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Appendix C





King County Parks


Focus Group Summary














Background





Three focus groups were conducted with residents of King County:





	4/8/02		Residents of East King County Cities


	4/9/02		Residents of Seattle and Shoreline


4/10/02 	Residents of South King County Cities and Unincorporated King County	





All groups were recruited randomly and participants were screened to ensure diversity in terms of age, race, gender and area of residence within the broad boundaries of each group’s designated geographic area.  Participants were unaware that King County was the sponsor of the research at the outset of the group discussions.  Jane Malbon moderated the focus groups.








Observations





Parks and recreation areas were highly valued by focus group participants.





Many of the participants in the focus groups identified themselves as active users of parks – personally using them for walking and jogging; taking children for recreation, both structured athletics and general play.  





Even those who did not use parks actively tended to place a high value on them as being important for the community.





Parks and recreation areas are valued for:


	


Open space/green space/nature preservation in a community with an ever-expanding population


A place to escape, walk, ponder, see nature – passive enjoyment


A place for active recreation – jogging, biking, hiking, dog walking


A place to socialize, bring the community and family together


A positive outlet for children/youth
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“Parks” were largely defined as natural spaces – “Parks are trees and birds.”  





Most people did not spontaneously identify pools, ballparks and community centers as a part of the parks system.  Even the use of the phrase, “recreational areas,” did not conjure these elements.    Eastside participants seemed more oriented toward active, organized recreation than did the Seattle/Shoreline and South King County residents in the groups.








People personally identified with local, city parks.





In initial discussion about parks, people described city parks that they enjoyed.  Few could actively identify parks owned and operated by the County, with the possible exception of Marymoor.








People felt that parks and recreation areas are in very good shape.





Parks and recreation areas were believed to be very well maintained and generally safe (at least in daylight hours).  Seattle residents and one elderly South King County widow did have concerns about certain parks (particularly downtown parks) in terms of safety, but on the whole, people did not believe there was anything seriously in need of “fixing” in the parks system.  People also perceive that the community enjoys an abundance of parks and recreation areas.








Focus group participants were largely oblivious to the threat of county park closures.





No one in the focus groups was aware of the county’s budget crisis in that it might force the closure of all county parks.  A few Eastside and Seattle/Shoreline participants were aware that some parks had been closed for the winter.  Winter closure of low-use parks is considered a prudent, money-saving device.  In South King County, participants seemed more aware of park closures.  They complained that “government” had the wrong priorities if they closed parks and that it was a ploy to manipulate voters and punish them.








People tended to believe that King County had a real budget problem when presented with information…and with details of how the county was changing to operate more efficiently,





There is still much fundamental belief that government is wasteful, provides services in an expensive and inefficient manner and doesn’t do a good job in developing its priorities.  However, the budget summary as reviewed in focus groups seemed to make some impression upon participants that this was a real problem and not a bluff.  The budget summary included information about how the county is reducing its costs and being more efficient – information that people want to hear.  
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In the South King County group, participants were very concerned that the real problems weren’t being addressed – for instance, they wanted the criminal justice system reformed so that the costs were not so high.  This was their outlook for all of the service areas.








The priority of group participants was to take care of the parks we have before acquiring more.





In the Eastside and Seattle/Shoreline groups, there was some encouragement for the acquisition of new park land/open space in proportion to a growing population or to take advantage of a good real estate deal; however, acquisition was not considered a priority if there were parks facing closure.  South King County residents were more likely to say that the acquisition of new parks and open space was necessary and should continue being a priority for the future.








To address the budget problem, people wanted to first see actions that help to lower costs of park maintenance and operation.  Many believed if such actions were taken, there would be no need to raise taxes.





On the whole, participants were very supportive of a variety of initiatives that could help to lower costs.  Most of the support had caveats attached – for instance, naming rights and corporate sponsorships would have to be “done right” – there was encouragement to keep the original name of parks but allow signage, “sponsored by X.”  Restaurants could be okay…but not a McDonald’s.  Some privatization might be okay, but not to turn parks into Disneyland.  The concept of using prisoners for maintenance was very popular…but, people assumed the prisoners would be low-level offenders.  There was strong support for having sports clubs and community volunteers maintain parks…as long as efforts were well-organized and monitored.





Park closures were accepted only as a last resort (though temporary closures of lesser-used or less important parks was acceptable) after exhausting all other alternatives; mothballing was preferable to complete closure.  People were concerned that abandoning parks would lead to safety risks.








There was support for using a portion of the money dedicated for acquiring open space and parks for maintenance and operation.





It was considered a matter of common sense that government would not continue to acquire properties if it did not have money to maintain and operate the ones it has…however, people felt that there should be means for the county to do both.
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There was support for cities taking over the responsibilities for county parks within their boundaries, even if it raises city taxes.





As people had very positive associations with city parks and believed that their municipalities were doing a good job in maintaining and operating parks, it was also considered common sense to transfer ownership to cities, even if they had to raise revenues to support the new responsibility.  There was also the sense that local parks are used most often by neighboring residents and thus, it made sense that local communities pay for them.








While people do not want to see their taxes raised, many expressed willingness to support parks by paying more – $20 a year was considered more than reasonable; some were willing to pay $100+ per year.





	While there was support for increasing user fees at parks (user-pays principle); there was also concern about fees expressed in the Seattle/Shoreline and South King County groups in terms of accessibility for the poor.








Some were willing to consider raising taxes, either through a special taxing district or special levy, as long as the money would go to parks and no where else.





The concept of dedicated funding is very powerful; people want to direct tax money to support the services they feel are important.








The concept of a special-tax district can be seen in a negative and positive light.





Initially, participants tended to see a special tax district as an unnecessary, added level of government and therefore waste and bureaucracy.  However, when explained that this could take parks and recreation areas out of the fight for the dollars in a tight current expense fund, providing long-term, stable, dedicated funding, it was seen in a more positive light.  A very important piece of information for some people was that there was an existing model in the King County library system – people feel very positively about King County libraries.





Eastside and South King County residents felt strongly that a special tax district should be governed by an independently elected board and not the King County Council because some felt that the Council was not doing a good job in its current responsibilities.  They wanted the board to be independent and focused on parks only.  Seattle/Shoreline residents were more likely to feel that it might be appropriate for the Council to govern, given their experience with parks.  There was interest in having different areas of the county fairly represented in the governing entity.
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Seattle/Shoreline residents were more likely to support raising taxes to support maintenance of county parks rather than to improve their city parks.





Being largely satisfied with their city parks, residents in the Seattle/Shoreline group did not see the point of raising taxes for major improvements to city parks, if the county was in the situation of having to close its parks.  Given the current economic client, this was not the time for capital improvements in an area that people did not perceive need.








A special levy was also supported as a means of raising taxes for parks.





The benefit seen in using levies to support parks was that people are given a choice, a vote on the matter.  It was also assumed that money would be dedicated funding for parks only.





By the end of the groups, participants were fairly divided on whether they preferred a special-tax district or a special levy IF revenues had to be raised.








The argument that, “a special tax district is a bad idea because it is an attempt by King County government to divest itself of its responsibilities while keeping its tax base,” is powerful.





At the end of the South King County group, the negative argument was posed.  Up to that point, most had preferred a special tax district.  The reaction to the argument was strong – people had not looked at the concept from that angle and felt “conned.”  They wanted “everything” to do with parks transferred to the new district, including the revenue stream.  It took some discussion and input from the moderator that there was no revenue stream to transfer to get people to a more neutral stance.   People were torn because they wanted to support parks with a dedicated, stable revenue source but did not want to be an enabler, allowing King County “cop-out” of responsibilities while keeping the tax money.
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How do you feel about the following as ideas to lower costs or raise revenues for the operation and maintenance of parks and recreational areas?


(Number of participants who indicated that concept sounded like a “good idea” as opposed to a “bad idea;” * indicates the “best” idea)





Group 1	Group 2	Group 3


 (East) 		(Seattle)	(South)





9**	9*		7***		Have prisoners from our correctional facilities maintain parks


10*	9*	5	Allow groups such as soccer organizations to maintain playfields in exchange for priority use of the fields.


10	7*	4	Use a portion of the money currently dedicated to developing new active parks (such as ballparks) and use it for the maintenance and operation of existing parks.


9	4*	8*		Retain ownership but allow naming rights/corporate sponsorship of parks and facilities


6	8*		7	Greater reliance  on community volunteers for maintenance


9***	4	7	Transfer ownership of county parks in city limits to cities (which would need to raise taxes to operate and maintain them)


7**	7***	5	Use a portion of the money currently dedicated to acquiring new open space and use it for the maintenance and operation of current open space.


8*	5		6		Increase and expand user fees 


6	5	6	Run periodic special levies to raise taxes for maintaining and operating parks (like the levies that support the regional medic system)


4	2		8****		Privatize some of the operations of parks


5	5	5	Transfer ownership of county parks to a new government entity that would be exclusively responsible for maintenance and operation (which would need to raise taxes to operate and maintain them)


5*	4	0	Mothball parks (providing the minimum maintenance necessary to keep facilities from disintegrating)


6*	1		0	Allow restaurants and hotels to operate on parks land


2	1		0		Sell some of the parks to private interests


0	1		0		Close more parks (no maintenance)
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