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SUBJECT

Proposed Ordinance (PO) 2022-0198 would adopt the King County Open Space Plan: Parks, Trails and Natural Areas 2022 Update ("2022 Open Space Plan" or "the Plan") and would repeal older versions of the Open Space Plan.

SUMMARY

PO 2022-0198 would adopt the 2022 Open Space Plan and would repeal older versions of the Open Space Plan. King County’s first Open Space Plan was adopted nearly 35 years ago, in 1988, and has been updated several times, most recently in 2016. The Open Space Plan in a functional plan of the King County Comprehensive Plan and is also required for the County to be eligible for funding from the Washington State Recreation and Conservation Office (RCO) Funding Board.

The proposed Plan contains a description of King County's open space system and an inventory of open space assets, and describes the existing conditions contributing to demand for open space in King County. It also contains a number of policies relating to all aspects of open space management in King County. 

Analysis is ongoing, but substantive changes to policies include acknowledging Parks' role as a provider of local parks in urban unincorporated King County, adding new language around equity and priority populations, and adding new language relating to working and consulting with Tribes in King County.

State Environmental Policy Act review has been conducted for the PO and a Determination of Nonsignficance has been issued. 

In order to meet RCO funding deadlines, this legislation would need to be passed by the Council and signed by the Executive no later than September 30, 2022.






BACKGROUND 

Open Space and Comprehensive Planning in King County. King County’s first Open Space Plan was adopted nearly 35 years ago, in 1988.[footnoteRef:1] It was intended to amplify and augment King County’s 1985 Comprehensive Plan, which had been adopted in 1985 and was the first major update to the Plan in over 20 years.[footnoteRef:2] That first Open Space Plan and the ones that have been adopted during the intervening decades constitute “official county policy for the evaluation, protection, acquisition and management of open space lands in King County.” [footnoteRef:3]  [1:  Ordinance 8657]  [2:  Ordinance 7178]  [3:  K.C.C. 20.12.380] 


The state's Growth Management Act, which included statewide goals on open space and recreation and the environment that called for the “retention of open space and development of recreational opportunities,” was adopted in 1990.[footnoteRef:4] Each of King County's Comprehensive Plans since then have included a chapter containing policies relating to parks and open space. [4:  Chapter 36.70A RCW] 


Since the original Open Space Plan in 1988, the County developed new Open Space Plans in 1995,[footnoteRef:5] 2004,[footnoteRef:6] 2010,[footnoteRef:7] and 2016.[footnoteRef:8]   [5:  Ordinance 12349]  [6:  Ordinance 14966]  [7:  Ordinance 16857]  [8:  Ordinance 18309] 


Recreation and Conservation Office Requirements. In addition to serving as a functional plan of the Comprehensive Plan and official County policy guiding the County’s actions, King County’s Open Space Plan also serves as the required long-range plan to make the County eligible for funding from the RCO Funding Board.[footnoteRef:9] The RCO requires jurisdictions seeking funding to submit an adopted plan at least every six years. Such a plan must include six elements: [9:  Washington State Recreation and Conservation Office Funding Board, Manual 2, Planning Guidelines, July 2021: https://rco.wa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Manual2.pdf ] 


1. A statement of the applicant's long-range goals and objectives
2. An inventory;
3. An analysis of demand and need, that is, why action is required;
4. A description of how the planning process gave the public ample opportunity to be involved in development of the plan;
5. A current capital improvement program of at least six years; and
6. Plan Approval at the council or commission level.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  WAC 286-13-035] 


[bookmark: _Hlk107918402]Generally, open space plans must be approved by the RCO Funding Board by June 30th of a given year for a jurisdiction to be eligible for funding.[footnoteRef:11] However, Executive staff requested a three-month extension to this deadline, which the RCO approved on February 14, 2022.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  WAC 286-13-040]  [12:  Attachment 4 to this staff report. ] 


ANALYSIS

PO 2022-0198 would adopt the King County Open Space Plan: Parks, Trails and Natural Areas 2022 Update and would repeal older versions of the Open Space Plan.

Plan Sections. The proposed 2022 Open Space Plan is organized into seven chapters, each of which is briefly described here.

Chapter One: Introduction. This chapter outlines the purpose of the Plan, and other planning documents, processes, and groups that inform and/or are informed by the Plan.

The chapter includes discussion of King County's pro-equity agenda, and in particular how the values and strategies of the Executive's Equity and Social Justice Strategic Plan and Parks' Equity and Social Justice Action Plan are reflected in the Open Space Plan's Policies. Analysis of equity-related policies is ongoing.

Chapter One also describes the Land Conservation Initiative and the concept of "opportunity areas," which was an outcome of the Initiative. The County's Open Space Equity Cabinet, formed in 2018 in response to the Land Conservation Initiative Advisory Group's recommendations, recommended defining "equity areas" (later renamed "opportunity areas") in which projects applying for conservation futures tax grant funding are not required to provide matching funding in order to receive a grant.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  K.C.C. 26.12.010.E.] 


The term "opportunity areas" is defined in King County Code, and described in the Open Space Plan as follows: "Locations where households lack adequate open space and simultaneously fall in the bottom third of census tracts for household income and in the top third of ZIP codes for hospitalization rates due to asthma, diabetes, and heart disease. A household “lacks park access” if it is more than 0.25-miles from a park in an urban area or a two-mile drive in a rural area."[footnoteRef:14] King County Code further allows the Conservation Futures Advisory Committee to deem any property in King County an opportunity area, if it determines that residents living in the area, or the populations the project is intended to serve, disproportionately experience limited access to public open spaces and experience demonstrated hardships including, but not limited to, low income, poor health and social and environmental factors that reflect a lack of one or more conditions for a fair and just society.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Open Space Plan 2022, page v]  [15:  K.C.C. 26.12.003.J] 


The chapter also describes the public engagement that informed the development of the Plan. This is described in detail later in this staff report.

Chapter Two: Existing Conditions in King County. This chapter provides a summary of King County’s population and demographics, and discusses recreational trends and their implications. 

Two interconnected recreational trends discussed in the Plan are population growth and pandemic pressure. It states that demand for parks, trails, and open space have outpaced the area's already high population growth, and notes that this trend has increased the pressure on active recreation sites like play fields and community centers. The Plan also cites a report that found that the pandemic increased demand for outdoor recreation, and that new outdoor recreation participants are "more likely to be female,
younger, slightly more ethnically diverse, more likely to live in urban areas, and in a slightly lower income bracket." It also found that a majority of those who started recreation activities during the pandemic intended to continue them post-pandemic.

Chapter Two also describes the five geographic areas for which the County conducts open space planning:

· Snoqualmie/Skykomish Watershed
· Cedar/Sammamish/Lake Washington Watershed
· Green/Duwamish Watershed
· White River Watershed
· Vashon-Maury Island Watershed

Chapter Three: King County Parks and Open Space System. Chapter Three describes the organizational structure of the Parks Division of the King County Department of Natural Resources and Parks ("Parks"), and Parks' land use classification system, mission, values, goals, and objectives. It also contains a full inventory of all the County's open space assets. 

The mission and vision are as follows, and are unchanged from the 2016 Plan:

· Mission: Steward, enhance, and acquire parks to inspire healthy communities
· Vision: Parks, trails, and natural lands for all, sustained with the cooperative efforts of our community

The values are as follows, with a brief description of each provided in the Plan:

· Regional and unincorporated area service. 
· Safety
· Equity
· Collaboration
· Innovation
· Conservation
· Treaty rights
· Fiscal responsibility.

Chapter 3 identifies four overarching goals for the County’s open space system, and describes two or more objectives within each goal:

· Goal 1: Take care of King County’s existing system of parks and trails, ensuring the system remains clean, safe and open.
· Goal 2: Grow and connect regional open space and natural lands, in order to protect habitat important for fish and wildlife and to provide recreation opportunities.
· Goal 3: Improve regional trails and mobility, to ensure that essential connections are completed and existing trails are maintained.
· Goal 4: Make parks, green spaces, and recreation opportunities more accessible for all King County residents to enjoy.

There are differences between the values, goals, and objectives of the 2016 Open Space Plan and the proposed 2022 Open Space Plan. Attachment 3 to this staff report shows these changes. Analysis of these changes is ongoing and will be discussed further in the next staff report to the committee.

Chapter Three also contains policies OS-101 through OS-122, relating to open space classifications and working with other jurisdictions. Changes to these and other policies compared with the 2016 Open Space Plan are discussed in the Changes to Policies section below. 

Chapter Four: Public Involvement and Engagement. Chapter Four describes how Parks engages with the public as both a local and regional service provider "responsible for all King County residents." It contains four policies related to Parks' approach to community engagement, describes four examples of practices and tools used for engagement, and describes the eight community advisory boards that advise Parks on various matters.

Chapter Five: Partnerships and Community Investments. In previous open space plans, this chapter was merged with the Public Involvement and Engagement chapter. Executive staff state that they are separated in the proposed 2022 Plan as they describe two different sets of relationships. Chapter Five describes Parks' various governmental, nonprofit, corporate, and community partnerships, and describes Parks' grant programs. Policies PCI 101 through 107, which provide the framework for King County’s partnership model, are found in this chapter.

Chapter Six: Operations and Stewardship. This chapter summarizes the functions of funding, maintenance, property management, preservation and conservation, and regional trails development and management.

Chapter Six contains SO policies 101 through 147 that cover funding, resources conservation and management, property management, and stewardship.  

Chapter Seven: Capital Improvement Program. This chapter describes funding sources and outlines expectations for planning, acquisition, and design and development. It contains CIP policies 101 through 148 that cover planning, acquisition, development, and asset management.

The proposed Plan also includes several appendices, including a six-year Capital Improvement Plan, as well as maps of the County's open space assets.

Changes to Policies. Attachment 2 to this staff report contains a comparison of policies in the 2016 Open Space Plan and the proposed 2022 Open Space Plan. In addition to smaller, less substantive changes, the proposed 2022 Open Space Plan would add or amend policies and policy language on several topics. Analysis is ongoing, but the topics identified by Council staff thus far include:

County as Service Provider for Unincorporated Areas. The proposed 2022 Open Space Plan revises the language around who the County serves as a direct service provider of local parks; it changes language from "unincorporated rural areas" and "predominantly serving rural residents" to "unincorporated areas of the county." This change would acknowledge Parks' role as a local park provider for urban unincorporated areas as well as rural ones. 

((OS-105.)) OS-106. King County will be the provider of provide local parks for unincorporated rural areas of the county.

((OS-119)) OS-106.  King County will provide local sites parks in the rural area predominantly serving rural residents for unincorporated areas of the county.

Transferring parks to cities upon annexation. The proposed Open Space Plan revises the language around when the County will encourage the transfer of local parks to cities to add the words "upon annexation." This would change the current policy, where Parks encourages and promotes the transfer of local parks to the city whose potential annexation area they are in, regardless of whether annexation has occurred.

OS-121 King County will encourage and promote the transfer of local parks in the UGA urban growth area to the cities in whose potential annexation area (PAA) they are located upon annexation.

Policies Addressing Equity in Open Space. The proposed Open Space Plan revises language around who and where the County will prioritize in relation to its open space system. It adds and defines the term "priority populations" as follows: "Black people, Indigenous people, people of color, people with low incomes, limited- or non-English speaking communities, and immigrants and refugees who face historic and ongoing disadvantages due to systemic issues built around power and decision-making."[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Open Space Plan 2022, page v] 


The Open Space Plan uses this term in policies to convey who the County will prioritize in relation to evaluating business partnership proposals (PCI-103), evaluating funding for programs and projects, (PCI-107), and providing equitable access in public involvement (PIE-103).

PCI-103. When assessing potential concession agreements and business endeavors, King County will evaluate proposals based upon multiple factors, such as compatibility with site management goals, enhancement of recreation experiences (especially for priority populations), creation of stewardship opportunities for residents, effectiveness and efficiency in delivery of services, revenue generation, and potential for uncompensated costs to the county.

PCI-107 King County will use an equity lens in grantmaking to prioritize funding for programs and projects that improve health outcomes and reduce disparities in priority populations and communities.

PIE-103 King County will provide equitable access for priority populations in public involvement.

The proposed 2022 Open Space Plan also combines and revises two policies related to public engagement into one that also includes the Equity and Social Justice Strategic Plan and DNRP's Equity and Social Justice Policy.

PIO-108 King County will seek and encourage public input, advice and participation in open space system issues using a variety of methods to encourage public engagement, including public meetings, focus groups, advisory committees, surveys, email and other electronic communication tools.

PIO 109 The King County Parks and Recreation Division will engage the public consistent with the County’s Strategic Plan’s goals related to public engagement, service excellence and equity and social justice.

PIE-102 King County shall seek and encourage public input, advice and participation in decisionmaking on open space system issues consistent with King County’s Strategic Plan, Equity and Social Justice Strategic Plan, community engagement standards, and DNRP’s Equity and Social Justice Policy.
 
In addition to these policies, one policy relating to equity in the development and operations of the Regional Trails network is substantively unchanged from the 2016 Open Space Plan.[footnoteRef:17] On the other hand, a 2016 policy relating to equity in land acquisition practices in order to reduce health disparities and promote environmental justice is not included in the proposed 2022 Open Space Plan: [17:  CIP-136.] 


OS-113a King County shall consider equity in the development and acquisition of its open space system to help in the reduction of health disparities and in
the promotion of environmental justice.

Council staff has requested further information from Executive staff on why this policy is proposed for removal.

Working and consulting with Tribes.  The proposed 2022 Open Space Plan adds language around working with Tribes in building and supporting the open space system. This includes policies related to develop funding sources and strategies (SO-101), informing plant selection (SO-107), considering resources important to Tribes in use of plants and vegetation (SO-108), consultation with Tribes related to stewardship (SO-137), and monitoring for future planning on how open space sites benefit Tribes (CIP-119).

SO-101 King County will continue to work with agencies, jurisdictions, tribes, and the public to develop new and creative funding sources and other strategies to build and support the system.

SO-107 King County should strive to use locally adapted native species for landscaping, natural area restoration, rehabilitation, and erosion control wherever feasible. Where appropriate, King County should also coordinate with tribes to inform plant selection.  Landscaping and habitat restoration projects should include provisions for adequate maintenance of plantings to prevent invasion of weeds and ensure survival of native plantings.

SO-108 Use of drought-tolerant plants and native vegetation in new site development projects will be emphasized to minimize the need for irrigation, reduce impact of non-native species and, help mitigate the impacts of climate change, and consider important traditional resources to local area tribes. 

[bookmark: _Hlk108096466]SO-130135 King County will work with nearby property owners, park users, volunteers, agencies, tribes, and the public to enhance and protect the character, function and natural and cultural resources of the open space system.

SO-132137 King County will manage open space sites to ensure that the land, facilities and natural and cultural resources are protected and that appropriate public use is safe and enjoyable. The public is expected to have access to the fee-owned properties within the open space system for recreational, educational, scientific, and traditional cultural use, but access may be restricted when necessary to protect or restore natural resource values and processes, when deed or easement restrictions limit or prohibit public access, and/or when safety issues warrant limitations on public use. Restrictions on some types of recreation uses may be required to achieve management goals. Access strategies for each site will be identified through management and stewardship plans and appropriate use determined via a public process and through government-to-government consultation with area tribes.

CIP-113119 King County should monitor open space recreation use patterns as background for future planning efforts, including how open space sites serve benefit the public benefit and determine tribes. Data should help guide subsequent recommendations to that enhance or restore sites to increase their benefit to King County’s open space system, its goals and vision benefits.

Public Outreach and Engagement. Prior to the development of the proposed 2022 Open Space Plan, Parks undertook an engagement process to inform the 2020-2025 Parks Levy proposal, which was approved by King County voters in August 2019.[footnoteRef:18] That engagement effort included meetings with 55 stakeholders, public agencies, and partners, and an online customer survey. The Plan states that this prior engagement informed the development of the proposed Plan. [18:  Ordinance 18890] 


Parks carried out additional outreach and engagement specifically relating to the development of the proposed 2022 Open Space Plan:
 
Customer and Partner Satisfaction Surveys. In 2021, Parks issued two satisfaction surveys – one for parks users generally and one for partner organizations. The Plan states that the findings from both included the following:

· Reinforce Parks’ commitment to a pro-equity agenda;
· Highlight the importance of working in concert with other public agencies and organizations in this region to deliver services and tackle systemic inequities;
· Fortify Parks’ role as a regional grantmaking agency;
· Address how King County consults and collaborates with tribes and tribal organizations; and
· Support Parks’ commitment to engagement with and accountability to King County residents.

Equitable Parks Access Project Community Engagement. In response to a 2019 study[footnoteRef:19] that found that less than half of King County residents can reach a local park within a half-mile of home, with lower percentages in south King County, Parks partnered with the Wilderness Society and ECOSS on a project to identify barriers to parks, trails, and natural area access, community solutions for addressing those barriers, and parks and trails in King County for which people would like better access. The priority audiences for engagement included people living in south King County and residents who identified as Black, Indigenous, and/or People of Color. The Plan states that common themes from this engagement were: [19:  The Wilderness Society, Connecting People to Parks in King County (2019)] 




· Riding transit to parks and green spaces is difficult;
· [Not] Feeling safe in parks and on transit can be a barrier, and investing in park and transit infrastructure, education, and involvement can help address some of those concerns;
· Someone's identity affects how they use – or do not use – parks and transit, and how involvement and inclusion of the communities most affected in the project or decision-making processes can help better address some of those concerns;
· Lack of communication and transparency in government decisions can reinforce barriers to accessing services, and how sustained, non-transactional engagement, in-person time with decisionmakers, and accountability can help address some of those concerns; and
· Better coordination between those doing community engagement both inside and outside of King County could reduce the burden on community-based organizations and increase the efficacy of tackling complex societal issues through collaborative work.

Analysis of how these findings specifically informed the Plan's policies is ongoing.

Safety and Belonging in King County's Parks and Trails Engagement. As stated above, priority populations stated in the Equitable Parks Access Project that not feeling safe in Parks was a barrier to access. In 2021, Parks undertook further engagement efforts on this topic. Preliminary findings from the engagement effort were that the following contributed to a feeling of safety and welcomeness in parks:

· Presence of employees or other park visitors;
· Activities, programs, and events;
· Well-maintained, accessible infrastructure and visibly clean facilities;
· Easy-to-access information, such as about emergency support, wayfinding, and trip planning;
· Social services and other support for unhoused residents;
· Cultural awareness and acceptance, such as through in-language resources and signage; and
· Safe and reliable public transit or walking/biking access, as well as vehicle safety in parking lots and trailheads.

Council staff has asked Executive staff whether findings from this study have been finalized since the Plan was written. Analysis of how these findings specifically informed the Plan's policies is ongoing.

Compliance with RCO Requirements. As discussed in the Background section above, the RCO requires Open Space Plans to have five elements, and to be adopted by the County Council. It appears that the 2022 Open Space Plan as transmitted includes all required elements. Specifically:

1. A statement of the applicant's long-range goals and objectives. Parks' mission, vision, and goals are found in chapter one of the Plan.
2. An inventory. Section 3.4 of the plan contains an inventory of King County's open space assets.
3. An analysis of demand and need, that is, why action is required. Section 2.2. of the Plan describes recreational trends and the implications of these trends.
4. A description of how the planning process gave the public ample opportunity to be involved in development of the plan. Section 1.4. of the Plan describes the outreach and engagement process that was used in development of the Plan.
5. A current capital improvement program of at least six years. Parks' six-year capital improvement program is Appendix IV to the Plan.

State Environmental Policy Act Review. The 2022 Open Space Plan requires review under the State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA).[footnoteRef:20] The Executive completed a SEPA Environmental Checklist,[footnoteRef:21] completed noticing and public comment period requirements, and issued a Determination of Nonsignficance on February 2, 2022.[footnoteRef:22] The SEPA process for this plan is therefore complete. [20:  WAC 197-11-704(2)(b)]  [21:  Attachment 5 to this staff report]  [22:  Attachment 6 to this staff report] 


Timing. As discussed above, open space plans must be approved by the RCO Funding Board by June 30th of a given year for a jurisdiction to be eligible for funding.  However, Executive staff requested a three-month extension to this deadline, which the RCO approved on February 14, 2022. Therefore, the legislation must be adopted by Council and signed by the executive no later than September 30, 2022. It is expected that this item will be on the September 15th Special TrEE meeting agenda for discussion and possible action to comply with this deadline. 

INVITED

· Warren Jimenez, Parks Division Director, Department of Natural Resources and Parks
· Sarah Brandt, Environmental Policy and Initiatives Strategic Planning Manager, Department of Natural Resources and Parks










ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Ordinance 2022-0198 (and its attachment)
2. 2016 - 2022 Policy Comparison
3. 2016 - 2022 Values, Goals, and Objectives Comparison
4. King County Extension Approval Letter
5. SEPA Environmental Checklist
6. SEPA Determination of Nonsignificance
7. Transmittal Letter
8. Fiscal Note
9. Executive Staff Presentation Slides
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