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September 16, 2002

The Honorable Cynthia Sullivan

Chair, King County Council

Room 1200

C O U R T H O U S E

Dear Councilmember Sullivan:

Enclosed is an omnibus ordinance relating to the Parks and Recreation Division for which I seek the Council’s support and passage.  This legislation is necessary to implement the Parks and Recreation Division Business Transition Plan, as described in the Phase II report dated August 2002.  As you know, the Business Transition Plan builds upon the work of the Metropolitan Parks Task Force and ASpRYe Commission.  The Plan is in response to the fiscal crisis within the Current Expense Fund and the associated need to reevaluate the county’s provision of non-mandated services such as parks and recreation.  If we are to preserve park and recreation assets for public enjoyment with a much lower level of CX Fund support, the Parks and Recreation Division must refine and refocus its mission, work to transfer assets to cities, engage in new partnerships and agreements with other governments and entities, and be authorized to do business in new entrepreneurial ways. 

The omnibus ordinance sets forth the key policy changes regarding the Division’s mission, priorities, and major strategies.  Based on the statement of facts and findings, the legislation provides the necessary authority at the department and division levels to implement new entrepreneurial methods for revenue enhancement, including administrative flexibility for the setting of fees within specific criteria and consistent with a prescribed public progress; clear authority to pursue appropriate advertising, corporate sponsorships and naming rights in order to generate revenue in support of park operations; and increased flexibility to enter into concessions, leases and similar agreements that will facilitate the operation of, and revenue generation at, county park facilities.  New reporting requirements are added to provide a structure for appropriate Council oversight of this transformation.  Fundamentally, however, the Division must be given the ability to move more quickly and flexibly if it is to meet the financial and operating challenges ahead.  

The proposed legislation and associated Business Transition Plan move toward achieving a key goal of significantly reducing the level of Current Expense fund support necessary to operate the Parks and Recreation Division in 2003.  The legislation and Plan further provide the means for the Division to operate despite anticipated further reduction and, in all probability, elimination of CX funding available for Parks in 2004—dictated by the ongoing structural revenue problem of the County and the anticipated additional $30 million in CX reductions that must be found in the 2004 budget.  It is critical to note, however, that this legislation will not obviate the need for ongoing tax subsidy of the Division, given that the vast majority of the park system acreage is in assets such as trails and passive parks and open space that do not generate revenue.  As stated in the Plan, work is proceeding to develop recommendations for a parks operating levy to be submitted to the voters in 2003.  

In sum, this legislation advances a bold but necessary effort to transition the county parks and recreation system.  If you or your staff has questions about the ordinance, please contact Pam Bissonnette, Director, Department of Natural Resources and Parks, 

at (206) 263-6493.

Sincerely,

Ron Sims

King County Executive
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