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At the September GMPC meeting, there was a motion directing county staff to meet with affected cities staff to answer questions and clarify the boundaries of the designated Urban Separators.  That meeting was held on October 5, 2001.  GMPC also directed staff to bring back maps of the Urban Separators and a map of permanently protected open space areas in King County for consideration at the October GMPC meeting. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The GMPC is being asked to consider mapping existing Urban Separators in the Countywide Planning Policies document.  This is a technical improvement to the CPP document, since the CPP’s recognize Urban Separators by policy but do not show their location.

The purpose of this proposal is to provide stronger assurance that the Urban Separators designated in the King County Comprehensive Plan will not be changed to other uses or rezoned to higher densities after annexation takes place.  Countywide Planning Policy LU-27 states that maintenance of Urban Separators is a regional as well as a local concern.  Including maps of the Urban Separators in the Countywide Planning Policies is intended to eliminate the possibility of inadvertently redesignating an Urban Separator.

BACKGROUND

Urban Separators are regionally significant low-density areas within the Urban Growth Area that create open space corridors, provide a visual contrast to continuous development and reinforce the unique identities of communities.  Urban Separators can play a significant role in preserving environmentally sensitive areas and providing habitat for fish and wildlife.  They also provide recreational benefits, such as parks and trails, and meet the Growth Management Act’s requirement for greenbelts and open space within the Urban Growth Area.  

Urban Separators are within the Urban Growth Area and therefore are appropriate to be annexed by cities. Once annexed, Urban Separators (and all other annexed land) are shown as “incorporated areas” on the County comprehensive plan map.  The lack of a map of Urban Separators in the CPP document raises the possibility that cities may be unaware of the presence of Urban Separators within potential annexation areas.

The three cities that have designated Urban Separators within their Potential Annexation Areas (Renton, Kent and Auburn) have been informed of this proposal and provided with electronic copies of the Urban Separator maps under consideration by GMPC.  

The City of Kent has annexed Urban Separators and, after much public input, adopted an Urban Separator designation for most, but not all of the area designated by King County.  The maps of Urban Separators prepared for GMPC consideration would reflect the City of Kent’s actions.  If approved by GMPC, these maps would be sent to the King County Council for approval with the goal that the CPP map, the King County Comprehensive Plan land use map and the City of Kent land use map would be consistent regarding designated Urban Separators.

The following Countywide Planning Policy is applicable:

LU-27
 Urban separators are low-density areas or areas of little development within the Urban Growth Area.  Urban separators shall be defined as permanent low-density lands which protect adja​cent resource lands, Rural Areas, and environmentally sensitive areas and create open space corridors within and between Urban Areas which provide environmental, visual, recreational and wildlife benefits.  Desig​nated urban separators shall not be redesignated in the future (in the 20-year planning cycle) to other urban uses or higher densities.  The maintenance of these urban separa​tors is a regional as well as a local concern.  Therefore, no modifications should be made to the development regulations governing these areas without King County review and concurrence.  

The following King County Comprehensive Plan Policy is applicable:

P-118       Urban Separators are corridors of land that define community or municipal identities and boundaries, provide visual breaks in the urban landscape, and link parks and open space within and outside the Urban Growth Area.  These urban corridors should include and link parks and other lands that contain significant environmentally sensitive features, provide wildlife habitat or critical resource protection, contain defining physical features, or contain historic resources.  The residential density for land so designated should be maintained at one unit per acre, provided that lands that are sending sites under the Transfer of Density Program may transfer density at a rate of at least four units per acre. 
At the request of GMPC, King County staff met with planning staff from Kent, Renton and Auburn, as well as Suburban Cities staff who participate on the Interjurisdictional Staff Team on Friday, October 5 to address unanswered questions and clarify mapping issues related to Urban Separators.  County staff repeated the history of the designated Urban Separators, presented a new map of countywide parks, open space and Urban Separators, and answered questions from city staff.

Kent staff indicated no conflicts between the designated Urban Separators and their comprehensive plan. Both Renton and Auburn recognize Urban Separators in the general location of those designated in the King County Comprehensive Plan, but each disagrees to some degree with the boundaries.  Renton identified a handful of unincorporated properties in one of the Separators that are currently designated for higher density by the city. The Auburn Planning Director identified an approximately 200 acre area of unincorporated Urban land within the designated Separator, adjacent to the area the Kent City Council recently designated as Urban Separator, that he believes is appropriate for higher residential density of 4 or 5 units per acre.  

In summary, there does not appear to a dispute about the concept or general location of Urban Separators, but two cities disagree with their boundaries. 

The interjurisdictional staff team has identified the following options for GMPC consideration:

1. Adopt Motion 01-1 that includes maps of designated Urban Separators as part of the Countywide Planning Policies.  In addition, direct staff to work with cities that chose to propose additional or alternative Urban Separators and bring back these proposals for GMPC consideration.

2. Do not adopt Urban Separator maps at this time.  Direct staff to work with Auburn and Renton on their property-specific issues and report back to the GMPC at the first GMPC meeting in 2002.


