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Executive Summary





The Metropolitan Parks Task Force was chartered to find ways to keep the King County park and recreation system open in 2003 and beyond, and to restore stability to the park system by removing it from dependence on the County’s general fund.   





The Task Force finds that with the aggressive implementation of a broad array of new, entrepreneurial strategies, transfer of local in-city facilities to cities, and reallocation of certain existing County revenues, the County can reduce the dependence of the park system’s operation and maintenance budget on general fund tax support by more than half next year – from $18.2 million in 2002 to an estimated $8.6 million in 2003.  The need for tax support can be further reduced over time as these new ways of doing business are fully implemented:  in 2004, the amount of general fund tax support could drop further to an estimated $6.8 million, and in 2005 and beyond to as little as $5 million a year.





This transition scenario is optimistic, and will require the Parks Division be enabled to fully engage in many new ways of doing business as soon as possible.  It is intended to stabilize the system.  If the park system is to increase in size to keep pace with a growing population, the level of tax support for operations will also need to increase above the level we are estimating.  And, if the new ways of doing business that we recommend are not aggressively implemented, the level of general fund tax support required will be considerably higher than the $5 million we are estimating.





Because the County park and recreation system will continue to contain thousands of acres of parkland, trails and open space that cannot generate revenue to offset maintenance costs, the park system cannot remain open without an ongoing base of tax support.  It does not appear reasonable to us to expect that the County’s Current Expense Fund will be able to provide any significant tax support for the park system after 2003.  Therefore, if the system is to remain open, some other source of tax support must be found.  To avoid significant park mothballing in 2004, we are recommending that a property tax ballot measure be placed before the voters of King County in 2003.  The measure should be dedicated to support the park system.  The size and scope of such a measure could take several forms but will need to be a property tax measure, given the limited revenue options available to the County under state law.  Successful passage of such a measure should not deter the Parks Division from continuing its transition to new ways of business that generate new savings and non-tax revenues to support parks.





The Task Force recommends that the County refocus its park and recreation system vision to include: regional resource and ecological lands, regional trails, regional passive parks, and local unincorporated area parks, as well as certain active recreation facilities.   In-city facilities should be transferred to cities wherever possible and mothballed if necessary.  The County should also work to transfer local park and recreation facilities located in the planned annexation areas of cities to those cities. 





With respect to the County’s active recreation facilities, the Task Force recommends that these facilities be managed with the goal of recovering their operating costs, in order to minimize the need for ongoing taxpayer subsidy.  This goal will not be completely achieved in a year or even two years, and some facilities may never reach this level of self-sufficiency.  The key, however is engaging a new management approach to these facilities based on the cost of service, and demand for service.  New operating arrangements for active recreation facilities and community centers should be actively pursued.  Imposing user fees based on the cost of, and demand for, recreation services is a key strategy: needs based scholarships and some ongoing subsidy for youth athletics must be included in any fee structure.  





Future acquisitions must be approached with caution until the system stabilizes.  The County’s role in future active recreation facilities, except truly regional facilities, should be limited to landbanking, facilitation, and contribution of development dollars where appropriate--rather than funding operations. 





The Task Force is recommending that the 2003 park budget be supported in small part by the re-direction of certain existing County revenues, including amounts from the Road Fund, Surface Water Management Fees, and car rental taxes.  It may also be necessary to re-examine a set aside of the unincorporated property tax levy to support the many unincorporated area local facilities within the park system.  





The Task Force stresses that it views these recommendations as the first step in a larger regional dialogue that must occur in support of keeping the park system open and successful. 
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Introduction





The Metropolitan Parks Task Force was established to provide recommendations to the King County Executive and King County Council to enable the County to keep its park and recreation system open in 2003 and beyond, and to restore stability to the park system by removing it from dependence on the County’s general fund.  With a strong sense of urgency and optimism, tempered by an understanding of the politically difficult choices that must be made in order to ensure success, we present our report and recommendations.  





Preserving and enhancing the tremendous legacy represented by the King County park and recreation system is a challenge that defies simple solution.   Since inception of the King County park system in 1937, decades of visionary leadership, creative partnerships, and strong community support have combined through the present day to create a system of open space, passive recreation and active recreation resources that are fundamental to the quality of life that all King County residents share and value.  The unprecedented expansion of the parks system enabled by passage of the Forward Thrust bond issue in 1968 was followed by many additional, major park initiatives.  In the last decade alone, King County has purchased nearly 16,000 acres of open space and farmland. 





The current County park and recreation system reflects trends of the last two decades that focused increasingly on acquisition of natural areas and resources, as well as a renewed interest in youth recreation, athletic field development and recreational programming.   The County now owns over 25,000 acres of park and recreation acreage and over 100 miles of trails.  The County manages these lands and operates some 16 pools, 6 community centers, a golf course and 157 athletic fields.  There are 183 different parks in the system.  Many of these facilities are located within city boundaries, or within the potential annexation areas of cities.





Many cost saving steps to preserve parks have been taken in recent years, most notably including restructuring the Parks and Recreation Department into a new Division of the Department of Natural Resources effective January of this year, allowing significant reduction in administrative staffing and overhead.  Now, however, budget difficulties have become a budget crisis that threatens the continued operation of the park system, as well as impacting every area of general government in King County. 





The severe crisis in the County’s general fund has been clearly illustrated to us.  Its causes are many—from dozens of city incorporations reducing the County’s tax base, to escalating criminal justice costs, to tax rollback initiatives.  This crisis undeniably threatens the ability of King County to continue to maintain and operate its current park system—much less any expansion thereto.  The first order of business with respect to the park system must be to regain operating stability.   We believe the County park system will remain in jeopardy unless and until the system’s operation is changed to greatly decrease dependence on an ongoing general fund tax subsidy for operations.  There simply is not enough tax revenue available to King County today to support the system in the way that it has been historically funded.  





We are recommending a restructuring in the management and prioritization of the King County park and recreation system and the Parks and Recreation Division (the “Division”) to preserve and stabilize the current system for the public, and enable continued expansion of the system in the future to meet the growing demand for recreational resources and open space.  The strong value that King County residents place on the park and recreation system makes it imperative that the County takes all reasonable steps to preserve the system and provide for its future expansion.  





As we present these recommendations, we emphasize that we view our work as the first step in a larger regional dialogue that must occur.  The Metropolitan Parks Task Force held its first meeting on April 2 of this year, and was charged to report back by mid-June.  Our report and findings are thus of necessity at a high-level.  Several other committees are also working to provide advice to King County on ways to preserve and improve the park system, including the Conservation Futures Citizens Committee, King County Active Sports and Youth Recreation Commission and the Rural Forest Commission and Agriculture Commission.  We view our work as complimentary to these efforts.  It is important that King County continue the work of public outreach and collaboration with regional partners and stakeholders to refine our recommendations and implement concrete action to save the park system.   


 





The Task Force 





The Metropolitan Parks Task Force met seven times between April 2 and June 12, 2002.  The Task Force was composed of seventeen citizens, representing a variety of backgrounds and interests.�  County staff and a small team of outside consultants provided support and information to us.  We worked by consensus and this report, except as noted, is a consensus document. 





The Task Force began its work by receiving extensive briefings on the budget crisis facing the County’s general fund (or Current Expense Fund—CX Fund), and an overview of park system assets and operations.  We reviewed the Park and Recreation Division’s Business Transition Plan, dated March 28, 2002, which sets forth an exhaustive array of ideas to explore as means of providing ongoing operating support to the park system and otherwise ensure the public continues to enjoy the system’s facilities and services.  





Once we got to the point of focusing on the park system itself, we found it necessary to distinguish between different types of park assets, as discussed below.  Our first target was to identify savings.  Only having convinced ourselves that savings strategies alone would not preserve (let alone expand) the system did we turn to new revenue generating ideas.  And, only after we were forced to conclude that the CX Fund crisis would likely overwhelm the ability of new non-tax revenue ideas to ensure continued operation did we focus on tax revenue options. 





In addition to its regular meetings, the Task Force conducted extensive public outreach.  The scope and nature of this outreach effort is summarized in the Report Appendixes. �  Two public outreach meetings were held in May, attended by over 700 people.  A telephone survey and focus groups on parks issues were conducted.  The Task Force established a phone hotline and e-mail address, and on-line polling was also conducted.   Public comment was also taken at all Task Force meetings.  Several Task Force members attended a summit of user groups held on June 10.  The Task Force Co-Chairs attended a meeting of all King County parks division employees to receive their comments as well.  The Task Force heard from representatives from suburban cities, the City of Seattle and City of Bellevue regarding their ideas for preserving and changing the park system.  The work of the Task Force received wide media coverage.  Literally thousands of individuals provided input that helped shape this report.  





Understanding the Challenge





The County park and recreation system, like most public parks systems, has relied heavily on general government tax dollars to subsidize its operations.  Currently, out of a $25.5 million annual operating budget, the Division receives $18.2 million in CX funding, and generates about $6 million in user fees.  Remaining system operation costs are paid from interfund transfers from other parts of County government. 





The crisis in the CX Fund means that the ongoing general tax subsidy is no longer available to support parks.  If the system is to survive, it must find new sources of revenue, and new ways of doing business.  And, it must be more selective in its vision and future acquisitions.  Fortunately, the County continues to enjoy a healthy stream of revenue to support capital acquisition and development of parks.  The parks funding crisis is in the lack of ongoing operating and maintenance revenue, rather than a lack of acquisition and development dollars.  In 2002, the County will receive an estimated $23 million in combined Real Estate Excise Taxes and Conservation Futures Taxes, which are applied for parks acquisition and development.�  The Division has been acquiring parkland at the rate of about 1,000 acres a year with these revenues, at the same time struggling to adequately maintain the park system. This is not a sustainable situation.





The System Assets:  Resource Lands, Trails, Passive Parks and Active Sports and Recreation Facilities





The Task Force recommendations are based in simplest terms on the distinction between different types of park assets:  those that are pure public goods and do not lend themselves to user fees, versus goods that benefit specifically identifiable users that can be charged for access to a facility or service.�   This is policy approach that, as a general matter, is helpful in understanding the system and how to provide for its operation.  Under this policy construct, open space, resource and ecological lands, passive parks are facilities that are “pure public goods” for which ongoing tax subsidy will always be required.  These constitute the vast majority of the acreage of the current park system, but only a small percentage of the overall system operating cost.  The remaining County park system assets constitute the overwhelming majority of the cost of the system, but a small percentage of the acreage: in this category fall the active recreation facilities—ballfields and pools, as well as community centers and programming.  This group of facilities is a critical part of a comprehensive park and recreation system, but is also amenable to creative new management approaches that can help reduce the tax burden of the system.  Appendix F illustrates how the County park system can be analyzed through this asset distinction.  





The conclusion from this construct is clear:  the park system which the public so strongly values will forever contain a great number of assets that cannot be self-supporting and will therefore require some ongoing level of taxpayer support.  However, overall, we believe the level of tax subsidy the system requires can be greatly reduced.





No Single Solution





The Task Force looked at different ways of managing park assets, and received extensive briefings from staff on a variety of ways that other public park and recreation systems across the country have moved away from traditional tax-based operation to entrepreneurial operation.  We were impressed by the extent to which other public entities have successfully made this transition, adopting business practices and focusing on the cost of service. 





We reviewed and considered a broad array of possible savings and revenue generating strategies.  These ranged from cutting current operating costs, to expanding user fees, to redeploying existing County tax revenues, to seeking voter authorization for new revenue, to seeking changes in state law for purposes of providing new operating revenue to the system.  Appendix G is a matrix summarizing these ideas, and putting forth rough dollar estimates of revenue that could be generated from each in the near term, mid-term and long-term.  We emphasize that given the short timeframe in which we worked, the dollar amounts in this Appendix, as well as those governing our transition plan generally, must be regarded as rough estimates.





We concluded that there is no single solution that will resolve the challenge facing the system.  We worked first to define what the future King County parks and recreation system should be, and then to define the various strategies to employ to preserve and enhance that system.








Defining the Future King County Parks System





The Task Force believes King County must refine and refocus its long-term vision for the park system.  King County parks and recreation system can no longer afford to be all things to all people. Today’s park system reflects decades of operations.  Over this period, King County has changed dramatically.  It has become heavily urbanized and dozens of new cities have incorporated.  Today, the County finds itself operating many, many local facilities within cities and within the potential annexation areas of cities—at the same time that incorporations have taken a large bite out of the County’s tax base.  The future County park system must be realigned with the County’s evolving role as a regional service provider, its local service role in the remaining unincorporated areas, and a budget situation that demands severe fiscal restraint.





The County must be more focused in terms of its future role if it is to stabilize the current park system and eventually provide for future system expansion.  Our vision of the future County park and recreation system was guided primarily by consideration of the following: 





Our charge to bring stability to a system faced with a lack of general fund revenues; 


Public input; 


Our assessment of the current and likely future financial capacity of the County to support parks;


The availability of other providers for specific local park services, and;


Regional land-use and growth management goals that have been adopted by the County and the cities within King County.   





Our vision of the future system is set forth in the following paragraphs.





Resource and Ecological Lands:  King County should continue to be a primary player in the stewardship and acquisition of open space, resource and ecological lands. 





Open space, resource and ecological lands are pure public goods—if available to one, they are available to all.  These lands serve multiple functions, both as passive recreational assets, critical natural habitat, and ecological resources.  Their benefits are broadly available to all our citizens and their maintenance is most effective if it is uniform across our region.  King County is the logical regional steward of these lands.  Private sector groups often play a role in acquisition of these lands, but not in management: the role falls to government.  The vast majority of these lands are in the rural unincorporated area of King County, where the County is both the local and the regional government.  The cost of maintaining these assets is small.�  





For all these reasons, resource and ecological lands are, and should remain, a critical part of the future King County park and recreation system.  





Regional Trails:  a continuing regional role





King County has an extensive regional trail system that traverses both incorporated and unincorporated King County.  It is a highly valued component of the system.  Because it is a regional network crossing multiple jurisdictions, it makes sense for it to continue to be managed by a single regional government. The cost of maintaining these assets is small.�  The Task Force believes the regional trail system should remain a key component of the park and recreation system operated by King County.  





Regional Passive Parks: a continuing role





The County has several thousand acres of passive open space in five key park/greenspace corridors.�  Like resource and ecological lands, these are “pure public goods,” and relatively low cost to maintain.�  They are highly valued by the public and provide important recreational opportunities.  These facilities are almost entirely located in the unincorporated areas of King County.  King County should continue to serve as a regional steward of these parks. 





Active Recreation Facilities: a redefined role





The County currently owns and (with few notable exceptions, such as at 60-Acres Park) operates a large number of regional and local active recreation facilities throughout King County.  These facilities range from ballfields of all types to local swimming pools.  A very small number of these facilities draw users from around the region.  Most are sub-regional or local in nature, with users primarily from a single city or small geographic area.  Active sports facilities are the most expensive components of the current park and recreation system, with pools being the most expensive type of active sports facility.�  





The Task Force believes King County must redefine its role in the acquisition, development, operation and maintenance of active sports facilities.  These facilities are critical components of the region’s recreation systems—County and city--and demand for these facilities will continue to grow.  The County must first ensure the preservation of existing facilities.  A key element to this includes pursuing transfer of in-city facilities to cities, particularly the swimming pools that are fundamentally local facilities given their use patterns.  The County should also seek to transfer active sports facilities in potential annexation areas of cities to those cities.





Active recreation facilities that remain under the County’s ownership—for the near term, including most such facilities—must be operated in a new way.  Whether regional, subregional, or local in nature, an entrepreneurial approach must be taken to the operation and management of these facilities.  To ensure that these facilities remain available to the public, and indeed that their number can be expanded over time, new ways of doing business are critically important.  





There are many ways of operating active sports facilities that can reduce the need for ongoing taxpayer subsidy.  We call on the County to fully investigate and implement these new approaches—concessions, fee increases, sponsorships, etcetera—to minimize the ongoing taxpayer burden of operation.  It is not only a question of surviving in an era of dwindling tax resource, it is a matter of operating public facilities responsibly.





We recommend restructuring the Division operations such that all active sports facilities are operated out of an Enterprise Fund� and managed in such a way that the facilities pay for themselves over time, rather than continue to be heavily subsidized by the taxpayer.  Scholarship/subsidy of youth recreation and low-income persons must continue to be provided from tax or other sources to support these facilities.   Implementing a new, entrepreneurial approach to operating facilities that benefit specific, identifiable users is among the most important recommendations we make. 





The County’s role as regards new active recreation facilities must be directed towards facilitating acquisition and development, through convening potential partners, and, where and as appropriate, providing capital funding--rather than assuming ongoing maintenance and operation obligations.  





Marymoor Park and the Weyerhaeuser-King County Aquatic Center are regional active sports facilities that we believe are appropriately retained by King County, and operated out of the Enterprise Fund.  Rural active sports facilities should also continue to be operated by King County given its roles as the local service provider in the rural area.  Active sports facilities in the urban unincorporated area destined for annexation to cities should be transitioned to cities as possible, and in the meanwhile, operated employing new business strategies through the Enterprise Fund. 





Other Enterprise Fund Facilities: Fairgrounds and Community Centers





The King County Fairground is a unique regional asset that will benefit from a regional perspective in its operation.  We think it is appropriate to remain under ownership and operation of the County.  It should be operated to fully cover its costs, and should be “placed” in the Enterprise Fund. 





Community Centers now operated by the County are essentially local facilities, providing valued programming to neighboring communities and groups.  These facilities must be preserved, but, we believe can and should be operated in new ways-–through non-profit operators who have this expertise, such as the Boys and Girls Clubs, the YMCA, etc.  The County should have a capital role in preserving the facilities.  These facilities should be operated/leased with a goal of eliminating the need for operating subsidy and should also be “placed” in the Enterprise Fund.





Local Passive Parks in the UGA and Rural Area 





The final component of the County system is local neighborhood passive parks.  These are resources that, like open space lands and trails, are not susceptible to imposition of user fees, but are highly valued by citizens.  The County has two roles here: (1) operating rural area local parks, and (2) operating unincorporated urban area local parks.  Parks in the latter category are slated for annexation to Cities. We recommend the County work aggressively to promote annexation and transfer of these local parks to Cities; it would correspondingly be a low priority to acquire new parks of this type (though landbanking opportunities may arise that merit consideration).  The County also will have a permanent role in providing parks in the rural area. 





Divestiture of In-City Facilities. 





 The Task Force does not support a continuing role for King County in operating local facilities within City boundaries.  These facilities should be transferred to, and operated by Cities or other entities that will ensure continued public access.  Clearly, the pools are a critical problem, with 10 of the County’s 15 local pools located inside City boundaries.�  The pools are actively used by only 5% of the population,� but are an important recreation asset.  Many at the public outreach meetings also expressed the importance of teaching swimming to children in a water-oriented region such as ours.  The operating expense of pools has deterred most cities from taking on operation despite a decade of County requests.  However, if the current efforts to transfer pools are again unsuccessful and other ways of doing business are insufficient to remove the need for operating subsidy by the County, these local, in-city facilities should be mothballed as a last resort in order to enable the ongoing operation of core County system facilities.  Some consideration should be given to the significant variability in the financial situation of cities.





With regard to transfers, the Task Force raises two concerns.  First, County policy should not unduly limit the ability of cities to operate these facilities upon their transfer—especially in regard to establishing local fee structures.  Second, the County should promote transfer of facilities as a package where feasible to avoid stranding the County with expensive in-city facilities. 





The suburban cities have expressed an interest in a “regional aquatics facility task force” to explore the future of aquatics in King County.  The Task Force believes this idea has merit, but stresses that this does not represent a solution to the near term financial challenge of pools.  Such a Task Force should consider the long-term aquatic needs of the region, including modernization of existing facilities and new facilities.  A key part of such a task force inquiry must be the relationship of school districts to pool use and operation. 





Future Acquisitions





The Task Force believes the County parks system should continue to grow to meet the needs of a growing population.  However, it is incongruous to be unable to operate current facilities and then to exacerbate that problem through new acquisitions.�  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.  Consideration should be given to developing existing facilities in order to enhance their revenue generating abilities, again assuming ongoing programming and maintenance funds are clearly identified.





Subject to these caveats, the County should look for opportunities to continue to invest in new regional passive open space, natural resource and ecological lands, and seek to expand the regional trail system.  





Additionally, the County should continue to consider strategic landbanking for both sub-regional and regional active recreation facilities.  However, as previously noted, the Task Force does not view the County in having a role in operating new sub-regional sports and recreation facilities. Rather, the County role should be one of facilitating partnerships, and where and as appropriate make capital contributions towards development such facilities.  The County should play a lead role in the development of regional active recreation facilities, but should also explore new operating arrangements with respect to such facilities. 





Acquisition of facilities in the unincorporated area should be mindful of the tax burden on unincorporated area voters.  Acquisition of local parks or facilities in the urban unincorporated areas should be a low priority, with the possible exception of landbanking. 








Achieving the Vision





The vision that the Task Force proposes for the King County park system implies a transition of the Division from a traditional tax-supported model to an entrepreneurial model.  This transition will require a number of critical ingredients. 





From the outset, it will require a fundamental philosophical change within the County, the Division, and by the public to support actions of the County to divest its park system of a number of assets and programs, shift and focus its role, and commit a significant portion of the remaining assets to an entrepreneurial management model.  It requires freeing the Division to operate on a day-to-day basis within broad policy parameters, encouraging it to try a range of new ideas and programs.  





To ensure that the vision of the future system remains cohesive, as well as true to the public access and recreation mission of parks, the Parks and Recreation Division of King County should remain a separate division of the Department of Natural Resources.  It is important that there remain a central focus for the operation and planning of the system and its future.





The Division will need to be significantly re-structured, by engaging people with new skill sets, and establishing the necessary systems and infrastructure to operate in new ways.  Skills in concessions, contracting-out, marketing and entrepreneurial management must be made available to the Division to a much greater degree than at present.  The ability to track and manage resources and income through accounting and other internal systems must be enhanced.  A top-to-bottom review of the Division should be completed to identify additional management and overhead efficiencies--and implement them. 





A creative and collaborative partnership with labor is an extremely important part of a successful transition, since we are advocating for new ways of operating and maintaining facilities. 


 


Accomplishing the vision we set forth in this report will take time.  We estimate it will take at least three years to transition from the current subsidy-oriented operation to an entrepreneurial model fully employing the range of strategies outlined below. 








New Ways of Doing Business





The core recommendation of the Task Force is that the Division begin operating certain facilities—specifically, those facilities which can generate fees through identification and charging of specific users—in a manner that results in these assets collectively becoming largely self- sufficient after a limited term of years.  The goal is to appropriately generate operating revenue in new ways in order to stabilize the system, allow it to expand over time, and minimize the need for ongoing tax subsidy. 





To achieve this goal requires deployment of a broad range of strategies—new ways of doing business in the Parks Division. There is no single strategy that will “solve” the funding crisis.  A multitude of simultaneous new efforts must occur to achieve the transition that is required to keep the park system functioning. 





Structural Changes in the Parks Division Budget





Creating a Parks Enterprise Fund is a structural action that emphasizes the needed change to asset management.  In itself, creation of the fund is not a new way of doing business, but rather, the symbol of the many new ways of doing business that are needed to transition to entrepreneurial management of those assets “placed” in the fund.  





The Parks Enterprise Fund should be supported by a dedicated capital fund: a New Enterprise Incentive Fund created by setting aside each year a percentage of Real Estate Excise Tax revenues available for park facility development.  These monies should be awarded to specific projects that will increase and/or generate new revenue streams to support Enterprise Fund assets.  Selection of projects should occur through a competitive application process overseen by a committee composed of Division staff and private sector volunteers.  The Task Force notes that the Parks staff generated many creative potential revenue-generating ideas worthy of consideration.�  Selected projects would need to be consistent with the Parks Division mission, and supported by a business plan showing a rate of return within a short time period.





As a third recommendation for restructuring the Parks Division budget, given the uncertainty in amount of revenue generated from the new ways of doing business described below, a Contingency Fund for Division operations should be created. 





New Operating Strategies





User Fees based on the cost of providing service and the demand for service. The cornerstone strategy we are recommending is a complete restructuring of the current approach to user fees. Users of active sports facilities can be specifically identified and charged.  A range of user fees is currently imposed at County facilities, but these fees are not based on the cost of service, and revenues generated falls far short of recovering the cost of service.  On average, the County’s ballfield fees recover only 15% of the cost of operating and maintaining ballfields.  Pool fees recover only about 35% of the cost of operating and maintaining pools.  Programming is also heavily subsidized.  Given the crisis in operating funds, this situation cannot continue.  Although the County facilities tend to be priced today at the low end of the market for similar public recreation facilities, the market itself is artificial: virtually no jurisdictions in this region are providing recreation services based on the cost or demand for service.  A new fee structure for King County parks must be based on the cost of service with consideration to maximizing revenue.  It is not a matter of simply pricing at the top-end of the existing artificial market.  It is a matter of going beyond current “market rates” if need be in order to maximize this revenue source, with awareness of price elasticity of demand. 





Because this strategy has not been implemented to any significant extent within the region, there is a significant degree of uncertainty involved here.  The Division must be given the flexibility to set individual fees and to change those fees from time to time.  The Task Force is not calling for fees to cover 100% of the cost of operating all facilities (although this may be possible and appropriate at some facilities), and we are cognizant that there are various legal restrictions on how fee structures can be implemented. We are saying the Division should be given freedom to set and design rates as a key component of an overall revenue generating strategy.  The County Council should no longer identify ranges for each and every one of the dozens of fees that the Division charges.  Rather, the approach should be to delegate to the Division authority to take action in regard to fees (and other aspects of enterprise fund facility management) necessary to achieve a set of policy directives and to hold the Division accountable for its performance.





Two important aspects of a new user fee system must be emphasized. First, the system must ensure across the board “needs-based” rates or scholarships so that no one is denied access based on an inability to pay. Second, adult recreation should be more aggressively priced than youth recreation.  We support establishing a targeted subsidy of youth recreation programs to promote these activities.





Finally, in setting target recovery rates to guide the Divisions fees, the County Council must set targets at realistic levels so that Division has a reasonable chance to be successful, rather than be “set up for failure.” 


   


Naming Rights, Advertising, and Corporate Sponsorships.  The Task Force believes that a significant source of revenue to support Enterprise Fund assets can appropriately be secured through solicitation of private sector interest in naming rights,� advertising and sponsorship of parks facilities and programs.   We heard strong public support for these ideas.  Certainly, it will be critical to develop guidelines for implementing these efforts—not all types of advertising will be appropriate in a public facility, and other aesthetic and legal considerations must be taken into account.  We note the Weyerhaeuser-King County Aquatic Center is a particularly appropriate facility for such efforts, given the regional, statewide, and even national press exposure of events held at the facility. 





Continue to build on the volunteer program and work crews.  The public input we received was strongly supportive of using additional volunteers and work crews to offset operating costs at parks.  The Division currently has an extensive volunteer effort.  Volunteer and work crew programs to maintain and operate parks are appropriately viewed as supplemental to required maintenance, and are not expected to replicate current levels of expertise and efficiency.  Before engaging such efforts, they should be shown to create net savings for the Division.  Additionally, public safety concerns and responsible stewardship must be taken into account. 





Expand use of concessions, both in retail/restaurants and new operating and maintenance arrangements.  The Task force recommends that the Division seek bids from the private sector to develop a limited number of restaurants, coffee shops, food concessions and small retail facilities relating to parks activities for installation in selected parks facilities.  Experience in this region and elsewhere demonstrates that carefully managed, such arrangements can generate significant revenue without unduly altering or impairing the public’s enjoyment of parks.�  In addition the County has several existing successful concession agreements with non-profit youth athletic organizations providing for the operating of active sports parks at little or no cost to the County.  These agreements should be greatly expanded in number and scope if they will save money and provide appropriate stewardship and operation of public assets.  We encourage the Division to secure outside expertise to guide this effort.





The Task Force is mindful of labor concerns related to concession agreements and other arrangements that contract out operations of facilities.  Typically, when the County transfers a facility to a city, that city is in a position to contract out maintenance and operation through a concession agreement (assuming the facility has revenue generating capability that would make it attractive to a concessionaire) because it involves new work not covered by a union agreement.  The County does not have the ability to contract out existing work to concessionaires under existing union agreements.  However, we take note that the County’s agreements with organized labor in the Parks Division includes no contracting out because of the collaborative relationship between organized labor and King County.  We recommend the County negotiate an ability to contract out the operation of facilities in its discussions with unions where appropriate, while considering stewardship and other public values.  The Task Force was not unanimous on this recommendation.  A significant majority of the members support the concept as set forth; however, some members are philosophically opposed to it.





We note that the suburban cities as a group have expressed interest in providing contract labor to maintain County parks.  If a net cost savings can be secured thereby, this should be explored.  Similarly, the County should also investigate the use of non-profit organizations for stewardship and maintenance of its resource lands.  





New Management Approaches.  Consideration should be given to engaging management techniques to provide incentives for successful enterprise management of facilities.  Gainsharing is one approach that could be pursued.   An ongoing effort to reduce overhead and increase operating efficiency is also required.  The Division must institute a strategic plan and set of business policies that will support and guide the transition of the system. 





Creation of a Private Non-Profit Parks Foundation.  Parks Foundations have been used around the nation to help supplement capital, development and operating funds for parks and park systems.  Seattle’s nascent parks foundation is a good precedent to what we would encourage as a similar effort for King County.  Other models should also be examined.  Efforts in this regard should be closely coordinated with the Seattle Parks Foundation, so that they can be compatible, rather than competitive.





Managing Assets where appropriate to secure Other Revenue Opportunities.  The Task Force urges King County to consider creative asset management that will preserve park assets and generate revenue for the Division.  Four examples we would note that both have regional precedent and are worthy of further exploration:  (1) managing park forest lands to generate income through appropriate timber harvest sales; (2) cross-utilization of assets by other County divisions, such as installing park and rides at county parks (value thereof to the Transit Division to be paid to the Parks Division); (3) instituting day use parking charges at select facilities; and (4) enhancing camping facilities at appropriate locations to secure greater rental revenue. 





Continue to Divest Facilities to Cities.  Although discussed above, given the significant portion of the current assets in cities and potential annexation areas of cities, we reiterate that divestiture of assets to Cities must continue to be a priority.   





Other County Actions that could generate revenue for Parks.  While not having specific strategies in this regard, the Task Force states its hope that the search for efficiencies in other areas of County government, including but not limited to the sale of surplus County non-park properties, could result in additional general fund revenue that could be dedicated to support of the parks system.   We note as well that the general County overhead burden is large, and to the extent it can be responsibly reduced, all public services and programs provided by King County will benefit.





As a Last Resort: Sale of Parks Assets.  If the other strategies identified in this Report, including but not limited to the submission of a levy lid lift to the voters, do not fully stabilize the park system, a majority of the Task Force members agree that the County should consider selling some parks or portion of parks, and using proceeds thereof to provide an operating annuity to fund operations for higher priority parks and also decrease the public tax burden.  Such a program should only be undertaken only after: (1) careful review of which lands should be transferred (and with what accompanying restrictions), ensuring that the remaining system continues to serve the public; and (2) concluding that such action would realize sufficient revenues to provide meaningful operating support to the system.�  It must be noted that the Task Force was not unanimous on this recommendation.  A significant majority of the members support the concept as set forth.  Some members are philosophically opposed to sale of parkland under any scenario, while others would prefer a more aggressive strategy than that outlined here.  








Long-Term Funding Solutions and the Park System Transition 





A Three-Year Transition, Interrupted: Funding Needed in 2004





If appropriate policy, staffing and financial support are provided to the Division over the next three years, King County parks system operations can be stabilized and a dramatically reduced level of ongoing tax subsidy will be required.  If all recommended strategies are aggressively implemented without delay, it is estimated that the general fund tax subsidy required to support the defined system (existing assets, not including facilities within cities) could be reduced from the current level of approximately $18.2 million a year in 2002,� to a level of $8.6 million in 2003, $6.8 million a year in 2004, and leveling off at approximately $5 million a year in 2005 and beyond.  A fiscal summary of how we envision this transition to occur is set forth at Appendix I.   The dollar amounts in this summary should be viewed as rough estimates.





This scenario is based on several critical assumptions:


In addition to providing the CX subsidy amounts set forth above, King County temporarily re-directs several existing revenue sources to support park operations over this interim period (See below under: “Use of Existing Revenue for the Transition”). 


In-city facilities are transferred to cities in 2002, and if not (or if other operating agreements are not reached), the facilities are mothballed.


The Division is authorized, and provided the necessary tools, to pursue all recommended strategies—most important of these being restructured user fees.


Growth of the system is essentially deferred over this transition period in order to bring about the needed balance between capital and operations.  


In sum, this is a very optimistic scenario and it does not provide for desired growth of the system to meet regional needs.  While we aspire to an expanded parks system, the first priority must be to preserve and stabilize the system now in place.  





The Task Force initially hoped that new tax revenues could be deferred until the three-year transition could be accomplished.  However, based on the information we have received, it seems extremely unlikely that even the reduced level of CX Fund support needed will be available to the Division after 2003.  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. 





After considering the limited array of options available under current law, and making a skeptical assessment of the likelihood of new revenue options being authorized by the Legislature, we conclude that a new dedicated property tax should be sought from the voters of King County in 2003 order to preserve and stabilize the parks system, and provide ultimately for its continued growth.  





Such a tax measure could take several forms.  We have identified three options, with some key variations, as worthy of further study.  We encourage King County to engage with its regional partners in determining the most appropriate path.  At this point in time, it appears that the first alternative set forth, a County levy lid lift, holds the greatest likelihood of success and ability to meet immediate needs of the County park system.�





Countywide property tax levy lid lift, dedicated to County parks, to be implemented for a term of years (3 to 5 years).  We note that our survey and focus group results, public outreach, and input we received from cities strongly preferred this outcome as opposed to creation of a new taxing district. 





Variation:  A bifurcated levy could be submitted to the voters, with one regional measure submitted countywide to support regional facilities, and a second measure submitted to unincorporated area voters to support the large number of unincorporated area local park and recreation facilities that remain in the system.  Historically, reaching consensus on whether a facility is “regional” or “local” has proven elusive, but this funding distinction is one that cities have been requesting of King County for many years. 





Variation:  Regional facilities owned by Cities could be included in this levy.





Variation:  If regional consensus were achieved on a timely basis, a levy(s) could be sized to accommodate system growth, as opposed to simply stabilizing the current system. 





Create a special purpose district, dedicated to operating the County park system, and transfer this responsibility from the County to the new entity.  This could take the form of a metropolitan parks district, park and recreation service area, or a park and recreation service district.  These three special districts have similar authorities with respect to ownership and operation of parks, and differ primarily in terms of governance flexibility and funding authority.   We note that our public outreach found very little support at this time for the creation of a new parks special purpose district.





Variation:  Sub-regional districts could be created and separately submitted to the voters.  The Task Force would not support this approach for truly regional assets, such as the trail system and regional resource and ecological lands, which in our view must be managed from a single, regional perspective.  However, it may be appropriate with respect to active sports facilities and smaller parks. 





Variation:  City park and recreation facilities could be added to the mix of assets turned over to, or funded by, a new special purpose district, if a city(s) so desired.  Considerations of taxpayer equity would be important here. 





Given the short amount of time before a campaign would need to be mounted for a vote in either Spring or Fall of 2003 (we do not here state a preference as between these dates), a realistic assessment must be made very soon as to how likely it is to develop the needed regional consensus—and voter support--for any of the variations described above. 





Obviously, the size of any given levy will depend on the mix of assets and activities it is intended to support.  We believe that periodic renewal of such levies is appropriate, and frankly necessary, given the restriction of Initiative 747.





As a Last Resort:  Sale of Some Park Assets.  If alternatives above either fail at the polls, or in a more pessimistic scenario do not even make it to the ballot, and the system therefore is at risk of major additional mothballing, King County should consider the sale of park assets to create a permanent fund to support operation and maintenance of higher priority park assets.  We note again that the Task Force was divided on this issue, and it is only recommended by a majority of the Task Force subject to the caveats described above under “New Ways of Doing Business.” 











Moving Ahead in 2002 and 2003





The Task Force believes it is imperative that the Division make significant progress in implementing the recommendations in this Report before a 2003 election, even though the transition in the system we conceive cannot be fully accomplished by such time.  The Task Force recommends that the Parks Division be enabled and directed to proceed to implement the ideas in this report as soon as possible.  Actions that can be pursued immediately consistent with these recommendations should be pursued—without waiting for final 2003 budget decisions. 





Next year, the Division must continue to show progress towards the goal of generating substantial new non-tax revenues to support the system, and implementing operating efficiencies.  Indeed, this effort must continue even after a successful vote to provide longer-term funding. 





Using Existing County Revenues to Support the Transition 





As noted, the significant reduction in CX subsidy to the parks system in 2003 is based in large part on assumptions about transfers of facilities to cities, and the availability of other existing County revenues to support the transition.  We are recommending the application of certain existing County revenues to support parks operations on an interim basis—specifically, until a levy lid lift or other measure is in place that generates revenue to replace these re-directed funds.  The reason that the re-direction of these existing revenues is so critical is because of the size of the CX Funding shortfall.  Part of our task was to reduce the dependence of the parks system on CX as much as possible, as soon as possible, and these recommendations will further that goal. 





Regional Trails should be supported by money from the County Road Fund.  The 2002 County budget includes support from the Road Fund for about half the regional trail system.  A significant majority of the Task Force recommends this funding support be expanded in 2003 and beyond until replaced by revenue from a voted tax measure for parks, in order to fund the entire regional trail system which is in essence a set of regional transportation corridors serving alternate modes of transportation.�  This is a relatively small dollar amount, estimated at $967,000 for 2003 (out of total annual Road Fund revenues of approximately $54 million/year). A small minority of Task Force members expressed concern as to whether this is advisable given the strong public support for transportation improvements. 





Regional Resource and Ecological Lands should be supported by dollars from the Surface Water Management (SWM) Fee.  The SWM fee is collected in unincorporated areas for the purpose of benefiting and protecting natural drainage systems, drainage basins, flood control systems, eco systems, water quality, ground water, fisheries and wildlife habitat, and other natural resource purposes.  The County’s 2002 budget includes significant support for resource and ecological land maintenance from the SWM fee.  The Task Force recommends this be expanded in 2003 to fund operation and maintenance of all resource and ecological lands—nearly all of which are located in the unincorporated areas.  Again, a relatively small amount of funding is involved here--an estimated $684,000 in 2003, up from about $237,000 in 2002.  SWM fees will generate an estimated $18.1 million in 2003 (including both the urban and rural fees).  The Task Force believes SWM Funds may appropriately be considered as a long-term funding source for resource and ecological lands, but if so, this should be reflected in the sizing of any voted tax measures to support parks.





Re-direct Car Rental Tax Revenues to support general park operation and maintenance.  This revenue stream, approximately $640,000/year, currently funds the Youth Sports Grant Program.  In the past, it has been diverted on a limited term basis to support parks operations, and given the magnitude of current funding problems we recommend it be so diverted again until the need for this revenue is replaced by money from a voted tax measure. .  The Youth Sports Grant Program is a popular program and steps should be taken to assure the program is re-instituted after the car rental tax revenue is no longer applied to support park operations.





Supporting local unincorporated facilities through a local, unincorporated funding source.  An estimated $4.75 million in CX revenue will be spent in 2002 to support local facilities in the unincorporated area.  Some $1.2 million of this is spent on rural facilities.  At a time when the County’s general government programs—many of them regional in scope-- are facing significant cuts, a majority of the Task Force agrees that the County should seriously consider allocating unincorporated property tax levy dollars to fund unincorporated area local park facilities.  Again, given that this levy is, as a matter of County policy, currently transferred almost entirely to the County Road Fund, not all Task Force members agree with this idea. 








Changes in law





The Task Force identified the following state law issues and recommends that the County advocate for these changes in the upcoming Legislature: 





Enable the use of Real Estate Excise Taxes for maintenance, either by increasing the rate of these taxes or simply allowing a percentage of existing revenues to be used for these purposes at the discretion of the receiving government. 


 


Increase the amount of the Conservation Futures Tax by an increment and allow that increment to be used for operation and maintenance of natural and open space lands. 





REET and CFT have been fundamental to the County’s parkland acquisition efforts over the last decade, and will so remain.  The Task Force recommends that application of these revenues be expanded to help offset the maintenance of new parklands acquired with these resources. 





Provide ability to sell parks and apply proceeds to create an operating annuity for parks. 





Again, the Task Force is divided on this issue.  Current state law provides that proceeds of sales of public parks be applied for capital purposes.  Thus, it does not appear to be possible at present to create an operating annuity for parks from the proceeds of sale of a park. A majority of the Task Force agrees that this issue should be addressed in the County’s legislative agenda. 








Next Steps; Future of Task Force





Given the short-time frame in which we were asked to provide recommendations, the Task Force views this Report as the first step in a larger regional dialogue regarding the future of the County park system.  First, the County must engage with the cities on these recommendations as a next step, to determine where a regional consensus can be achieved.  The work of the Active Sports and Youth Recreation Commission will be released nearly simultaneously with this Report, and while we believe there is much common ground between our two efforts, our focus has quite different than the Commission’s.  Other groups are also working to provide advice to the County regarding the park system and its future.  We encourage the County to review and consider all these efforts as it deliberates about the challenges facing the park and recreation system. 


Second, we urge King County to provide support to Parks Division now to enable these ambitious goals to be achieved as soon as possible.  The sooner the new ways of doing business are engaged, the sooner they can bear fruit.





Third, we offer to reconvene periodically to monitor progress in achieving transition of the Parks system.  At least in the near term, there may be value to such periodic reviews.





We appreciate the opportunity to provide these recommendations, and we thank King County for its support of this effort.  The County’s park and recreation system is an important part of our quality of life in King County, and worth all our collective energy and support to ensure its continued operation and success.  


�
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Note: These appendixes are a small sub-set of information provided to and reviewed by the Task Force.  Please contact County staff for addition information that was part of the Task Force deliberations.


� The Task Force members, and the schedule of meetings are set forth at Appendixes A and B.


� Appendix C includes results of three focus groups conducted on April 8, 9 and 10.  Appendix D sets forth the results of a telephone survey conducted on May 10-13.  Appendix E summarizes results from the public outreach meetings, employee meeting, phone and website/email outreach. 


� A significant percentage of REET and CFT revenues have been previously pledged to debt service on parks-related bond issues.  Only about $15 million of this will be available in 2002 for newly programmed capital purposes (CFT revenue, which represents $8 million of this remainder can only be used for acquisition, not development).


� We thank and acknowledge the guidance of Lee Springgate, former Director of the City of Bellevue Parks and Community Services Department and consultant to the Task Force for providing us with this approach to analyzing the parks and recreation system.  


� In 2002, it will cost an estimated $684,000 to operate and maintain these lands—about $50 per acre per year in average direct costs.


� In 2002, it will cost an estimated $967,000 to operate and maintain the regional trail system.


� Cougar Mountain/Squak Mountain/Coal Creek; Grand Ridge/ Preston/Mitchell Hill Corridor; Maury Island Marine Park/ Spring Lake/Lake Desire Corridor/ Section 36 (Soaring Eagle Park, east of the City of Sammamish).  


� It will cost an estimated $373,000 to operate and maintain these passive regional parks in 2002.


� Active sports facilities constitute nearly half of the operating budget of the park system, over $12 million in 2002.  Local swimming pools alone, excluding the King County Aquatic Center, will cost the County over $8 million in gross to operate.  Fees generated at these facilities fall far short of covering operating costs.   


� This would be structured as a special account within the County’s general fund, rather than a utility fund.





� Bellevue, Issaquah and Shoreline have previously taken ownership of County pools.  The City of Seattle took ownership of several pools funded by Forward Thrust from their inception.  Of the County’s remaining pools, ten are in cities, two are in Potential Annexation Areas, one is in an “unclaimed” urban unincorporated area (White Center), and two summer-use pools are located in the rural area.  The County will continue to have a role in providing local pools for unincorporated and rural residents, although this role may need to change given the financial challenges to the system. 


� See page 9 of survey report, Appendix D.


� As previously noted, current law restricts the use of the County’s REET and CFT revenues to capital expenditures.


� See Appendix H for list of ideas generated by staff at the all-employee meeting held May 22, 2002. 


� Leasing of such rights rather than their outright sale should be considered.


� The City of Renton receives $150,000/year from the Ivar’s/Kidd Valley concessions at Gene Coulon Park; the Metropolitan Park District of Tacoma receives approximately $279,000/year from the Anthony’s restaurant at Point Defiance Park.


� For example, $50 million from sales of parks would generate an estimated $3.175 million annually under current public investment rates, if structured as a permanent fund.  The current parks system has an assessed value of approximately $490 million, according to the King County Assessor’s office. 


� This amount includes costs to operate in-city park facilities that we are recommending be transferred.


� The telephone survey, results of which are set forth at Appendix D, found strong public support for a small property tax levy to support parks.  Nearly two-thirds of county residents surveyed say they would support “a county wide property tax increase of 10 cents per $1,000 of assessed value, which would provide $22 million for parks maintenance and operations;” 73% of those surveyed would support a 5 cent property tax increase for this purpose.  The Task Force is not endorsing any specific levy amount. 


� Expansion of the trail system is currently supported by a variety of federal transportation grants.
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