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April 14, 2004

The Honorable Larry Phillips

Chair, King County Council

Room 1200

C O U R T H O U S E

Dear Councilmember Phillips:
Enclosed for your review and consideration is an Ordinance to adopt the plan for King County’s open space system.  We have also enclosed a copy of the plan report entitled Proposed King County’s Open Space System: Parks, Trails, Natural Areas & Working Resource Lands.  This plan provides vision and direction to the open space system, and builds upon the 1996 Park, Recreation and Open Space Plan, as well as the extensive efforts of the Metropolitan Parks Task Force, Active Sports and Youth Recreation Commission (ASpYRe), Parks Business Plan, and the extensive public outreach activities associated with these plans.

Adoption of the plan is required by the Washington State Interagency for Outdoor Recreation (IAC) in order for the King County Department of Natural Resources and Parks to be eligible for the 2004 state and federal grant funding cycles.  The adopted plan must be received by the IAC by June 1, 2004.

The plan addresses the open space role of the County and new approaches to fund it.  As annexations and incorporations, a declining economy and voter passed initiatives constricted the County’s general fund, the King County open space system, which was funded almost completely from general revenue funds, was challenged to restore stability to the system and required to eliminate its dependence on the County’s general fund.  The Metropolitan Parks Task Force, an appointed citizen task force recommended strategies for achieving long-term stability in parks.  These recommendations were adopted by the Metropolitan King County Council in 2002 and are reflected in this updated plan.

The plan calls for continued environmental stewardship through management of resource and ecological lands, a renewed focus on regional recreation assets, and the generation of new revenue streams through entrepreneurial initiatives.  It also encourages partnerships as a way to strengthen relationships with stakeholders, and continue to enhance recreation facilities without budget impacts.  This approach requires a new facet to the County’s regional role as it permits new kinds of activities enhancing users’ park experiences while also generating new revenue for these parks.

King County will continue its transition to become a different kind of open space provider.  The County’s primary role will be as a regional provider of open spaces and a facilitator of recreation programs with a major focus on systems of open space corridors that conserve natural resources, while providing recreation opportunities, fish and wildlife habitat, and scenic beauty.  Active recreation facilities will have services and amenities helping to support parks financially, and parks users will be more involved in the maintenance and improvement of parks facilities.  Local parks and open space in the urban areas will become the responsibility of cities, and in the rural areas, the County will continue to maintain local parks.  King County will have a regional trail network linking cities and communities, and offering recreation, alternative commuting options and migration corridors for wildlife.  Valuable agricultural lands and forests will be conserved and will continue as viable working resource lands.  

This plan establishes and defines the recreational, environmental and community functions of the open space system.  It proposes a future of regional greenways and waterways, a comprehensive regional trail system, major regional athletic complexes, and a range of recreational and aquatic opportunities.  It recognizes that federal, state and local governments, schools, non-profit organizations and private individuals play an important role in providing recreation and open space, and proposes a cooperative effort calling for increased leadership from the County.

King County’s role as steward of our region’s natural heritage requires policies directed toward responsible stewardship of its significant natural resources.  To accomplish a balance between natural resource protection, and public access and recreation, the plan proposes a classification system defining sites as regional or local, clarifying their role in the system, and identifying park use areas within individual sites.  The plan also sets park service levels while describing how the County will provide those services.  To measure the success of providing local parks, recreation and open space to residents of unincorporated King County, the plan proposes park service guidelines, which account for facilities and services provided by others.  

This plan acknowledges the benefits provided by other King County open space lands outside those traditionally considered as parks or open space, and not covered in the plan.  Examples of these include flood hazard reduction lands, drainage facilities, and lands associated with wastewater treatment facilities.  Agriculture and forestry are important elements of the County’s open space inventory, and provide significant contributions to the quality of life in King County through their economic, scenic and cultural values.

Currently, the Parks and Recreation Division’s operating budget is funded primarily through a voter approved property tax levy, entrepreneurial initiatives and fees.  Alleviating reliance on general revenue funding to stabilize the operations and finances of the parks system requires a new and dynamic approach.  This plan clearly outlines such an approach.

Sincerely,

Ron Sims

King County Executive
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ATTN:  Shelley Sutton, Policy Staff Director




  Anne Noris, Clerk of the Council


Steve Call, Director, Office of Management and Budget


Pam Bissonnette, Director, Department of Natural Resources and Parks (DNRP)


Bob Burns, Deputy Director, DNRP

Shelley Marelli, Acting Director, Parks and Recreation Division, DNRP


