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Methodology

This report is based on the findings of a telephone survey conducted May 10 – May 13, 2002 by the Evans/McDonough Company. Six hundred (600) King County residents age 18 and older were selected at random using a Random Digit Dial (RDD) sample and interviewed by trained, professional telephone interviewers. The average interview length was 20 minutes. The margin of error for the overall results for this survey is (4.0 points at the 95% confidence interval.

Research Design Summary

#Interviews:
600

Interviewing Dates:
May 10 – May 13, 2002

Average Interview Length:
20 minutes

Margin of Error:
+4.0 points

Universe:
King County residents age 18 and older
Key Findings

1. King County residents place a high importance and value on parks and recreation areas.

· 80% of county residents say parks and recreation areas are important to their communities.

· 71% rank “providing parks and open space” as a high priority for county government.

· 71% agree that “parks and recreation are an important and valuable part of our quality of life and we need to find a long term solution for funding them, even if it means increasing taxes.”

2. Most county residents have visited  a park, open space, or recreation area, and a strong majority use the parks system at least several times a month.

· Most county residents (88%) visit a park, open space, or recreation area at least several times a year and 70% visit several times a month or more. Nearly four-in-ten (38%) are regular users (several times a week or almost every day). 

· One-in-five county residents (21%) visit a public pool at least several times a year. Only 5% are regular users of public pools.

3. To date, county residents have seen very little direct impact from the county’s budget shortfall on parks and recreation areas.

· Most residents (80%) think the overall condition and upkeep of area parks and recreation areas is “excellent” or “good” and most have not noticed any decline in the overall condition in the last year.

· Although there is high reported awareness of recent park closures (73%), only 14% are aware of recent park closures in their local area.

4. Although a majority of county residents (57%) say they are aware that the county government owns and operates parks, recreation areas, and recreation facilities, there is little specific knowledge about which parks and facilities the county owns.  

5. King County residents are against selling parks to private interests, but they do favor seeking corporate support of parks through naming and advertising rights, concession rights, and maintenance contracts.  

· Two-thirds of county residents (65%) oppose “selling some of the parks to private interests and using the proceeds to support park operations.”

· 71% favor “allowing naming rights and corporate sponsorship”; 70% favor “selling advertising space on ball field fences and other areas”; 70% favor “selling concession rights to businesses”; and 60% favor “contracting with private companies to maintain county parks and facilities.”

6. There is also strong support for a number of other proposals to help address the current parks funding shortfall including:

· “allowing groups like soccer organizations to maintain athletic fields in exchange for priority use of the fields” (77% favor); 

· “creating a non-profit parks foundation to fund maintenance and operation” (74%); 

· “relying on community volunteers for maintaining parks and recreation facilities” (70%); 

· “adding profit-making activities like golf driving ranges to some parks” (70%); 

· “using prisoners from the County’s correctional facilities to maintain parks” (66%); 

· “increasing user fees for ball fields, swimming and other recreational programs” (60%).

7. Although residents initially support “transferring the maintenance and operations of parks and recreation facilities within city limits to the cities”(69% favor), residents are divided over whether or not this proposal would do anything to help the current parks funding shortfall.

8. Even though residents like the idea of a dedicated and stable revenue stream for parks they do not support a parks district. 

· By almost a 3-to-1 margin, residents would rather “keep the parks under the ownership and operation of the county” (67%) than “create a new special purpose taxing district for parks” (23%). 

9. Residents are conflicted over whether or not the county needs to raise taxes to find enough money to pay for parks, however they would rather increase taxes than close most parks. Residents show a willingness to support a small property tax increase as a stopgap measure to keep parks open over the next few years.

· 62% of county residents agree that the county “has enough money to pay for parks now if they just do a better job of cutting costs and overhead and setting better priorities.”

· However, by a 53% to 32% margin, county residents would rather “increase taxes so county parks and recreation areas and facilities can remain open and can continue to be operated by the county at current levels” than “close most county parks and recreation areas and facilities until other ways can be found to maintain and operate them so that we do not have to raise taxes.”

· Nearly two-thirds (65%) of county residents say they would support “a county wide property tax increase of 10 cents per $1000 of assessed value, which would provide $22 million for parks maintenance and operations.” One-third (33%) oppose the property tax.
Detailed Findings

A. General Political Environment

Direction of County

Residents of King County are divided in their assessment of the direction of the county – 44% think things are generally going in the right direction and 37% think things have gotten pretty seriously off on the wrong track. 

Residents under age 50 are much more optimistic (49% right direction / 34% wrong track) than those age 50 and older (37% right direction / 41% wrong track). And residents in southeast King County (30% right / 48% wrong) are much less optimistic than residents in Seattle (49% / 33%) and northeast King County (49% / 34%). 

Right Direction/Wrong Track

Do you feel things in King County are generally going in the right direction, or do you feel things have gotten pretty seriously off on the wrong track?

Right direction
44
%

Wrong track
37

(Don’t Know)
19

Most Important Problem

When residents are asked in an open end question (no response choices given) what they think is the most important problem facing the county today, transportation-related issues (55% mention) receive almost ten times as many mentions as the next most frequently mentioned issues (taxes 6% and growth 6%). One-percent (1%) mention “environment/pollution” and “parks” was not specifically mentioned.

Most Important Problem Facing County

What do you think is the most important problem facing King County today? 

(Roads/trans/traffic)
55
%

(Taxes)
6

(Growth)
6

(Education/teachers)
4

(Crime/drugs)
4

(Economy/econ. development)
4

(Unemployment)
3

Financial Health of County

A majority of residents (57%) feel that the financial health of the county is “only fair” or “poor”— one-third (32%) think the county’s financial health is “good” or “excellent.” Self-identified registered voters are particularly pessimistic about the county’s financial health (30% “excellent” or “good” / 61% “only fair” or “poor”).

Overall, how would you rate the financial health of the King County government – excellent, good, only fair, or poor?

Excellent
3

Good
29
= > 32
%

Only fair
40

Poor
17
= > 57

(Don’t Know)
10

Priorities for County Government

A majority of residents rank all 10 issues tested as a high priority for King County government. Residents’ top priorities are “providing emergency medical services” (6.14 mean on a 7-point scale) and “providing police protection” (5.81 mean). “Providing parks and open space” (5.07 mean) ranks eighth, with 71% saying this is a high priority. Parks and open space rank ahead of “providing affordable housing” and “promoting economic development.” When asked specifically how important parks and recreation areas are to their communities, parks rank as a 7.31 mean on a 10-point scale (80% important).

How high a priority do you think each of the following should be for King county government? Use a scale of 1 to 7 where 1 means a “very low priority” and 7 means a “very high priority.”


MEAN
%Very High Priority (“7”)

providing emergency medical services like Medic One
6.14
52%

providing police protection
5.81
40%

providing human services for children and the elderly
5.52
32%

maintaining roads and highways
5.45
28%

protecting the environment
5.35
30%

providing mass transit like buses and vanpools
5.24
29%

managing growth
5.10
27%

providing parks and open space
5.07
20%

providing affordable housing
4.81
19%

promoting economic development
4.78
16%

B. Parks and Recreation Areas

Importance of Parks and Recreation Areas

Most residents (80% important, 7.31 mean on a 10-point scale) think that parks and recreation areas are important to their communities. All nine specific types of parks and recreation programs are seen as important by a majority of residents. “Community and neighborhood parks” (7.14 mean) and “open spaces and natural resource lands” (7.12) are seen as the most important, followed by “trails for hiking, biking, and walking” (6.88). 

Women (7.61 mean) place a higher overall importance on parks and recreation areas than do men (6.98). And residents who identify themselves as living in a city (7.44) place a higher importance on parks and recreation areas than do those who say they do not live in a city (6.90). 

There is no difference in the perceived difference in the importance of parks and recreation areas among those who have kids at home (7.29) and those who do not (7.31) and there is little difference among those under age 50 (7.40) and those age 50+ (7.16).

How important do you think each of the following types of parks and recreation programs, areas and facilities are? Use the same scale of 1 to 10, where one is “not at all important” and ten is “very important.”


MEAN
%Very Important (“10”)

parks and recreation areas in general
7.31
19%

community and neighborhood parks
7.14
16%

open spaces and natural resource lands 
7.12
22%

trails for hiking, biking, and walking
6.88
16%

picnic and play-areas
6.77
12%

ball fields for baseball, soccer and other sports
6.72
13%

community centers
6.52
11%

swimming pools
5.72
9%

parks with off leash areas for dogs
5.35
11%

recreational programming like exercise/martial arts classes
5.29
7%

Usage of Parks and Public Pools

Most county residents (88%) visit a park, open space, or recreation area at least several times a year and 70% visit several times a month or more. Nearly four-in-ten (38%) are regular users (several times a week or almost every day). 

One-in-five county residents (21%) visit a public pool at least several times a year. Only 5% are regular users of public pools.
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Among residents who visit a park, open space, or recreation area at least several times a year, the parks they say they visit most often are Marymoor (15%), Greenlake (13%), and Discovery Park (7%).

Parks Visited Most Often

What are the two or three parks you visit most often? (TAKE UP TO 3 RESPONSES)
(NOTE: Respondents provided up to three responses so totals will exceed 10%)

Marymoor
15
%

Green Lake
13

Park: I don’t know the name
11

Discovery
7

Lincoln
6

Golden Gardens
5

Gene Coulon
5

Magnuson
4

Carkeek
4

Alki Beach
4

Woodland
4

Seward
3

Gasworks
3

Volunteer
3

Overall Condition of Parks

Most residents (80%) have a positive impression of the overall condition and upkeep of area parks and recreation areas and only 16% have noticed any decline in the overall condition over the last year. 

There is little difference in opinions about the overall condition of parks by frequency of usage. In fact, those who visit the parks most often are more likely than other residents to think things have gotten better in the parks over the past year (14% better), although the vast majority in each usage category think things have stayed the same.

How would you rate the overall condition and upkeep of area parks and recreation areas – excellent, good, only fair, or poor?

Excellent
22

Good
58
= > 80
%

Only fair
15

Poor
3
= > 18

(Don’t Know)
2

Over the last year, do you think the overall condition and upkeep of area parks and recreation areas has gotten better, gotten worse, or stayed the same?

Better
10
%

Worse
16

Same
67

(Don’t Know)
7

Number of Parks and Recreation Areas

Most residents (71% right amount) are satisfied with the number of parks and recreation areas in their local area, one fourth (24%) think there are too few and 3% think there are too many. 

A majority (52% right amount) also are satisfied with the number of parks and recreation areas in the county as a whole. Only a third (30%) say there are too few county parks and recreation areas.

Residents in northeast King County are the most satisfied with the number of parks and recreation areas in their local area (79% right amount / 16% too few), followed by Seattle (67% / 29%) and southeast King County (67% / 26%) residents.

Number of Parks and Recreation Areas

Would you say there are too many, too few or the right amount of parks and recreation areas in (your local area/King county as a whole)?


Local Area
King county
Too many
3
%
4
%

Too few
24
30

Right amount
71
52

(Don’t Know)
2
13

County Parks System

Awareness of County Parks System

A majority of residents (57%) say they are aware that the King County government owns and operates parks and recreation areas and facilities, 7% do not believe that county owns or operates any parks or recreation areas and facilities, and 36% are not sure. 

Of those who say that the county does own and operate parks, most (88%) cannot name a specific park or facility, 12% mention the YMCA, and 13% mention various pools. (NOTE: respondents gave up to three responses for this question so the total exceeds 100%).

Nearly two-thirds (63%) of residents in northeast King County say they are aware that the county owns and operates parks, compared to 57% of  southeast King County residents, and 53% of  Seattle residents.

County-owned Parks

From what you know, does the King County government own or operate any parks, recreation areas, or recreation facilities, or not?

Yes
57
%

No
7

(Don’t Know)
36

Do you recall the names of any of the parks, recreation areas, or recreation facilities that the county owns or operates? (TAKE UP TO 3 RESPONSES)


(n=346)

YMCA
12
%

Various pools
3

Ballard Pool
3

Cottage Lake
3

Clenan
3

Evergreen
2

Bellevue Aquatic
2

Foster Pool
2

Kirkland Pool
2

Lindbergh High School Pool
2

Issaquah Pool
2

Haven
2

High school (general)
2

King County (general)
2

Magnolia
2

Lincoln Park
2

Other
40

None/Don’t know
38

Current Funding/Park Closures

After being read a short description of the King County parks and recreation system (see text below), only a third (34%) of county residents say they believe that King County parks and recreation areas, facilities like swimming pools and community centers are adequately funded – almost half (45%) do not believe they are adequately funded, and one-fifth (21%) are unsure.

Seattle residents are the least likely to think that the county parks and recreation system is adequately funded (24%), followed by southeast King County residents (38%), and northeast King County residents (44%).

Is County Parks Funding Adequate?

As you may know, King County owns over 24,000 acres of park, recreation and open space lands and over 100 miles of trails. The county manages these lands and also operates sixteen swimming pools, six community centers, a golf course, and approximately 157 athletic fields. From what you know or have heard, do you believe King County parks and recreation areas, facilities like swimming pools and community centers are adequately funded, or not?
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Three-fourths of county residents (73%) say they have heard or seen something recently about park closures in King County, and of those one-fifth (20%, or 14% of the total sample) say parks in their local area have been closed recently. There was no statistical difference in overall awareness of park closures by frequency of park usage, although more frequent park users are much more likely to be aware of park closures in their local area.
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Proposals to Address Funding Shortfall

Most of the 16 proposals to help address the current parks funding shortfall are favored by a strong majority of county residents. Residents are divided over “charging an admissions tax on movie and sporting event tickets to help pay for parks operation and maintenance” (48% favor / 49% oppose). There is strong opposition to selling some of the parks to private interests and using the proceeds to support park operations (65% oppose), charging for parking (72% oppose), and closing more parks in the immediate future (89% oppose)

As you may know, due to recent budget shortfalls King County temporarily closed 44 parks in the fall of 2001. Tax revenue for county parks could be reduced by as much as 80% next year unless other ways are found to pay for parks. A budget cut of this size could lead to widespread park closures. The county is currently looking at a number of proposals to help address the current parks funding shortfall. Please tell me if you strongly favor, somewhat favor, somewhat oppose, or strongly oppose each of the following proposals?

Proposal
Favor
Oppose

allowing groups like soccer organizations to maintain athletic fields in exchange for priority use of the fields
77%
21%

creating a non-profit parks foundation to fund maintenance and operation
74
19

having the county retain ownership of the parks, but allowing naming rights and corporate sponsorship of the parks and facilities to generate revenue to help pay for park operations
71
24

relying on community volunteers for maintaining parks and recreation facilities
70
27

adding profit-making activities like golf driving ranges to some parks
70
27

selling advertising space on ball field fences and other areas
70
29

selling concession rights to businesses that want to open restaurants, refreshment stands, or other types of services at county parks and recreation facilities
70
28

transferring the maintenance and operations of parks and recreation facilities within city limits to the cities
69
22

using prisoners from the County’s correctional facilities to maintain parks
66
32

increasing user fees for ball fields, swimming and other recreational programs to levels that come closer to covering the cost of providing those programs.
60
36

contracting with private companies to maintain county parks and facilities
60
34

paying for the maintenance and operations of parks by redirecting a portion of the rental car tax, which is currently used to fund the Youth Sports Grant program
52
39

charging an admissions tax on movie and sporting event tickets to help pay for parks operation and maintenance
48
49

selling some of the parks to private interests and using the proceeds to support park operations
29
65

charging for parking at county parks and recreation facilities
27
72

closing more parks in the immediate future
9
89

Selling Parks to Cities

Residents are divided over whether “it makes sense to sell some county parks and facilities to the local cities where they are located” (46%) or whether “selling county parks and facilities to local cities won’t solve anything because it will just shift the funding burden from the county to the local government” (43%).

Residents who do not live in a city are slightly more likely to favor selling county parks to cities (51% sell / 42% unfair to cities) than are residents who live in cities (45% / 43%). Opposition to selling some county parks to cities increases with frequency of park usage.

Sell County Parks to Cities?

Which of the following statements is closer to your opinion: 

It makes sense to sell some county parks and facilities to the local cities where they are located. The whole county should not have to pay for and support parks that are just used by residents of one city
46
%

Selling county parks and facilities to local cities won’t solve anything because it will just shift the funding burden from the county to the local government and that’s unfair to cities who have their own financial problems
43

(Neither/Both/Don’t know)
11

Increasing Taxes

Residents are conflicted over whether or not the county needs to raise taxes to find enough money to pay for parks, however they would rather increase taxes than close most parks. 

Nearly two-thirds (62%) of county residents agree that the county “has enough money to pay for parks now if they just do a better job of cutting costs and overhead and setting better priorities.” However, by a 55% to 32%, residents also agree that “it seems like the county is making a good faith effort to make cuts in parks maintenance costs, staffing and programs. I believe that without new revenue sources for parks, the county will be forced to close parks.”

By a similar margin (53% to 32%), county residents say they would rather “increase taxes so county parks and recreation areas and facilities can remain open and can continue to be operated by the county at current levels” than “close most county parks and recreation areas and facilities until other ways can be found to maintain and operate them so that we do not have to raise taxes.”

And nearly three-fourths (72%) of residents agree that “parks and recreation are an important and valuable part of our quality of life and we need to find a long term solution for funding them, even if it means increasing taxes.”

Closing Parks vs. Increasing Taxes

It will take one to three years to fully implement and start realizing the savings and revenues from most of these proposals, so the county may need to find other revenue to keep parks open in the next few years, or will have to close more parks. Knowing this, would you prefer to:

close most county parks and recreation areas and facilities until other ways can be found to maintain and operate them so that we do not have to raise taxes
32
%

increase taxes so county parks and recreation areas and facilities can remain open and can continue to be operated by the county at current levels
53

(Neither/Both/Don’t know)
15

Property Tax Increase

Residents show a willingness to support a small property tax increase as a stopgap measure to keep parks open over the next few years.

Nearly two-thirds (65%) of county residents say they would support “a county wide property tax increase of 10 cents per $1000 of assessed value, which would provide $22 million for parks maintenance and operations.” One-third (33%) oppose the property tax. 

Of those who oppose or are undecided about the 10 cent tax, one-fifth (21%) say they would support a 5 cent property tax increase for parks maintenance and operations. This represents another 8 percent of the total sample, bringing the total support for a 5 cent increase to 73%.

Support for New Parks Funding
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Support for both measures is closely tied to frequency of park usage, with 73% of those who visit a park at least several times a month supporting the 10 cent / $22 million proposal, compared to 56% of those who visit parks several times a year, and 38% of those who visit never or almost never.

Support for 10 cent / $22 million by Park Usage
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The table below shows the differences in support for the 10 cent / $22 million proposal by various demographic subgroups.


Support
Oppose

Category
(65%)
(33%)

Sex



Male
60%
39%

Female
70%
28%

Residency



< 10 years
77%
22%

10+ years
60%
38%

Children under 18 at home



Yes
61%
37%

No
68%
31%

Generation



18-49
69%
30%

50+
60%
38%

Region



Seattle
73%
25%

NE King County
61%
37%

SE King County
57%
43%

Registered to vote



Yes
65%
34%

No
69%
30%

Inside city limits



Yes
69%
29%

No
55%
45%

Parks District

Even though residents like the idea of a dedicated and stable revenue stream for parks, they do not support a parks district. By almost a 3-to-1 margin, residents would rather keep the parks under the ownership and operation of the county (67%) than “create a new special purpose taxing district for parks” (23%). 

Strong majorities of residents in every significant demographic subgroup oppose creating a new parks district.

Majorities also agree that “creating a new special purpose taxing district for parks is a bad idea because it lets King County off the hook for services the county should be providing” (58% agree) and that “creating a new special purpose taxing district for parks is a bad idea because it would increase our taxes just to get the same level of service” (53% agree).

Support for Parks District

Some people have suggested that the county should create a parks district, similar to the King County Library District that would take over the operation and maintenance of the county’s parks and recreation facilities and would have its own taxing authority. They say that a Parks District would create a stable dedicated funding source for parks so that parks would no longer have to compete for funding with other county programs and services. Other people have said that that county should keep ownership of the parks and recreation areas and continue to be responsible for maintaining and operating them. They say a parks district would create an unnecessary additional layer of government and more overhead costs and bureaucracy. Which option do you prefer:

Creating a new special purpose taxing district for parks

23
%

Keeping the parks under the ownership and operation of the county

67

(Neither/Don’t know)

10
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