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Metropolitan King County Council
Transportation, Economy, and Environment Committee

REVISED STAFF REPORT

	Agenda Item:
	14
	Name:
	Jake Tracy

	Proposed No.:
	2023-0316
	Date:
	September 19, 2023



COMMITTEE ACTION

	
Proposed Substitute Motion 2023-0316.2, requesting a study on mature forests, passed out of committee on September 19, 2023, with a “Do Pass” recommendation. The Proposed Motion was amended in committee with:

Amendment 1 to add clarity about the level of greenhouse gas analysis requested and to move the greenhouse gas analysis and associated analyses to a second report to be transmitted by September 30, 2024.

And Amendment T1 to conform the title to the amendment. 





SUBJECT

Proposed Motion (PM) 2023-0316 would request the Department of Natural Resources (DNR) and Parks (DNRP) to define and analyze "mature forests" in King County, and submit a report. 

SUMMARY

PM 2023-0316 would request that DNRP develop a report on mature forests in King County. The report is requested to define "mature forests" utilizing a DNR guide and identify all mature forests in King County. 

Further, the PM would request that DNRP identify the mature forests in King County that are either owned by the County or managed by the state as state forest trust lands. For that subset of mature forests, the PM would request the Executive to undertake several analyses related to financial costs and greenhouse gas benefits of ceasing timber harvest, and to analyze the possibility of transferring any mature forests managed as state forest trust lands to County management. The report would be due to the Council by June 30, 2024. 

BACKGROUND 

DNR Guide to Identifying Mature and Old Forests. In 2007, the Washington State Department of Natural Resources (DNR) published a guide, Identifying Mature and Old Forests in Western Washington.[footnoteRef:1] The guide was intended as a tool for agency forestland managers and others interested in the complexities and ecological relationships that give rise to older forests, to be used by DNR to aid in the identification and protection of these forest structures. While the guide does not explicitly define "mature forest" or "old forest," it does contain descriptions of various stages of forest growth, with particular emphasis on certain common species.  [1:  Van Pelt, R. 2007. Identifying Mature and Old Forests in Western Washington. Washington State Department of Natural Resources, Olympia, WA. https://www.dnr.wa.gov/publications/lm_hcp_west_oldgrowth_guide_full_lowres.pdf] 


State Forest Trust Lands. Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, twenty-one counties in Washington acquired forested lands, typically through tax foreclosures. These lands, totaling roughly 546,000 acres, were subsequently deed to the state to manage as trust lands, and are known as "state forest trust lands."  In exchange for this transfer, the state committed to managing the properties and giving most of the revenue from timber sales and other revenue-producing activities back to the county and junior taxing districts. The state forest trust lands have been affirmed in Skamania v. Washington to hold the same trust fiduciary trust status as other trusts. Revenues, minus a management fee, from the lands are distributed to the counties where the timber harvest or other income producing activity has occurred. 

Several mechanisms exist under state law with which the state can transfer, sell, or otherwise convey state forest trust lands to local government ownership. Mechanisms include:

· Trust land transfer, which allows DNR to work with eligible recipients to reposition state forest trust lands to be managed for ecological and recreational purposes and purchase replacement land that can earn long-term, sustainable revenue for the affected trust;
· Reconveyance of state forest trust lands to county ownership to be managed as a park, consistent with state outdoor recreation plans;
· Direct transfer of trust land to eligible recipients, at fair market value, which allows the recipient to use these lands for any purpose (including open space, housing, commercial use, etc.) that is consistent with local zoning and DNR to reinvest the revenue back into the purchase of replacement lands for the same trust; and
· Land exchange of county trust land for non-trust land of equal value that would allow the County to manage the parcel that was exchanged for any purpose that is consistent with local zoning.

Social Cost of Carbon. The social cost of carbon is a metric development by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to value the climate impacts of rulemakings. The metric gives a dollar value to the long-term damage done by a ton of carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions in a given year, and also represents the value of avoided damages through an equal amount of CO2 reduction. The current cost is $51 per ton.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  https://www.brookings.edu/articles/what-is-the-social-cost-of-carbon/ ] 


ANALYSIS

PM 2023-0316 would request that DNRP develop a report on mature forests in King County. The report is requested to define "mature forests" using "Maturation I" as described in a DNR Guide or any updated definition based on best available forest ecology science. The description of Maturation I states:

"At maturity, trees have reached 60-70 percent of their ultimate height. Further height growth proceeds more slowly than it did in the earlier stages of development. Mortality of the slower-growing, overtopped trees continues, as does the height differentiation of the remaining dominant trees. Since taller trees move more in the wind, the crowns of adjacent trees occasionally bump into each other, causing twig breakage at the branch tips. Tree crowns become more individualized to their own space, rather than intermingling with neighboring trees as they did when younger. All of these factors combine to make the canopy less dense and to allow more light to reach the ground surface. While still very dark, the increased light levels in the understory soon reach the point at which shade-tolerant plants can begin to grow, including tree species such as western hemlock. The rates at which new plants colonize the understory will naturally depend on many factors, including the proximity of seed sources. If the initial disturbance was very extensive, hemlock seedlings may not colonize for many decades, even if conditions are favorable. The middle canopy will be completely free of foliage, and will consist only of the trunks of canopy trees. This area, known as the bole zone, is most dramatic at this stage."[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Van Pelt, R. 2007. Identifying Mature and Old Forests in Western Washington. Washington State Department of Natural Resources, Olympia, WA. p. 36. https://www.dnr.wa.gov/publications/lm_hcp_west_oldgrowth_guide_full_lowres.pdf ] 


Once defined, the PM would request DNRP to analyze the total acreage and ownership of mature forests in King County that are subject to timber harvesting, and to map these areas. It would further request that DNRP determine which subset of these areas are either owned by King County or managed by the state as any type of state forest trust lands. 

For that subset of mature forests in King County, the PM would request an analysis of revenue impacts to trust beneficiaries if timber harvesting were to be discontinued, taking into account opportunities to generate revenue from sale of carbon credits or through selective harvesting for forest health. It would also request an analysis of the greenhouse gas impacts if timber harvesting were to be discontinued on those lands; an analysis of the socialized financial costs of discontinuing timber harvesting, using the EPA's methodology for calculating the social cost of carbon; and an analysis of how preservation of these forests would contribute to the greenhouse gas reduction targets in the 2020 Strategic Climate Action Plan. 

The PM would request DNRP to analyze whether identified mature forests are eligible for reconveyance or another type of transfer to county ownership, or whether they are eligible for the natural climate solutions funding. It would further request that DNRP identify Tribes that should be consulted when evaluating transfers of management or other substantial changes to management of mature forests.

The PM would request that the Executive transmit the report and a proposed motion acknowledging receipt no later than June 30, 2024.


INVITED

· Michael Murphy, Supervisor, Open Space Acquisitions Unit, WLRD, DNRP

ATTACHMENTS
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