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SUBJECT

Today’s briefing will provide an overview of King County’s parks system.

SUMMARY

King County’s Parks and Recreation Division (Parks) manages more than 28,000 acres of parks, trails and recreation facilities. Parks’ inventory includes approximately 200 parks, 175 miles of regional trails, 180 miles of backcountry trails, and more than 100,000 acres of open space.

Parks does not receive any support from the County’s General Fund. Instead, it is funded through entrepreneurial efforts that include user fees, corporate sponsorships, and events, such as Cirque du Soleil; partnerships with community groups that raise funds to assist with facility maintenance and expansion; Real Estate Excise Tax (REET) revenues; and a voter-supported Parks, Trails, and Open Space Levy. The current Parks Levy is a six-year property tax levy that was approved in August 2013 and will generate an average of $66 million per year from 2014 through 2019.

Parks, like other County agencies, fills a dual role as both a regional provider of services and a local government in the unincorporated areas. 

As a regional provider, Parks operates a network of regional parks and open spaces, including Marymoor Park, Petrovitsky Park, and Cougar Mountain Regional Wildland Park; regional trails, including the Lake-to-Sound Trail, Cedar River Trail, and Snoqualmie Valley Trail; and regional recreation facilities, such as the Weyerhaeuser King County Aquatic Center.

In its role as a local government, Parks also operates local parks in unincorporated areas, including Cedar Creek Park, Bingaman Pond Natural Area, and Cottage Lake Park. In decades past, King County Parks operated a much more extensive network of local parks. However, nearly 100 local parks in areas that had incorporated were transferred to their cities during the early 2000s, as part of the process of moving Parks off the County’s General Fund. Today, Parks’ local services are focused on the unincorporated areas.


BACKGROUND 

Parks and Open Space System. King County’s Parks and Recreation Division (Parks) manages more than 28,000 acres of parks, trails and recreation facilities. Parks’ inventory includes approximately 200 parks, 175 miles of regional trails, 180 miles of backcountry trails, and more than 100,000 acres of open space.

Parks operates a network of regional parks and open spaces, including Marymoor Park, Petrovitsky Park, and Cougar Mountain Regional Wildland Park; regional trails, including the Lake-to-Sound Trail, Cedar River Trail, and Snoqualmie Valley Trail; and regional recreation facilities, such as the Weyerhaeuser King County Aquatic Center.

Parks also provides local government services by operating local parks in unincorporated areas, including Cedar Creek Park, Bingaman Pond Natural Area, and Cottage Lake Park. 

In decades past, King County Parks operated a much more extensive network of local parks. However, local parks in areas that had incorporated were transferred to their cities during the early 2000s, as part of the process of moving Parks off the County’s General Fund. Today, Parks’ local services are focused on the unincorporated areas.

The 2016 Open Space Plan (which was adopted in June 2016 through Ordinance 18309) includes an inventory of Parks-owned facilities.

Parks Funding. During the first decade of the 2000s, in response to severe fiscal pressure on the General Fund, Parks’ allocation from the General Fund declined from $18 million to $0. To make up for the loss of General Fund, Parks has relied on a combination of user fees, entrepreneurial activities, partnerships with community groups, Real Estate Excise Taxes, and voter-approved levies.

· Entrepreneurship. Parks is expected to recoup between 30 and 50 percent of the operating costs for its facilities through business revenues[footnoteRef:1] that include user fees (for ballfield rentals, lessons, facility reservations, camping, and parking), events (such as Cirque du Soleil, movies, concerts, and festivals), corporate sponsorships, and partnerships with community groups. For 2016, Parks’ target for business revenues is $5.38 million; as of the end of the first quarter, it had secured $716,246 of this total.[footnoteRef:2] This figure is low because 2016 is an off-year for Cirque du Soleil, which is expected back in Marymoor Park in early 2017. [1:  KCC 7.08.060]  [2:  2016-RPT0089] 


· Partnerships. One components of Parks’ entrepreneurial activities is the partnerships it forms with community organizations that raise funds to provide support for expanding and/or maintaining recreational facilities. The Community Partnerships and Grants (CPG) Program provides County matching funds to support these partnerships. Recent CPG agreements have included sports field developments in Ravensdale Park, Northshore Athletic Fields, and Preston Athletic Fields. 

· Levy. The 2013 Parks, Trails and Open Space Levy is expected to raise an average of $66 million per year from 2014 through 2019. The levy continued funding for services that had been funded by the 2007 operating and capital levies, and also added a number of strategic enhancements. Funded items (based on totals for 2014, the first year of levy collections[footnoteRef:3]) are: [3:  The levy includes an escalator based on the consumer price index. This escalator means that the total raised by the levy increases each year.] 


	Parks Levy Funded Items
	Annual Amount (2014 $)

	Continuation of Funding from 2007 Levies

	Parks operations & maintenance
	$26.6 million

	Regional open space acquisition
	$ 4.2 million

	Regional trails system
	$ 8.0 million

	Community Partnerships & Grants (CPG)
	$ 0.5 million

	Cities’ parks and trails allocation
	$4.2 million

	Woodland Park Zoo
	$ 4.2 million

	Strategic Enhancements (New Items Added in 2013 Levy)

	Eastside Rail Corridor maintenance
	$ 0.6 million

	Eastside Rail Corridor trail planning/development
	$ 2.5 million

	4-H Program
	$ 0.1 million

	CPG Program expansion
	$ 0.3 million

	Infrastructure repair, preservation
	$ 1.3 million

	Bridges and trestles repair and preservation
	$ 1.0 million

	Trailhead development, accessibility
	$ 0.6 million

	Regional open space acquisition
	$ 2.8 million

	Lake to Sound Trail development
	$ 3.25 million

	Peak season core maintenance
	$ 0.3 million

	Enforcement and safety
	$ 0.2 million

	Grand Total (2014 $)
	$60.7 million



Maintenance of existing assets was a key focus area for new funding added to the 2013 Parks Levy. As the list above shows, the levy added funding for additional parks maintenance and safety patrols during the peak season, as well as major maintenance for bridges, trestles, and other parks infrastructure.

Parks Policy. Policy direction for funding, acquisition, management, maintenance and operations of the County’s parks system is provided by a number of Council-adopted plans:

· Business Transition Plan. In 2002, in response to fiscal pressure on the General Fund, the County convened the Metropolitan Parks Task Force, a citizen group that was asked to help develop a business transition plan for the County’s parks system. The task force’s recommendations were incorporated into a Business Transition Plan, which was adopted as part of the Parks Omnibus Ordinance (Ordinance 14509). Policy guidance included:

· Focus on regional role: Maintain regional parks and trails, as well as parks in rural unincorporated areas; acquire regional trails and natural areas; transfer parks and pools within city limits and in potential annexation areas of adjoining cities;

· Become entrepreneurial: Recoup business revenues from parks facilities, with a goal of securing between 30 and 50 percent of facility costs through fees and other entrepreneurial efforts; and

· Find partners: Encourage agreements with public and private partners, including volunteers, advertisers, sponsors, and concessionaires.

· Parks Levy. As part of its effort to secure funding to replace the General Fund, the County sought and received voter approval for time-limited property tax levy lifts in 2003, 2007 and 2013. The current Parks Levy, approved in 2013, was submitted to the voters through Ordinance 17568. The ordinance sets the amount of the levy, specifies the uses for levy funds, and establishes the oversight structure used to monitor levy performance.

· Open Space Plan. King County’s Open Space Plan is the implementation plan used to guide the acquisition, development, maintenance and management of the County’s open space system, including local and regional parks, natural areas, regional trails, farm land and forest land. Per County Code, the Open Space Plan is a functional plan of the Comprehensive Plan.[footnoteRef:4] It is also required as a condition of eligibility to receive grant funding from the Washington State Recreation and Conservation Office (RCO) Funding Board.[footnoteRef:5] The RCO requires that a new plan be prepared and adopted at least every six years.[footnoteRef:6] The Council adopted Open Space Plans in 2004, and 2010 and 2016. The current Open Space Plan was adopted with Ordinance 18309. [4:  K.C.C. 20.12.380]  [5:  Washington State Recreation and Conservation Office Funding Board, Manual 2, Planning Policies and Guidelines, March 2016: http://www.rco.wa.gov/documents/manuals&forms/Manual_2.pdf]  [6:  ibid, Page 6] 


· Comprehensive Plan. The King County Comprehensive Plan includes a parks and recreation element, as required by the Growth Management Act.[footnoteRef:7] That element includes overarching policy guidance on acquisition, development, maintenance and management of the County’s open space system. The 2016 Comprehensive Plan (Proposed Ordinance 2016-0155) is currently undergoing Council review. As transmitted, the parks and recreation element is consistent with the 2016 Open Space Plan. [7:  RCW 36.70A.070(8)] 


LINKS

King County Parks and Recreation:
http://www.kingcounty.gov/services/parks-recreation/parks.aspx 

2016 Open Space Plan:
http://www.kingcounty.gov/services/parks-recreation/parks/about/open-space-plan.aspx 

2013 Parks, Trails and Open Space Levy:
http://www.kingcounty.gov/services/parks-recreation/parks/about/levy.aspx 
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