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Introduction and Summary of Recommendations

The Metropolitan Parks Task Force (the “Task Force”)
 reconvened in January 2003, at the request of the King County Executive 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?

The Task Force met weekly for five weeks, concluding its work on February 6, 2003.
  The Task Force reviewed the work of the County Parks Division over the last seven months; examined the 2003 Parks Division budget as approved by the County Council; reviewed information about the future funding shortfalls in the County’s general fund; received input from stakeholders; considered private poll results; shaped direction for, and reviewed the results of, two citizen focus groups; and deliberated on an array of options to address the future funding of the Parks Division.

Remarkable progress has been made in a few short months to transform the County parks system operations, to implement innovative business practices and efficiencies, to undertake entrepreneurial ventures to provide non-tax revenues to support parks, to reduce the size of the Division staff, transfer in-city parks to cities, and refocus on regional priorities.  The three-year transition we identified in our June 2002 Report
 is well underway and even appears to be ahead of schedule.  While the County parks system reports great progress towards a new way of doing business, the overall County general fund budget remains under extreme pressure.  The County reports an ongoing deficit in the general fund in the range of $25 million a year for the next several years.  Notwithstanding the dramatic reductions in the parks system’s budget, it is clear that without some new funding, the 25,389 acres of park lands and facilities remaining in the County’s system face further significant reductions over the next several years--as parks compete for scarce dollars with county services that are mandated by law.  We believe that it is important to take steps to avoid this scenario if at all possible, given the strong public support for the County park system, and its contribution to the quality of life in King County.  

 Upon review of the options available, we are recommending that the County place before the voters a Countywide ballot measure to raise property taxes by 5.5 cents per $1,000 of assessed value on properties in King County for a period of six years, and to dedicate these revenues to supporting the operation and maintenance of the County’s regional and rural parks--and, importantly, enabling meaningful improvement in maintenance levels provided at these facilities.  We recommend that the County’s urban unincorporated area local parks continue to be supported through a combination of general fund dollars and surface water management fees, and that the road levy should also be considered as a possible parks funding source where a strong nexus exists between use and source.

The Task Force recognizes that the parks funding challenge is but one aspect of the larger funding challenge that King County faces.  Indeed, the County budget challenge from services mandated by law overwhelms the ability of parks to compete for dollars.  To date, on basis of percentage of total budget, the parks system has carried much more of the burden of County cuts than have other County services.  We agree it is critical to address the issues of escalation in the cost of County government, and the need for efficiency and prioritization generally in the delivery of County services.  We acknowledge the concern of some stakeholders as to the need for a comprehensive overall budget strategy to precede any parks levy.  We are hopeful that the work of the King County General Government Budget Advisory Task Force (BATF) will enable the County to move ahead with this broader challenge, and that the budget crisis we now face will be resolved over the next few years.  The BATF is extending the same successful vision for creativity in the face of adversity that we have seen in County parks to other elements of the County budget.  At this time, however, a solution for parks must stand alone.  

Ideally, the parks operating levy will provide a window of opportunity for the larger budget problems to be addressed without sacrificing the enjoyment of the parks system by county residents.  We want to make it clear that our input is limited to our narrow part of the County’s overall budget challenge – the county parks system.  In our assessment it would be a travesty to shut down significant portions of the regional parks system while waiting for the larger “ship” of County government to be re-directed.  And that is exactly the risk we face, absent new funding.

The next few pages, and attachments, outline our recommendations, and the basis therefore, in more detail.

Response of the Parks Division and King County to the Task Force June Report and Recommendations  

We wish to commend and strongly support the work of the Parks Division, the Executive and the County Council in implementing so many of our June recommendations.  The extent and impact of the Division’s efforts is extraordinary; the support of the Executive and the Council in this effort has been remarkable.  The Division is turning around its entire operation and has implemented a broad array of innovative, entrepreneurial strategies in a very short period of time.  The success in transferring parks and pools to cities and others has also been a major success.  We applaud the Council in particular for its willingness to transfer fee-setting authority to the Division.  The highlights of this transition are listed on Exhibit B to this report.

We must note, however, that the transition of the Division is still underway and will require continued strong support from the Executive and Council.  In particular, passage of a levy should not provide any excuse for the Division to reverse course on its refocused mission with regional focus, nor let up its effort to reduce to the extent possible its dependence on tax subsidy over the medium and long-term.  The Division must be encouraged to continue to be as innovative and entrepreneurial as possible, and to continue to take all reasonable steps to decrease the amount of tax dollars needed to operate the parks system.  The MPTF recommends that specific direction to this effect be included in the parks levy ordinance. 

The New Vision:  Focusing on Regional and Rural Parks

The Task Force continues to support a refined and refocused vision for the County park system laid out in our June 2002 report.  Specifically, that vision provides for a County park system in which:

· Regional assets are a priority

· In-city facilities are transferred to cities or mothballed (unless such facilities cannot be transferred and are truly regional in nature, such as the King County Aquatic Center)

· Local facilities in the urban unincorporated area should be transferred to cities as soon as practicable, consistent with the stated goal of the Growth management Act (GMA) and adopted county-wide planning policies (CPPs) that such areas be annexed to cities over time.

· Rural facilities continue to remain the obligation of the County, and, consistent with GMA and the CPPs, are regionally subsidized.

Is there still a funding gap?

The information with which we have been presented, including but not limited to an overview of the information presented to date to the BATF, clearly indicates an expected ongoing general fund/Current Expense Fund shortfall in the range of $25 million per year for at least the next two years, and similar amounts thereafter.  This is consistent with our earlier findings from June.
  While the Executive has yet to determine programmatic reductions that will make-up the projected deficit, it is likely that parks will once again face major reductions.  The County Budget Office has indicated preliminarily that at most, the Parks Division could be expected to receive $3 million in CX funds in 2004, and a declining amount thereafter.  Any amount in that range falls far short of the amount necessary to support the current parks system in the next several years.   As parks are a discretionary service, we find it unlikely that the amount of CX support would be increased to cover the full amount necessary to maintain the current system.  

The cost projections for park system operations, per system component, extrapolated over the next six years are set forth in Exhibit C.  These cost projections are based on a set of conservative assumptions regarding inflation, system revenue growth, employment levels, and very modest increases in passive recreation and trail acreage/mileage.
  As indicated on Exhibit C, the total system subsidy needed, assuming no increase in maintenance levels, ranges from $12M to $16.8M over the next six years.  

Preferred Alternative for Addressing Funding Gap: A Short-Term Countywide Property Tax Levy 

In our June 2002 Report, we noted three primary options to address the anticipated parks system funding gap:  

· A countywide property tax levy lid lift, dedicated to County parks, to be implemented for a term of years.

· Creation of a special purpose parks district to which the County park assets would be transferred and which would thereafter operate such parks.

· As a last resort, sale of some park assets.

These three alternatives were the focus of our deliberations in the last several weeks.   Our conclusion is that as between these options, a short-term property tax levy is the most appropriate mechanism for securing the needed revenues.
  

This conclusion is based on both the information we received back in the spring of 2002, reinforced by polling, focus group, and stakeholder input received in January 2003.
  In sum, a targeted levy—in purpose, amount, and term--responds to citizen concerns about accountability in government.  It can be precisely sized to solve the problem facing the system.  A small, dedicated parks levy targeted to fund regional parks was strongly favored in the January 2003 poll and focus groups over either other alternative: creation of a new taxing district or sale of some parks.   A simple majority is required for passage of a property tax levy lid lift.

There are downsides to a levy.  Under current law, particularly Initiative 747, the buying power of a levy is constrained over time and cannot keep pace even with simple inflation: unless other parks revenues grow faster, over time a levy will eventually fall short of system needs.  Another downside is that despite very strong poll support for a levy, a worsening economy and uncertainty of the world situation could impact support in an election later this year.  A third downside that should be noted is the concern of some cities that a regional parks levy recommendation should be made only in the context of a comprehensive County budget strategy, rather than in isolation, and in advance of the work of the BATF.  Related to this, some cities are also concerned that a levy does not address or correct the “subsidy” by the region’s taxpayers of unincorporated area local government services provided by King County. 

While acknowledging these issues, the Task Force is convinced that a small, term-limited property tax levy is the best option available, and the one most likely to succeed at this time in securing parks funding.  Addressing the larger budget problems of King County is certainly important, but beyond the scope of our mission.   

Turning briefly to the other options, a new parks taxing district and sale of parks, we find both of these come up short as a solution to the funding crisis.  A new parks district cannot be regional in nature without support of cities—which is simply not present.
  A parks district was also viewed skeptically in both the May 2002 and January 2003 focus groups and polls as an extra layer of government.  Sale of parks was overwhelmingly opposed by the public in both the May and January polling and focus groups.

Providing Additional Help: Changes in State Law

While we are recommending a limited term dedicated property tax levy, we must also state our continuing belief that the County should actively advocate for changes in state statutes to provide flexibility in use of its Real Estate Excise Tax (REET) and increase in the levy amount for the Conservation Futures Tax (CFT) dollars.  We are disappointed that this recommendation did not garner a place in the 2003 King County state legislative agenda.  We recommended in June, and again now, that the County should support the following proposed statutory changes:

· Enable the use of REET for maintenance, either by increasing the collection rate, or allowing a percentage of existing collections to be used for maintenance purposes.

· Increase the CFT collection rate and allow the increment of increased revenues to be used for operation and maintenance of natural and open space lands.  

What should a Countywide Parks Levy Fund? 
A property tax levy can be broadly or narrowly focused: ballot language can be very specific about what will or will not be funded, or, it can be completely wide open— for ‘general government purposes.’  We considered a range of options for targeting the levy, ranging from funding only certain components of the existing parks system; to funding the entire park system plus growth and matching funds for cities.  We looked at the possibility of sending two ballots to the voters, one for unincorporated area local parks (rural and urban) and a second ballot for regional parks alone.  We also considered the current maintenance levels in the parks—and the feasibility of enhancing maintenance. 

Based on what we heard from stakeholders, and our review of polling and focus group results, our earlier recommendations as to the refined and refocused vision of the County parks system, and consideration of other funding options available to support parks, we are recommending that the parks levy be specifically limited to funding the County’s regional parks system, and the local parks in the rural area.  We recommend that local unincorporated urban parks be funded from other County revenues, as discussed below.  We further believe that now that the parks system has, and continues to, restructure itself, its is prudent that the levy also include a modest increment for enhanced maintenance of the existing regional and rural park assets as well as a small contingency fund and dollars to ensure continuation of the active sports partnerships opportunity fund—the “ADOPs” fund proposed by the ASpYRe Commission.
  The reasons for our recommendation are as follows: 

· Regional assets should be the primary focus for the County’s park system.  However, the County also has a permanent role as the local government service provider in the rural areas.  The levy we propose supports the priority and permanent responsibilities of the County.  Regional system assets include major active recreation facilities and complexes, and the large passive and open space acquisitions.
  By contrast, urban unincorporated areas are slated to annex to cities under the Growth Management Act within the next decade.  Thus, the County’s responsibility for these areas is transitory.  Similarly, it is proposed that the levy not fund any local or community assets located inside cities: as we stated in June 2002, it is not appropriate for the County to continue to subsidize such facilities.  The success of the last year in transferring these assets to local providers should not be undercut in any way by reversing course and again offering to fund these in-city facilities.

· A countywide property tax levy is appropriately levied to support the operation and maintenance of assets that are regional in nature and benefit.   Regional parks are broadly used by County residents or of benefit generally to County residents.  Thus it is appropriate that they be paid for through a regional funding source—a countywide levy.   The Growth Management Act and Countywide Planning Policies adopted by the County and cities, declare that maintaining a rural area is of general benefit and that it is thus appropriate for the region to subsidize the rural area to some extent.
  

· The local unincorporated area parks not funded by the levy have relatively modest cost ($3 million, in 2004 dollars) and at this juncture, it appears they can be funded by several existing County revenue sources.  We believe it is best for the CX Fund to continue to carry some responsibility for local unincorporated area parks, given that unincorporated area residents contribute to CX revenues.  Also available for this purpose are Road Fund and Surface Water Management Fee revenues—both of which are currently being used to support portions of the County parks system.  Some mix of these three revenue sources should be utilized to support this small—and hopefully, shrinking—component of the parks system.
  The region has agreed that the areas in which these parks lie should be annexed to cities.  In furtherance of that policy goal, and in recognition of the general County funding challenge, we recommend that the amount allocated towards these local unincorporated parks be decreased over time.  Several cities are negotiating with the County for transfer of such parks: perhaps a timeline for reduced operating support can promote additional transfers or annexations.

· Considering the condition of the local economy, it is prudent to maintain existing parks as opposed to purchasing new assets.   We acknowledge the input from the ASpYRe Commission as to the demand for more regional active recreation facilities.  However, our role is to address the immediate crisis in County parks funding.  The January polling found 70% of voters opposed to further downsizing and closures of the park system.  By a margin of 65% to 33%, the same poll found citizens supported action to maintain existing parks as compared to expanding the County’s park system.
   We noted in our June support the need to approach new acquisitions with extreme caution.
   We continue to believe the top priority should be to re-build the foundation for the County park system and maintain what we have.  We look forward to AsPYRe’s leadership in the years to come regarding the issues around park system expansion.  

· Enhancing the level of maintenance on existing parks is important to preserve public support for the system.    Maintenance levels for the County park system have eroded over the last decade as the County’s financial situation worsened and new assets continued to be acquired.  It is time to reverse this trend.  The public will, we believe, maintain their support for the regional park system if the County increases its commitment to maintain that system.  Thus, we have looked at the “bare bones” estimate of cost to maintain the regional and rural park system at current levels, and propose adding a meaningful increment for enhanced maintenance.  

· Support for ADOPs, and a small contingency fund.  Association Development and Operation Partnerships were a cornerstone of the ASpYRe Commission’s 2002 recommendations, and we were glad to endorse this concept in our June 2002 Report.  The 2003 Parks Division budget includes approximately $600,000 for ADOPs, but funded through capital dollars.  We propose a continuation of the ADOPs fund at current (2003) levels, but through use of levy dollars, rather than capital dollars.
  Finally, we believe a small contingency fund should be set aside from levy proceeds and if needed, applied to regional and rural park maintenance – in order to mitigate the risk that funding falls short of needed amounts due to unanticipated inflation or other changes in the financial forecast.  This is consistent with our June 2002 report. 
 Exhibit G includes a table setting forth sample allocations of levy funding to support ADOPs, enhanced maintenance and maintenance reserves.   

· Funding city parks: A note of caution.  We believe that assessing the needs of city park systems is simply beyond our mandate and we are therefore not including city parks in our levy recommendation.  Cities were divided on the how and whether to incorporate funding for their park assets in a County parks levy.
  We acknowledge that there may be reasons to consider including funding some aspect or level of city park programs in the levy.  Our note of caution to the elected officials who must make this final determination is to review the January 2003 polling and focus group results attached: including funding for city parks had a significant negative impact on reported levy support in both instances.  

Exhibit G shows the revenue that would be generated at several levy rates, ranging from 4 cents to 6 cents, and shows how those amounts relate to the subsidy needed to support regional and rural parks at existing maintenance levels.  It also shows the amount of revenue available under these same levies to support additional maintenance, a contingency reserve, and ADOPs.
   The Task Force deliberated extensively as to the appropriate size of the levy.  A levy of 4.5 cents left no margin for error (no contingency fund), and provided no funding for ADOPs or for increased maintenance.  In contrast, a levy rate of between 5 and 6 cents would provide a modest but responsible increment for these purposes.  In light of the County's larger budget challenge, the regional economy, and the importance of passing a levy, the Task Force felt it was important to keep the levy at a conservative level.  On balance, when considering the importance of making a appropriate improvement to maintenance levels, and providing for uncertainty of financial projections over time, the Task Force reached consensus on a mid-range levy amount:  We are recommending a levy of 5.5 cents per $1,000 of assessed value on properties in King County, which we believe incorporates a reasonable amount for maintenance enhancements, ADOPs, and contingency funds for the regional and rural parks system.  

How Long? 

We recommend that the proposed levy be for a term of 6 years.  This is long enough to provide some meaningful stability to the Division, but is far short of permanent.  Although not conclusive, focus groups suggested some drop in support for a permanent levy, as compared to a shorter-term levy.  The current Emergency Medical Services levy runs for a six-year term. The Automatic Fingerprint Identification System levy has a five-year term.  In sum, a term-limited levy appears on balance to have some familiarity with the voters, and to have somewhat more citizen support.

Election Date

It appears to us that the best option for submitting this proposal to the voters is to place it on the ballot at a May 2003 Special Election.  In advance of that date, there is insufficient time for a meaningful election campaign.  After May, then next election date is September, by which time the Division could have had to give termination notices to virtually all staff since there may be little financial alternative—a level of disruption that is unwarranted and avoidable.  If the ballot fails in May, serious consideration should be given to resubmitting it later in the year.  
Continuing the Transition

Less than a year has elapsed since the Parks Division began its transition to implement entrepreneurial approaches as outlined in our June 2002 report.  There is a risk that an infusion of parks levy money now could moderate the County’s enthusiasm for continuing to change the way business is done in the Parks Division, or the efforts to enhance revenue-generating ideas within the system.  This would be unfortunate.  The Division should be given direct incentives to aggressively pursue the parks transition outlined in our June Report.  Implementation of gain-sharing or similar concepts may be appropriate and should be specifically addressed in the County’s levy ordinance.  Just as the Council has taken steps to ensure user fee and other revenue raised by the Parks Division is returned to the Division, perhaps savings should also be similarly returned.   Parks Division managers should be evaluated by their success in implementing the new way of doing business.  In addition, and based in part on the strong accountability concerns raised in the focus groups, we are recommending that the County Executive appoint, or that the County Council adopt a process to create, a citizen oversight board for the Division.  

If the Levy Fails
We anticipate that even in advance of a levy election, contingency plans will be developed for scaling back the Parks system should the levy fail.  Based on all the information we have been provided, a failure at the polls would result in significant additional parks closures.  The Task Force offers to reconvene in such eventuality to review with the Division more concretely what would close, what would stay open, and how the system might be funded.  We recognize that in the event of levy failure, any continuation of the parks system will require offsetting cuts to other critical County CX funded services. 

Conclusion

We thank the County for its continued support of the parks system, and for allowing us this opportunity to provide our recommendations.  The significant progress to date in re-shaping the way the Parks Division does business and re-prioritization of its mission and activities is a strong foundation from which to approach the voters for funding that will preserve and maintain the parks system.  A small, targeted, temporary levy for regional and rural parks is an appropriate next step in re-building the tremendous public asset that is the County regional parks system. 










� Task Force Membership is attached at Exhibit A.


� Minutes of these meetings are attached at Exhibit H.


� Rebuilding the Foundation: Recommendations for Stabilizing the Funding Base of Operation of the King County Park and Recreation System -- Report of the Metropolitan Parks Task Force, June 12, 2002 (hereinafter the “MPTF June 2002 Report,” or “June Report”).  A summary of the recommendations in the June Report can be found at Exhibit I.


� Countywide Planning Policies, FW-8 states:  "All jurisdictions acknowledge that Rural Areas provide an overall benefit for all residents of King County.  Strategies to fund infrastructure and services in the Rural Areas may be needed to support a defined level of service.  Towns and cities in the Rural Areas play an important role as trade and community centers." (Emphasis added.)





� MPTF June 2002 Report, p. 1: “The crisis in the County’s revenue structure for general government programs will require continued dramatic cuts across all general fund programs in 2004, 2005 and beyond.  As a result, we reluctantly conclude that despite aggressive transfers and changes in the way of doing business, the current park system cannot remain in operation without an influx of new tax revenue beginning in 2004, and continuing thereafter.  Absent new revenue, we believe the County will be forced into mothballing a significant part of the system.” (Emphasis in original.)


� These assumptions are detailed at Exhibit C.


� We address below the number of years, and specific purposes for, the levy.


� Results of the privately-funded January 2003 parks poll are presented at Exhibit D.  Results of the publicly funded January 2003 focus groups are presented at Exhibit E. 


� City support is critical because cities must consent to be included within a special purpose parks district—whether it be a Metropolitan Parks District, Park and Recreation Service Area, or Park and Recreation Service District.


� “ADOPs,” or “Association Development and Operation Partnerships” were a key proposal in the ASpYRe (Active Sports and Youth Recreation) Commission Report.  ADOPs funding provides start-up assistance to private non-profit groups that can then in turn provide enhanced or new active recreation services on an ongoing basis without increasing the County’s maintenance expenditures.  The ASpYRe Commission was created in 2000 by the County Council and issued its report in July 2002.  


� Exhibit F includes a list of all current County park assets, divided into regional, rural local, and urban local categories. 


� The proposed levy does not, in our view, exacerbate the “subsidy” by city residents of unincorporated local County services.  Cities from which we heard were divided on whether there should be a County park levy promoted at this time, and if so, what that levy should fund.  Seattle park staff suggested that the levy be sized such that money generated by Seattle voters be returned to Seattle.  Shoreline requested that we fund only regional assets.  Bellevue and the Suburban Cities Association raised concerns about proceeding in advance of BATF recommendations.   An underlying concern in all cases was equity for city residents: the acknowledgement by King County that nearly $42M a year in revenues generated regionally are being spent in support of unincorporated local County services (rural and urban).  It is the urban portion of this subsidy that we understand is particularly troubling to cities.  While some would assert that any regional levy simply adds to the urban unincorporated area subsidy, we see it differently: diminishing the urban unincorporated area subsidy can be achieved only by either reducing expenditures for unincorporated area local services, or raising new revenues from the urban unincorporated areas solely for services in those areas.  The proposed levy does neither.  Thus, in our view, it neither reduces nor exacerbates the subsidy.   Regardless, the subsidy concern is beyond the scope of the parks system or this Task Force to resolve.





� The $3M cost for local unincorporated area parks includes over $1M/year in support of three community swimming pools (Renton, Tahoma, and Evergreen pools).  The Task Force encourages the County to work to transfer these to adjacent cities or others, using incentive capital dollars as was done in 2002 with the in-city pools.


� We recognize that the County cannot compel either annexation or transfer of these facilities.  


� Exhibit D shows summary of poll results.


� “Until the parks system financial situation stabilizes, new acquisitions should be approached with extreme caution generally, and only when ongoing maintenance and operation funds to support such acquisitions can be identified, specifically.” MPTF June Report, p. 11.


� The intent would be to provide additional flexibility in use of ADOPs grant receipts, to cover not only appropriate capital expenditures, but also operating needs of recipients.  REET dollars, the current source, are limited to capital uses.


� June 2002 Report, page 13.


� See footnote 13.


� These are examples; the comparative amounts assigned to ADOPs, contingency, or enhanced maintenance could be adjusted in a variety of ways within the total amount of dollars available.
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