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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

With eight years since the passage of the Countywide Planning Policies, and nearly 10 years since King County began developing its current Comprehensive Plan, there are many successes to applaud.  Among these are the 

· long-term trends toward efficient use of urban land 

· the continuing development of urban centers, 

· the improvement of public transportation, 

· the maintenance of a reasonably healthy economy even in the face of major local cutbacks in employment and a nationwide recession.  

· Positive strides in safeguarding the quality of our environment.  

As always, however, the Benchmark Report contains both good news and bad news.  Among the key indicators of healthy growth, there are a number of areas in which we are stagnating, or even moving backwards.  This report is intended to be a means to alert County decision-makers to aspects of growth which are problematic, and to which we need to pay further attention, as well as to encourage the continuance of policies and programs that are making a positive difference.
BACKGROUND

This report to the GMPC is organized by the five major policy areas monitored by Benchmark Indicators:

· Economic Development

· Environmental Quality

·  Housing Affordability

· Land Use, and 

· Transportation.  

For each of these areas, we have selected one or two indicators which show a positive trend, and one or two which show a downward or problematic trend.  More complete detail on these and the remaining indicators will be available in the full report to be released on October 22nd. 

The summary which follows shows some of the key indicators.  There are several other indicators which are problematic because of lack of any reasonable trend data, or because the data we have is of questionable quality.  One indicator that deserves special attention in this regard is the indicator for high school graduation rate.  Data for wetlands, for habitat continuity, and for road maintenance are among others needing further development.

Although no action is required by the GMPC based on this report, suggestions are welcome for reporting in the future. To fulfill its function in helping to identify policy and program areas that need further attention, regular reporting on the indicators is important.  

Key Trends in the 2002 Benchmark Report
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There has been little significant movement in this Indicator, or the trend has been mixed.
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There has been a long-term negative trend, or most recent data shows a significant downturn.
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There is insufficient reliable trend data for this Indicator.
Economic Development

After the strong upward economic cycle of the last 6 years, King County has finally felt the full force of economic recession. 

The strength of the economy in the late 1990s was widespread and fundamental.  Wages, personal income and household income all rose dramatically in real terms, compared to near stagnation during the previous decade.  New businesses and jobs increased well beyond normal levels.  There is much reason to have faith in the fundamental vitality of  King County’s economy, and to see the current downturn as temporary.  In fact, the gains in jobs and income over the past ten or eleven years have not been obliterated, even with the significant losses of the past year.  

Nevertheless, there are some reasons for long-term concern. The percent of persons in poverty rose in King County during the past decade.  The loss employment in 2001 was the most dramatic since the early 1970s.  There was a significant net loss of businesses in the past year.  Perhaps most troubling of all is the apparent decline in the rate of high school graduation since 1990.
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Outcome:  Increase Income and Reduce Poverty
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Indicator 2:  Median Household Income

· Median Household Income for King County is $65,400 in current dollars.  In 1970, it was just $10,200.

· In real dollars, median household income has grown about .9% per year over the past 32 years.  Real income growth has accelerated during the 1990s, with incomes growing nearly 2% faster than inflation from 1990 – 2002.
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Indicator 4:  New Businesses Created
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· The total number of businesses in King County declined in 2001, the first such decline in over a decade. 

· In the late 1980s, new businesses were formed at a rate of almost 5% per year.  The rate of new business formation slowed to about 2.1% per year during 1990 – 1995, but rose again to 3.2% per year in 1995 – 2000.
· Over the long term, business growth has been  positive, but the sharp decline in the past year is a new phenomenon which warrants attention.  For this reason, this indicator earns a negative arrow.

Environment

Among the environmental indicators, the indicator for water consumption has shown a positive trend towards less consumption over the past decade.  Citizens seem to be responding to the need to conserve water.  The usual measure for air quality is slowly improving, but awareness has grown of the health risks of air toxics.  Monitoring of surface and groundwater quality show slight improvements, but stream degradation remains a concern.  King County residents now recycle about six times as much waste as they did in 1977.
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Indicator 14:  Water Consumption
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· Per capita water usage in 2001 dropped significantly from the 2000 level.  At 93 gallons per capita in 2001, water consumption is at its lowest level since 1975 when data collection began.
· 2001, like 1992, began with a major drought.  These two years of drought brought about large drops in water consumption.  The per capita drop in water consumption was even greater in 2001 than in 1992.  Aided by a cool, wet summer, following the winter/spring drought, water consumption remained low during the high-demand months.   

· Total water consumption has also decreased to its lowest level since the late 1970s, despite a growing population.
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Indicator 10:  Air Quality
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The evaluation of air quality in King County is complex.  Up until recently attention has focused primarily on six traditional air pollutants.  In the past two years more information has become available on the impact of other air toxics on human health.  


· The number of good air quality days in the greater Seattle/King County region was 276 in 2001.  There were 83 days that were rated as “moderate”, and six as “unhealthy for sensitive groups”. This represents an improvement over 2000.
· In addition to the six common pollutants described above, the Puget Sound Clean Air Agency (PSCAA) defines “air toxics” as “a broad category of chemicals that covers over 400 air pollutants along with wood smoke and diesel particles.” 
· The primary health concern from many of these chemicals is cancer - particularly lung,  nasal and liver cancers, and leukemia.  Respiratory and heart disease may also be aggravated by some of the same pollutants.  Along with diesel soot and wood smoke, Benzene, 1,3 Butadiene, Carbon Tetrachloride, and Formaldehyde, are among the worst offenders.
· The main source of these carcinogens is diesel exhaust.
· Based on 1996 air samples, King County was ranked among the worst 5% of U.S. counties for airborne toxins.
Affordable Housing

Rental vacancy rates are up, indicating that the supply of rental housing is easing, and that rents are likely to stabilize.  There is an adequate supply of rental housing for those above 40% of median income, but below that level there are insufficient affordable units to meet the demand.  Buying a first home, however, remains extremely difficult for those under 120% of median income.  21% of households earn below 50% of median income, but only about 14% of the County’s housing stock (rental or ownership) is affordable to that group. 


Indicator 26:  Apartment Vacancy Rate


· King County’s average vacancy rate rose to 4.7% in 2001, the highest it has been since 1995. Rising vacancy rates mean downward pressure on rents.  However, this rate is still below the normal market rate of 5% that existed prior to 1996.  Vacancy rates were highest in the Rural and East subareas, and lowest in Seattle.

· Rental vacancy rates are also influenced by the supply of housing stock.  When supply is high in relationship to demand, there will be more vacancies.

· The graph shows the inverse relationship of vacancy rate to employment change.


Indicator 29: Existing Housing Units Affordable to Low Income Households



· Currently 14% of the County’s housing stock is affordable to those below 50% of median income, and 20% is affordable to those from 50% to 80% of median income.  This falls short of the need, especially for the lowest income group.

· To meet demand, at least 21% of the housing stock should be affordable to those earning under 50% of median income, and 17% should be affordable to those earning 50% to 80% of median income.  Taken together, 38% of the housing stock should be affordable to these low income groups.
· Eleven out of 14 South King County cities meet the target for housing affordable at 50 – 80% of median income.   Outside the South County subarea, only Seattle, Enumclaw, and Skykomish reach this target.
· No cities on the Eastside have sufficient affordable housing for either the 50 – 80% income group, or for those earning below 50% of median income. The rural cities on the Eastside also have a low proportion of affordable housing.

Land Use

The overall outlook for the Land Use Indicators is perhaps the most positive of the five areas.  We are continuing to develop land primarily in the urban area, and the percent of rural development is declining.  We are nearing our goal of 25% of development occurring in urban centers.  There is adequate land supply and capacity to meet both housing and job targets through 2012 and beyond.  There is clearly a need to keep monitoring land use policy to assure that these trends continue.  Although King County has nearly 27,000 acres of urban parks, the number of acres per person is declining.  Park development is not keeping pace with population growth.


Indicator 30:  Percent of Housing Units in Urban Areas, Rural Areas, and Urban Centers



· In 2001 there were 2,804 net new units permitted in the 12 Urban Centers. 86% of these permits were issued in one of Seattle’s five urban centers.
· Since 1996, about 15,700 net new units have been built in the urban centers.  This represents about 21% of all new units permitted during these six years.  The CPP goal is that 25% of new units permitted will be in urban centers.

· The first graph shows the percent of residential permits issued in Urban Centers each year compared to all permits issued. The percent of new development located in urban centers increased to nearly 40% in 2000.  2001 experienced a decline in urban center permits to a level similar to 1999.

· As the second graph indicates, development is currently just under the lower target range.

· Implementation of higher density development may be more susceptible to market trends, community support, and available infrastructure capacity than more traditional suburban housing forms.  

· The economic conditions of late 2001 and 2002 may also have an impact on the ability of these centers to encourage development that will meet the desirable rate of growth.


Indicator 37:  Acres of Urban Parks and Open Space


· In urban King County there are approximately 22,600 acres of city and county-owned parks and open space.

· Figure 37.2 shows that park and open space per 1000 residents has declined to less than 13 acres per thousand people in Urban King County.   This is due to a large increase in population without a proportionate increase in park space.

Transportation

Transportation remains the most troubling of the five policy areas.  There are a few bright spots.  The volume – capacity ratios on two key highways have improved.  The Sounder line carried 3.3 million passengers in 2001, up 42% from the previous year. There has been a slight decline in Metro ridership, but much of this seems attributable to falling employment in 2001.  Commute times have lengthened over the decade, and although the percent of commuters traveling to work by single occupancy vehicle has fallen slightly, it still represents 69% of those trips.  


Indicator 42:  Metro Ridership


· Metro ridership decreased by 2% in 2001.  The average King County resident used transit 56 times. This was down from 58 in 2000.
· The graph shows that transit use increased at a rate relative to job growth since 1996.  The decline in transit use in 2001 was the same as the rate of job loss in the county (2%). It appears that the decrease in ridership is closely correlated to the drop in employment, which resulted from an economic recession in 2001. 
· Sound Transit service, managed by King County Metro, however, had 3.3 million passengers in 2001.  This was a 42% increase from 2000. 



Indicator 43:  Percent of Residents who Use Other Modes of Transportation that Single-Occupancy Cars

· In King County 69% of commuters drove alone, 12% carpooled, 10% used public transportation, and 10% used other means.  Of these other means, 4% walked to work, 4% worked at home, and 2% biked or used other forms of transportation.

· Between 1980 and 1990 the rate of single occupancy vehicle (SOV) use increased by 7%.  Since 1990 there has been a slight decline in the rate of SOV use and an increase in carpooling.  Although there is a lower rate of SOV’s in comparison to other modes, the actual number of SOV trips has increased.

· The graph shows commuter mode split as a percent of population in King County compared to other metropolitan areas.  The overall use rate of alternative transportation modes is similar to most other metropolitan areas except New York, where public transportation is much more commonly used.
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0 – 80% of Median Income (38%)
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