The Honorable Pete von Reichbauer, Chair




July 20, 2001

Metropolitan King County Council

Room 1200

COURTHOUSE

Dear Councilmember von Reichbauer:

Today I am vetoing Ordinance 14163, a measure that was originally intended to establish strict new environmental regulations on non-residential development in the rural area.  While I appreciate the countless hours of negotiations by the representatives of several different organizations that produced this ordinance, it falls far short of what, in reality, is needed to guide wise development in the rural area and to effectively protect our sensitive rural environment.  

I am signing into law Ordinance 14162, repealing the moratorium on the construction of churches, temples, synagogues and schools in the rural area.  I do not believe that it would be responsible for the County to continue with the moratorium when the prospect for an immediate resolution is unlikely.  The issue of non-residential uses in the rural area has become an extremely divisive one in our community.  While this has often been characterized as a church versus state, or a freedom to worship issue, I continue to regard it as a land use issue only.  However, the political environment in which we had been making these decisions has become too contentious to continue.  I am hopeful that by lifting the moratorium, we can change the environment in which more productive discussion can occur. 

The problems we were attempting to address, notably protection of the sensitive rural environment, however, will continue.  The rural area growth has slowed because we have instituted one SmartGrowth measure after another to protect this area from sprawl.  We have done so with clean, concise, enforceable regulations.  The ordinance before us offers none of that.  As adopted, Ordinance 14163 is not, as purported, the “strictest environmental regulations in the country.”  It is instead a measure that will result in sufficient loopholes to allow major growth to occur, bringing with it the potential sprawl – all the way to the Cascades.  It is for that reason I am today vetoing this measure. 

There are four important reasons for this veto.  First, the 65/10 standard as proposed, which would retain 65 percent of the site in native vegetation and limiting effective impervious surface to 10 percent, is not based on the same scientific research that has been done to respond to the listing of Chinook salmon as an endangered species.  The 65/10 standard as proposed would only apply to structures larger than 25,000 square feet.  Under these provisions, one could build a building of 25,000 square feet plus the required parking, more than two football fields worth of development on a rural lot, and not have to apply any of 
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these “strict” regulations.  If this standard were to apply today, only three to four buildings in the rural area would be subject to it, since the vast majority of existing buildings are much smaller than that.  The threshold that I recommended is 12,000 square feet, which is the current standard used in the State Environmental Protection Act.  

Second, this ordinance would greatly expand the use of sewers in the rural area.  I strongly disagree that allowing the extension of sewer service to all schools, without sunset, is environmentally responsible.  The fact is, when sewers come, growth follows.  The State Growth Management Act prohibits urban services such as sewers in the designated rural area for exactly that reason.  I had advocated to actually remove the current allowance for sewer extensions for public schools at the conclusion of a six-year period.  Sewers in the rural area are simply unacceptable.  

Further, this ordinance does not treat similar uses the same.  I advocated for parity among all of the nonresidential uses that are allowed to locate in the rural area.  This is not just an issue of churches and schools in the rural area; it is about regulating nonresidential uses so that they are compatible with both the rural culture and environment.  These uses must be designed in a way that best serves the rural communities.  

Additionally, this ordinance commits or “gifts” public money to pay for assistance to private developers, which is, again, unacceptable, and we question its legality.  Lastly, the measure, as written, is going to be very difficult to accomplish, because it contains vague terminology making accurate implementation problematic.  
A complete section-by-section analysis of the ordinance is contained in an attachment to this letter.

In the near future, I am hopeful that we will be able to join together in a productive debate.  At a future date, I propose we take the time to find common ground as we work to shape new regulations that will address the sensitive rural environment and provide more certainty to both developers and residents.  My door remains open and I continue to be willing to meet to do all we can to meet vital land use needs, as well as serve the public interest.

Sincerely,

Ron Sims

King County Executive

Enclosure

cc:
King County Councilmembers



ATTN:
  John Chelminiak, Chief of Staff




 Shelley Sutton, Policy Staff Director




 Anne Noris, Clerk of the Council

