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The Honorable Larry Phillips






June 21, 2006
Chair, King County Council

Room 1200

C O U R T H O U S E

Dear Councilmember Phillips:

Enclosed for King County Council consideration and adoption is a proposed ordinance adopting the 2006 King County Flood Hazard Management Plan as a functional plan of the King County Comprehensive Plan 2004, and amending Ordinance 1112, Section 1, and King County Code 20.12.480.

We previously transmitted Ordinance 2006-0275 to the Clerk of the Council for adoption of the 2006 King County Flood Hazard Management Plan.  However, after working closely with council staff, we request that the enclosed ordinance package replace Ordinance 2006-0275.  The enclosed ordinance addresses technical elements of the 2006 King County Flood Hazard Management Plan’s adoption as a functional plan of the King County Comprehensive Plan.  The enclosed ordinance also de-couples the 2006 Flood Hazard Management Plan adoption schedule from the King County Comprehensive Plan adoption, in order to give the council more time to do a thorough and thoughtful review given the critical decisions that must be made.  The 2006 Flood Hazard Management Plan was transmitted as Attachment B of Ordinance 2006-0275 and we request that this plan become Attachment A to the enclosed ordinance.

The 2006 King County Flood Hazard Management Plan is an update to the 1993 King County Flood Hazard Reduction Plan.  This Plan outlines King County’s ten-year strategy to reduce regional flooding risks and provides a set of policy, project and program recommendations to prepare for, and respond to, major flood events throughout the county.
More than ever before, King County faces a potential flooding disaster that poses significant threats to public safety and regional economic viability.  Our system of 500 levees and revetments along major rivers is old, structurally degraded and not properly functioning as a result of funding constraints that have compromised our ability to maintain, repair and retrofit these critical facilities.  Development in the region has grown many times over since the levee system was constructed in the 1960s, putting more pressures on our aging flood protection infrastructure.  Complicating these funding, land use and deferred maintenance challenges are regional mandates to implement salmon recovery plans and disaster preparedness.

Floodplains throughout rural and urban King County now support a tremendous amount of commercial, transportation and residential infrastructure.  Projects identified in this plan that are proposed to ensure protection of this critical infrastructure include:

· Tolt Pipeline Protection – A $2.36 million project to repair an eroding river bank along the Snoqualmie River that threatens to undermine the Tolt River water supply pipeline which serves 30 percent of Seattle’s drinking water supply.
· Lower Green River Levee Improvements – Nearly $40 million is needed to begin rehabilitation of levees throughout the entire lower Green River.  The levees protect one of King County’s most vital economic and employment centers that include Southcenter and the Boeing Aerospace Center, with assessed valuation in excess of $3.5 billion.
· South Fork and North Fork Snoqualmie Levee Improvements – $7.87 million to rebuild and strengthen levees through the city of North Bend and surrounding unincorporated areas for improved flood protection to residential and commercial development.
· Cedar River Gravel Removal – $4.82 million is needed for periodic gravel removal along the lower 1.25 miles of the Cedar River to ensure that 100-year flood protection is provided and potential flood damages are minimized to the Renton Municipal Airport, Boeing, downtown Renton and other public and private properties.
· Willowmoor Floodplain Restoration – $2.94 million is needed to reconfigure the transition zone from Lake Sammamish to the Sammamish River by widening the total area available for flood flows.  This project would ensure adequate flow conveyance to minimize impact of rising lake water during prolonged rain events.
· Repetitive Loss Properties – $4.79 million to acquire, elevate or otherwise mitigate up to 44 residential homes throughout King County that have been identified by Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) as “repetitive loss” based on recurrent flood insurance claims.
We understand from the experience in New Orleans, in the wake of Hurricane Katrina, what can happen to a highly urbanized area if its flood control infrastructure is not properly funded and maintained.  Homes – indeed, entire neighborhoods – were lost when the levees failed and allowed unimpeded flood waters to inundate substantial parts of the city.  Residents of New Orleans are paying a tremendous price for the failure of a few levees, pumps, and other parts of their city’s flood protection system.
King County’s Plan will greatly reduce the chance of such a disaster striking flood-prone areas here.  Our Plan advocates for efficient and environmentally beneficial flood-risk reduction projects and solutions that strive to accommodate, rather than oppose, natural riverine processes.
Specific project and program recommendations are defined by the tasks needed to reduce flood risks, whenever possible, in conjunction with maximizing many other public benefits.  Our multi-objective approach responds to the high financial and ecological costs associated with traditional flood control measures that have historically dominated our region’s river and floodplain management.  This is being achieved without proposing any new flood hazard regulations.
Plan development is a required element for King County’s continued participation in the National Flood Insurance Program’s Community Rating System.  In 2005, King County was awarded the highest rating of any county in the nation by FEMA.  This rating recognizes King County’s progressive and comprehensive approach to river and floodplain management.  As a result, county residents pay up to 35 percent less for flood insurance premiums.  However, failure to implement this Plan will put King County’s community rating for flood insurance at risk.
A November 7, 2005 letter from FEMA highlights the critical nature of this issue.  In the letter, FEMA states that it has become aware of “structural stability issues along the lower Green River system.”  The letter further states that unless King County addresses the problems associated with the lower Green River levee, the levee could become “decertified” as no longer providing 100-year flood protection.  As a result, properties throughout the lower Green River valley would become designated floodplains or more restrictive floodways, thus driving insurance rates higher and significantly restricting potential land use.

The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) has recently begun to update all the Flood Insurance Rate Maps (FIRMs) and must determine whether levee systems continue to meet minimum design, operational and maintenance standards and therefore can be recognized and certified as providing 100-year flood protection.  As such, FEMA has requested the Corps to conduct a recertification of the Lower Tukwila Levee.  In an initial meeting on June 7, 2006 with the Corps and King County staff, a draft report was distributed concluding the Corps cannot assure the reliability of the levee’s flood protection in its current condition and therefore the Corps is not able to recertify the Lower Tukwila Levee to current federal design standards in its current condition.  As a result, when the draft FIRMs are released this fall, the are likely to show the area behind the levee as no longer receiving 100-year flood protection.  The same results may occur as additional levees throughout the lower Green River are evaluated against federal design standards.
Staff in the Water and Land Resources Division (WLRD) continue to work closely with FEMA and the Corps to further assess the situation and determine what specific actions and costs would be associated with the recertification of the Lower Tukwila Levee and other levee systems along the lower Green River.  I am committed to keeping the council apprised of any additional information as it becomes available.
The geographic scope of the plan is countywide but focuses on King County’s major rivers:  the South Fork Skykomish, Snoqualmie, Sammamish, Cedar, Green and White Rivers.  Large tributaries are also addressed, including, but not limited to:  Tolt, Raging, Miller and Greenwater Rivers.  Portions of the plan also apply to streams, lakes and marine shoreline environments.
Public outreach conducted over two years included input from cities, the public and other governmental agencies.  In addition, a 13-member Citizens Advisory Committee was formed that provided invaluable knowledge, personal experience and thoughtful suggestions throughout the plan’s preparation.

To implement this plan, an estimated $179-335 million over ten years will be needed, although cost estimates and timelines are still being refined.  Funding will allow important work to move forward including:
· Reducing the current backlog of high priority flood protection facility capital improvement projects for levees, revetments and pump stations;

· Continuing the targeted acquisition of FEMA–designated and other, repetitive loss properties to minimize the need for flood protection facilities in locations where river and floodplain confinement is infeasible;

· Expanding King County’s Flood Warning Center operations and public education and outreach efforts;

· Supporting the ongoing updates to FEMA’s current floodplain maps and other technical studies, to better implement floodplain regulations;
· Expanding partnerships and opportunities to collaborate with other floodplain stakeholders, including private property owners, cities, tribes, Water Resource Inventory Areas 7, 8, 9 and 10 salmon habitat recovery committees; and

· Providing ongoing risk assessments in support of an adaptive management approach to hazard identification, solutions development and plan implementation.

King County’s historic and current funding levels, as well as its pay-as-you-go approach will not be sufficient.  At present, dedicated flood hazard management revenue sources – such as the River Improvement Fund, Green River Flood Control Zone District and Inter-County River Improvement District together with anticipated federal and state grants – will generate only $54 million over a 10-year period – approximately $125 million short of the minimum $179 million needed.  When factoring in inflation, the shortfall increases to a minimum of $151 million.
Comprehensive regional funding is essential to providing adequate protection to 
ever-increasing land uses in the hazardous portions of floodplains.  To do this, King County’s plan proposes to establish a new regional funding source:  a countywide flood control zone district that would incorporate the boundaries of all watersheds within King County.  This new countywide flood control zone district appears to provide the best regional services possible to protect lives, property, natural resources and prime agricultural soils.  Staff from my office, the Office of Management and Budget (OMB), the Department of Natural Resources and Parks (DNRP), and the Prosecuting Attorney are doing a final review of the opportunities and challenges provided by such a flood control zone district.  If the decision is made to proceed with the countywide flood control zone district a separate ordinance establishing the district and outlining the proposed level of assessments will be transmitted later this summer.  Adopting this flood management plan does not commit the County Council to adopting any particular funding source, including the countywide flood control zone district.
The comprehensive flooding solutions outlined within the plan will require extensive collaboration and strong partnerships among floodplain stakeholders.  King County will provide leadership in plan implementation, working closely with private property owners, local jurisdictions and other stakeholders to reduce the likelihood of a future regional flooding disaster.  King County’s sustained commitment to comprehensive, multi-objective flood hazard management will support a variety of residential, commercial, and industrial land uses, productive agricultural soils, salmon habitat, regional trails and open space resources.  King County residents will benefit from improved public safety, less damage to property, and reduced likelihood of loss of life from flooding.
Please find attached reference materials to support the enclosed ordinance and Attachment A, the 2006 King County Hazard Management Plan.  If you have any questions or would like a briefing, please feel free to contact Mark Isaacson, Division Director of the Water and Land Resources Division in the Department of Natural Resources and Parks, at 206-296-6587.
I hope you will join me in supporting this responsible and reasonable proposal.  We have learned from the mistakes of others that ignoring crucial infrastructure can lead to disastrous results.  This proposal is quite literally an investment in ensuring the safety of King County residents, their property and our economic infrastructure for generations to come.
Sincerely,

Ron Sims
King County Executive
Enclosures
cc:
King County Councilmembers



ATTN:  Shelley Sutton, Policy Staff Director




  Anne Noris, Clerk of the Council


Bob Cowan, Director, Office of Management and Budget
Pam Bissonnette, Director, Department of Natural Resources and Parks (DNRP)

Bob Burns, Deputy Director, DNRP

Mark Isaacson, Division Director, Water and Land Resources Division (WLRD), DNRP
