks Task Force, a citizen group that was asked to help develop a business transition plan for the County’s parks. Major recommendations, which were codified in the Parks Omnibus Ordinance (14509), included:

· Focus on regional role: Maintain regional parks and trails, as well as parks in rural unincorporated areas; acquire regional trails and natural areas; transfer parks and pools within city limits and in potential annexation areas of adjoining cities;

· Become entrepreneurial: Recoup business revenues from parks facilities, with a goal of securing between 30% and 50% of facility costs through fees and other entrepreneurial efforts; and

· Find partners: Encourage agreements with public and private partners, including volunteers, advertisers, corporate sponsors, and concessionaires.

2003 Parks Levy. As part of the 2002 business transition planning effort, the community was asked to support the County parks system. County voters approved a 4.9 cent, four year operating levy in May 2003, which was dedicated to providing maintenance for regional and rural parks. The levy helped bridge the gap in the Division’s budget as General Fund was reduced. At the same time, the County implemented the other facets of the business transition plan, including transferring 56 urban parks and pools to local governments by the end of 2007. 

2007 Parks Levies: Operating Levy and Open Space & Trails Levy. A new citizen working group, the Parks Futures Task Force, was convened in 2007 to address the expiration of the 2003 levy. That group reaffirmed the move toward a more regional and entrepreneurial approach and recommended two new levies, both of which were approved by voters in August 2007:

· Operating Levy: A 5 cent, six year operating levy was adopted to fund maintenance and operations for regional and rural parks (4.44 cents to renew the expiring 2003 levy and 0.56 cents to increase maintenance to 2002 levels). This levy was projected to raise approximately $17 million in its first year, and had an inflator built in so that levy revenues would keep pace with inflationary pressures and help bridge the gap in the Division’s budget as General Fund support was completely eliminated by 2011. However, it did not include any provision to replace Real Estate Excise Tax ("REET") revenues, which declined sharply due to annexations and the downturn in the real estate market.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Due to the CPI adjustment, the effective rate of each levy in 2013 is 6.7 cents ($22.43/year each or $44.86/year total for the owner of a $337,000 home).] 


· Open Space & Trails Levy: A 5 cent, six year capital levy was adopted to fund expansion of the regional parks and open space system. This levy was split into three parts:
· 3 cents to King County to acquire and preserve regional trails and natural areas, including funding for community partnership projects; 
· 1 cent to cities for trail and open space purchases; and
· 1 cent to Woodland Park Zoo for environmental education, conservation, and capital improvement projects. 

The County portion of this levy was divided between open space and trail acquisitions, with up to $500,000 each year for the Community Partnership and Grant ("CPG") Program, through which the County partners with community-based organizations to design, build, operate and maintain new and enhanced facilities. 

The levy has been used to protect 5,500 acres since 2008 in fee and easement, allocating $20 million over the six-year levy period. The levy has been focused around leveraging funds to secure matches from the Conservation Future Tax program as well as grants and local partnerships.

The Division continued to implement its business transition plan, transferring 31 more parks and pools to local cities between 2007 and 2012 (for a total of 87 parks and pools transferred to date, out of a total of 111). The Division also launched entrepreneurial programs at County parks facilities, including parking and use fees; naming rights partnerships with corporations for facilities and events; concessions at parks and events; and revenue-conscious park improvements, such as the installation of the pad at Marymoor Park that allowed the park to host Cirque du Soleil and Cavalia. 

Equity and Social Justice Considerations. The authorizing ordinance for the Open Space & Trails Levy noted that the Parks Futures Task Force had recommended expanding the recreational opportunities of underserved populations by increasing access to trails, parks and open space in these communities. Since the levy’s passage, the Division has responded to this recommendation, as well as to the County’s Equity and Social Justice Initiative, by increasing trail access in South King County and increasing parks and trail access for people with disabilities.

Levy Planning Strategy. In early 2012, the Division launched a three-pronged approach to plan for park levy renewal:

Learn about the community’s needs and interests. To get a sense of residents’ needs, as well as how the County could address those needs, the Division conducted a customer satisfaction survey during Summer 2011. Overall: 

· 98% of those surveyed called County parks a “wise investment;” 
· 97% of those surveyed agreed that it is important for King County to preserve natural lands for wildlife and recreation; and 
· 88% said they were “satisfied” or “very satisfied” with their experiences at County parks, trails, and natural areas. 

Despite these very positive findings, the survey indicated that many people do not know about the variety of parks, trails, and open spaces in the King County open space system.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Armed with this information, Division staff plan to work to increase the visibility of park resources.] 


In terms of prioritizing future resources, the top choices among those surveyed were: regional trails (36%), preserving natural areas (30.5%), and local community parks (14%).

It should be noted that the survey was only given to current users of the open space system who were already at a County park or trail, or accessing the Division’s website. Thus, the survey should not be interpreted as a community-wide indicator of the open space system. 

Model potential funding approaches. The Division prepared a detailed analysis of its finances, and outlined all potential sources of funding. This analysis was reviewed by the Parks Levy Task Force, which noted that factoring in the loss of General Fund support, as well as the steep decline in REET revenues, a new levy will need to assume an even larger role in funding parks and open space operations.

Convene a Parks Levy Task Force. The Task Force, which met during the second half of 2012, was a 21-member demographically and geographically diverse working group, including a member of the Park Levy Citizen Oversight Board (the group that was appointed by the Council to oversee operations of the 2007 parks levies). The Task Force reviewed and evaluated the Division's programs, facility plans, community input, social and equity issues, and system needs, and presented its recommendations to the Executive in November 2012. 

The Task Force focused its work around four thematic areas:

· Take care of what we have. The Task Force found that King County’s parks, trails and open space contribute immeasurably to our quality of life, preserving our natural heritage, supporting active lifestyles for our residents, and providing economic benefits. Members noted that with no General Fund support for the parks system, parks levies are essential to the continued existence of the system. They also found that King County residents recognize and value these services.

· Connect regional open space and natural lands. The Task Force focused on “missing links” throughout the County, where additional open space acquisitions or trail connections could enhance the overall system and provide for better habitat, lower maintenance costs, and better connections.

· Improve regional trails system and regional mobility. With its focus on missing links, the Task Force identified areas where trails could provide connections to transit hubs, paying particular attention to the multimodal connectivity possible through the Lake to Sound Trail and Eastside Rail Corridor.

· Make parks more accessible. Using the County’s equity and social justice initiative as a lens, the Task Force looked for ways the County’s parks and open space system could become more accessible to all community members through the location of investments, partnerships with community groups, and enhancements to increase mobility and accessibility.

The Task Force recommended a new levy that would enable the County to continue to operate and maintain the parks and open space system, while acquiring and developing key open space and trail linkages. The recommendations included:

· Expend the maximum amount allowable toward the Community Partnerships and Grants program;
· Make significant progress on the backcountry trails program;
· Ensure appropriate public access to open space;
· Maximize collaboration with cities on linking trails under multiple jurisdictions; 
· Maintain and expand volunteer involvement; and
· Increase the marketing of parks and facilities.

The Task Force submitted its recommendation to the Executive in November 2012. The Executive plans to transmit a recommendation to Council by the end of February.
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