
1. Analysis of Annexation

Most respondents to our public survey indicated that they would prefer to stay with the status quo and remain a part of unincorporated King County.  In the absence of this alternative, however, the vast majority preferred annexation to an adjoining city rather than incorporating as a new city.  (See the discussion box below for a general outline of the annexation process.)

The Annexation Process 

There are three possible ways for unincorporated areas like North Highline to become engaged in the annexation process.

1) Residents can request consideration by the Council of the annexing city and a subsequent public vote through a ten-percent petition.

2) Residents can request annexation without a public referendum by gathering signatures of landowners in the proposed area of incorporation, as long as the combined value of the property owned by the signatories’ equals at least 60 percent of the total assessed value of the area.

3) The Council of the potential annexing city can pass a resolution requesting a vote among residents of the proposed area of annexation.

For the first and third approaches, once the process has been initiated, the remaining steps are the same.  For both, the next step is to submit the resolution/petition to the county’s Boundary Review Board.  The review board will then hold a hearing where residents and a representative of the annexing city will have the opportunity to be heard.  Following this hearing, the Board will approve, disapprove, or suggest a revision to the boundaries of the proposed annexation.  If approved, a vote among area residents determines the ultimate success or failure of the proposed annexation.

In contrast to two approaches outlined above, the second approach to annexation does not ultimately require a public referendum.  Under this alternative, after initiators gather the required signatures, the question of annexation is taken up, first by the City Council, and then in a public hearing by the county’s Boundary Review Board.  If both bodies find in favor of the city annexing the area, annexation will move forward.

Respondents to our survey indicated that they valued a range of both tangible and intangible services that are inextricably linked to their local governance.  Among the tangible services, respondents indicated that among the most important were police, fire protection, and maintenance of roads and sidewalks.  Of the intangible issues, respondents indicated that questions surrounding community image were important, and at the same time, these issues have not yet been addressed to their satisfaction.  In addition, respondents indicated that they care a great deal about the level of local taxes.

Ultimately, the value a person places on a particular service, and the degree to which local government delivers that service at a satisfactory level, are subjective questions.  As such, it is impossible for any analysis to state unequivocally that one provider of services is superior to another.  Rather, the best we can do is to present readers with the most complete information possible, comparing different measures of how services are delivered, and at what cost, ultimately allowing each reader to reach his or her own conclusions about which jurisdiction they want to provide their local governance.

To provide readers with this kind of information, in the following section we compare the annexation alternatives for the North Highline area in 71 different ways, including levels of service, expenditures per capita, and taxes and charges.  The results are mixed, with one city appearing to do better than the others and the unincorporated service provider on a number of variables, while other variables show another city, the County, or a special district doing the better job.  On several of the variables there was no difference, or the results were mixed among different measures of the same variable.

As a result of our research and analysis, we conclude that the best annexation alternative is determined by each reader's priorities among the 71 variables reported in this study.

What This Analysis Is About

This is a study of annexation alternatives for the North Highline area.  It provides information about the differences and similarities of two annexation alternatives: Burien, SeaTac and Seattle.  It describes the levels of service, government expenditures, taxes, and fees that a resident of the North Highline area would expect if they annexed to either city.

Methodology

This study is designed to make comparisons between annexation to Burien, SeaTac or Seattle and existing services provided by unincorporated King County and special districts.  The key to the study was the selection of the variables used to compare the governance alternatives.  The variables were selected by the consultant, after conferring with staff of each local government (county, cities, and special districts).  The variables we selected for this study meet our criteria:

· Readily understandable by citizens

· Data is readily available from the providers of services and facilities

· Each variable accurately portrays the service or facility

This study of governance alternatives for the North Highline area considered 71 variables: 31 level of service variables, 7 financial variables, 13 operating cost per capita variables, and 20 capital cost per capita variables.

Indicators of local services have several limitations.  For example, the indicators tend to emphasize quantity as opposed to quality.  Some measures are better at capturing quality than others.  For example, criminal investigations per 1,000 population measures the quantity of work, but used comparatively it suggests some qualitative difference between law enforcement agencies, or at least between the communities they serve.  By comparison, park acres per 1,000 population says nothing about the design, use, maintenance, enjoyment, or programming that make such sites more (or less) desirable places for recreation or leisure time.

Another limitation of service indicators is that they tend to be ratios of services or facilities to population, but not to employment.  This is primarily because (1) relatively few indicators have been developed based on employment, and (2) data measuring existing and future employment is more difficult to obtain than population data.  The absence of employment-driven indicators has substantially greater impact on areas with high ratios of employment to population (i.e., Seattle) than on areas with very low ratios (i.e., the North Highline area).  At a minimum, the data showing expenditures per capita will appear higher than they really are for services that have significant use and/or benefit to employees and employers (i.e., police and fire) because the cost is being reported as though it was allocated only among the population whereas it should be allocated among the population and employees.  Further complicating the issue is the volume of visitors, customers, clients, patients, and others who use and/or benefit from public services and facilities, but for whom there is no reliable estimate of the numbers of such individuals, nor the proportion of service benefits that are attributable to them.

An important consideration is that we focused on variables for services and facilities that have the potential to change as a result of changes in governance.  We did not develop variables for services and facilities that probably would not change under different forms of governance (i.e., schools, state roads, mass transit, etc.).

The data we use in this study was provided by King County, the cities of Burien, SeaTac and Seattle, North Highline Fire District, Fire District 2 serving Burien, the King County Library System (district), Nick Raffo Waste Services, Waste Management Rainier, the Southwest Suburban Sewer District, Val Vue Sewer District, Water District 20, and Water District 45.

Key Assumptions

Understanding the assumptions of a study is important to understanding the findings and conclusions of the study.  The assumptions described below are an important part of this study.

Annexation Levels of Service, Expenditures, and Taxes

We assume that Burien, SeaTac and Seattle will provide the same services and charge the same taxes to the North Highline area as they provide/charge to residents and businesses in the existing city limits of each city.

We recognize that it may not be possible for a City to provide the same level of service to an annexed area.  This may be due to peculiarities of the annexation area (i.e., exceptional distance from existing city services or the absence of previous infrastructure investment in the area) or changes in the city's level of service situation in that growth within the existing city limits has outstripped the city's ability to sustain its "existing" level of service for its own residents.  An analysis of these, and other relevant explanations is beyond the scope of this study.

Services or Facilities That Do Not Change as a Result of Annexation

We have analyzed only those services and facilities that could change as a result of a change in governance.  These include: law enforcement, fire protection and emergency medical services, roads, stormwater, water, sewer, parks, human services, and land use regulation.

We have excluded the following services and facilities that would not change as a result of annexation:

· Schools / School District Boundaries

· State Roads

· Transit

We also assume that the cities of Burien, SeaTac and Seattle will not change the services and facilities that they currently provide.

Annexation Plans of Cities

We assume that it is possible for the North Highline area to annex to Burien, SeaTac or Seattle.  All three cities have adopted policies concerning annexation in their comprehensive plans.
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