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Executive Summary

The King County parks system has undergone tremendous innovation in the last 6 months, in response to the County’s general fund budget crisis.  This change has resulted in a fundamental restructuring of the Parks Division, its mission, priorities, and way of doing business.  The budget and staffing levels have been trimmed by over 35%; dozens of facilities have been transferred to cities; and new entrepreneurial programs have been launched to generate substantial new revenue. As a direct consequence, the dependence of the parks system on tax subsidy has been significantly reduced.  

The Parks Division, and the County, has taken remarkable steps to implement many of the recommendations this Task Force made in June of 2002.  But challenges remain ahead, for the parks system, and for the County.  The Metropolitan Parks Task Force reconvened in January, 2003, to address the following mission: “Make recommendations to the County Executive and County Council regarding future parks system funding in 2004 and beyond.  Specifically, should the County seek new voter-approved taxing authority to support the parks system in 2003?  If so, in what form?  If not, what alternatives are recommended?” After a review of the options available to us, considering poll and focus group results and stakeholder input, the Task Force is pleased to present its recommendation that the County place on the May 2003 ballot a six-year operating levy in the amount of 5.5 cents per $1,000 of assessed value on properties in King County, to support regional and rural parks, partnership grants, and enhanced maintenance.  We believe the balance of the parks system—specifically, local parks in the urban unincorporated areas—can and should continue to be maintained using existing County revenues.

The larger budget problems of King County cannot be resolved by—nor should they be exclusively borne by—the County parks system.  It is clear to us that without additional revenues, significant additional closures and cutbacks will befall the parks system in 2004 and beyond.  The larger budget issues of the County must be addressed, however, in our judgment it would a tremendous mistake not to take action to preserve the regional and rural assets of the park system.  The significant progress to date in re-shaping the County parks system and its operations is a strong foundation from which to approach the voters for funding that will preserve and enhance the legacy that is the County regional parks system.
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