
Executive Summary

Background

The Growth Management Act, King County Countywide Planning Policies, and the King County Comprehensive Plan encourage all unincorporated areas within King County’s Urban Growth Boundary to pursue incorporated status either through annexation or through incorporation.  State law (RCW 36.70A.110) provides the underlying rationale for these policies: “In general, cities are the local government most appropriate to provide urban governmental services.”
In response to the direction of the Growth Management Act (GMA), in the early 1990s, King County and the suburban cities worked together to develop a framework of policies intended to guide jurisdictions as they planned for the future.  These policies, referred to as the Countywide Planning Policies, are King County and the suburban cities’ interjurisdictional plan for implementing the goals of the Growth Management Act.  As directed by the GMA, these Countywide Planning Policies explicitly address the status of unincorporated urban areas.  Among other things, the policies call for:

· Elimination of unincorporated urban islands between cities.

· The adoption by each city of a Potential Annexation Area, in consultation with residential groups in the affected area.

· The annexation or incorporation of all unincorporated areas within the urban growth boundary within a 20-year timeframe (1994 – 2013).

The Countywide Planning Policies anticipate that, as this 20-year transition proceeds, the role of county government will evolve into one of providing regional services on a countywide basis and providing local services only to rural areas outside the Urban Growth Boundary.

Given the clear direction of the Growth Management Act and the Countywide Planning Policies, King County government has tried to facilitate the governance transition of unincorporated urban areas.  This report represents the County’s latest effort to assist the citizen’s of North Highline in their ongoing effort to determine the governance option that best serves the needs of their community.

In November 1997, the North Highline Unincorporated Area Council presented King County with a letter requesting a study assessing the governance alternatives available to North Highline.  In response to the request, the King County Council allocated funding, and in December 1998, the Office of Regional Policy and Planning hired a consultant team led by ECONorthwest to prepare this governance options report.  ECONorthwest’s team included staff from Henderson, Young & Company and Pacific Rim Resources.

Throughout the development of this options report, the consultants received valuable assistance from the members of the North Highline Community Advisory Panel (CAP).  At all stages of the analysis, the members of the CAP served as advisors and as voices for the community, providing valuable insights into the perspective of North Highline residents, businesses, and community groups.  The Panel’s assistance has been of great value in determining both the direction and the structure of this analysis.

In addition to the assistance and direction provided by the CAP, the consultants also received substantial assistance from County staff and from staff at the City of Burien, the City of SeaTac, and the City of Seattle.  Representatives of each of these four jurisdictions invested substantial time and effort to ensure that this report would provide accurate and comprehensive data describing levels of services, costs, and rates of taxation within their jurisdiction.  The City of Tukwila chose not to participate in the study.

Study Purpose

This report provides North Highline residents and businesses with reliable and unbiased information with which to make well-informed decisions about their future.

Residents are likely to have four primary questions when thinking about their local governance options:

1. Is an incorporated City of North Highline financially feasible?

2. How might our services or taxes change if we annex to a neighboring city?

3. Is maintaining the status quo a viable option?

4. What do my neighbors think about these options?

This report is intended to help answer these questions.

To determine the feasibility of incorporation, this report includes a rigorous assessment of North Highline’s financial position, evaluating the revenues available to a City of North Highline and the likely expenses such a city would incur.  The assessment of annexation compares virtually all governmental services that would change upon annexation, comparing service levels and expenses for each service provided by King County with those of neighboring cities.  Finally, to inform residents about what others in the area are thinking, the report includes results of a public survey of North Highline residents to identify current attitudes about both governmental preferences and the delivery of public services.

What Are the Alternatives?

Under the Growth Management Act, residents of urban unincorporated King County generally have three governance options:

1. Preserve the status quo – remaining part of unincorporated King County as long as possible.

2. Incorporate as a new city.

3. Annex to an adjoining city.

Preserving the Status Quo

When asked what form of governance North Highline residents preferred, a full 66 percent of respondents to the opinion survey said that they preferred the status quo.  As it was worded in the survey, the respondents indicated that “the best choice for the future” was to “stay as it is – part of unincorporated King County.”  Of the remainder, 26 percent favored annexation, and only 8 percent favored incorporation.  While these responses are illuminating and help to clarify current attitudes, they also raise some important questions.  First among these questions may be: “Is the status quo a viable, long-term option?”

Is preserving the status quo really an option?

The answer to this question depends upon what one means when one says, “I want to preserve the status quo.”  If one means, simply, “I want to remain part of unincorporated King County.” – then that is entirely possible.  While State and county policies encourage unincorporated urban areas to pursue incorporated status, under current law it is not possible to force a community to either incorporate or annex to a neighboring city.

If, on the other hand, one thinks of preserving the status quo as, “I want North Highline to remain unincorporated, and I want to continue receiving the same levels of public services.” – then the status quo is probably not an option.

Given the Growth Management Act statutes and the Countywide Planning Policies, at some point in the near future, King County will probably not be able to provide services to unincorporated areas like North Highline at their current levels.  As directed by state law, King County is now encouraging all unincorporated areas within the Urban Growth Boundary to pursue incorporated status.  As more and more of these areas do so, the pool of revenues available to the County for providing local services will inevitably shrink.  Given reduced resources and the evolution of the County’s role toward providing only regional services, if North Highline remains unincorporated, local service levels in the area will come under pressure.

This report does not include an extensive analysis of the effects of maintaining the status quo in North Highline.  Instead, it focuses on the two options for the area to achieve incorporated status: incorporation as a new city and annexation to an existing city.

Is Incorporation Feasible?

The survey of North Highline residents showed that 66 percent of the respondents prefer that the area remain unincorporated as it is today, 26 percent favored annexation, and only 8 percent favored incorporation as a new city.  When asked which alternative they would prefer if staying as it is were not an option, an overwhelming 75 percent of respondents favored annexation, while only 25 percent favored incorporation.  Moreover, fiscal analysis indicates that the incorporation of North Highline is not financially feasible.  Assuming existing tax rates, the revenues of an incorporated City of North Highline would not cover the costs for the services currently provided by King County.  Given the lack of public support for incorporation and poor financial prospects of a new city, annexation is the most feasible path to incorporated status for North Highline.

What Would Annexation Mean for Residents of North Highline?

The largest portion of survey respondents (40%) chose Burien as the city to which they would prefer to annex.  The remaining choices were split between SeaTac (17%) and Seattle (15%), with Tukwila being the least popular choice at 11%.  About as many people had no preference (16%) as those who chose either Seattle or SeaTac.  When asked why they selected a particular city for annexation, fire protection/emergency medical service (EMS), police department, and roads/sidewalks were the three reasons most often reported.

Respondents to the survey indicated that they valued a range of both tangible and intangible services linked to their local governance.  Of the intangible issues, many indicated that questions surrounding community image were important and had not yet been addressed to their satisfaction.  Among the tangible services, as suggested above, respondents reported the most important were police, fire protection/EMS, and maintenance of roads and sidewalks.  In addition, as one might expect, respondents indicated that they care a great deal about the level of local taxes.

In the case of annexation, it is possible to compare some of the tangible services and costs in neighboring cities.  In regard to police services, for example, one can ask, “When someone calls 911, how long does he or she have to wait before a police officer arrives?”  Similarly, one might ask, “Given the quality of services a neighboring city’s police department provides, how much does that service cost the city’s residents?”  How attractive a particular city looks for annexation depends on what services a resident most values.  If low property taxes are important, then SeaTac looks better than either Burien, Seattle, or King County.  If police response time is important, then Burien looks the best.

Based on comparisons of a wide range of services, some of the more important findings include:

· Taxes:
Property tax rates in SeaTac are the lowest of the four jurisdictions, followed by Seattle and Burien, with King County reporting the highest overall levy rates.  In total, there is a 2.6 percent difference between the lowest and highest reported rates.

While Seattle’s overall property tax rate is the second lowest, Seattle does levy utility taxes and a business and occupation tax.  SeaTac and Burien have chosen not to levy either of these two taxes.

· Police 
Burien reports the fastest response times for emergency calls, followed closely by SeaTac and then King County.  (Seattle reported only an aggregate response time for all calls, emergency and otherwise, which is not comparable to the times reported by the other jurisdictions.)  Of the four jurisdictions, Seattle reports the highest number of investigations per capita as well as the highest costs.  

· Library:
The King County Library System provides library services for both Burien and SeaTac, so the only comparison to be made is between Seattle and King County.  The two jurisdictions provide similar collection sizes per resident, but Seattle provides substantially more library space per resident.  Seattle’s operating expenditures are also substantially higher than King County’s (in per capita terms).
Seattle is embarking on a “once in a generation” investment in its library system.

· Roads:
SeaTac spends much more per resident on maintaining its roads than the other three jurisdictions.

SeaTac has invested more per resident in capital improvements to its road system in recent years and plans to continue that trend in the future.

· Fire/EMS:
The existing fire district in North Highline spends much less to provide its fire protection and emergency medical services than does SeaTac or Seattle, but all jurisdictions provide response times that are well within acceptable standards.

Of the four jurisdictions, Seattle has the best insurance rating.
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