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SUBJECT: Transfer of Natural Area Lands from the custodianship and management responsibility of the Water and Lands Resources Division to the Parks and Recreation Division of the Department of Natural Resources and Parks
BACKGROUND:

The King County Open Space Plan classifies county-managed open space sites as recreation sites, multi-use sites, trails, natural areas, and working resource sites.  These Natural Areas are described by the plan as sites that are 

“valued for their important natural resource functions and character, including but not limited to benefiting and protecting natural drainage systems, drainage basins, flood control systems, ecosystems, water quality, ground water, fish and wildlife habitat, and other natural resource purposes. Improvements and enhancements will focus on keeping the environment in a nearly undeveloped state. There may be little or limited public access to these sites. Appropriate uses of natural sites may include interpretive and educational programs, nature programs, and activities that emphasize the appreciation of the natural resources of the site and the outdoors.”  

Historically, these natural area lands had been managed by the Parks and Recreation Division of the Department of Natural Resources and Parks.  However, with the county’s budget crisis of 2002 and 2003, resulting in deep reductions in Current Expense-funded programs such as Parks and Recreation, the custodianship and management of the natural area lands was transferred to the Water and Lands Resources Division of the Department of Natural Resources and Parks; physical maintenance responsibility stayed with the Parks and Recreation Division, however.

In recent years, the Water and Lands Division budgets, supported in part by Surface Water Management Fees, have been challenged by continuing and projected annexations and incorporations, limiting the funding capacity of the Division.  

In 2007, the voters of the region approved two levies intended for the support of Parks and Recreation, establishing a more stable foundation for funding of parks lands and operations.  This has provided an opportunity for the reassumption of the Parks and Recreation Division’s historical management responsibility for natural area lands described above.  

The Executive’s proposed 2008 budget transfers funding for three FTE’s associated with the natural area lands services from the Water and Lands Resources Division to the Parks and Recreation Division; they are responsible for developing management plans, coordinating maintenance with Parks crews, handling issues related to natural lands as they arise, and coordinating volunteer restoration projects.  Science natural lands support, in the form of .27 fte dedicated to ecological surveys that generate scientific information used to craft management plans for natural lands, is eliminated from the budget of the Water and Lands Resources Division.  

Proposed Ordinance 2007-0557

Proposed Ordinance 2007-0557 transfers responsibility for natural area lands from the Water and Lands Resources Division to the Parks and Recreation Division. Language in Title 2 of the King County Code which describes the duties of the Water and Lands Resources Division is modified to strike or amend language assigning responsibility for natural resource lands; however, consultation with the Parks and Recreation Division in the implementation of management plans for those lands may continue, along with planning, prioritizing, seeking funding for, designing and implementing restoration projects on natural resource lands, in consultation with Parks.  

Title 2 language describing the Parks and Recreation Division’s duties is modified to include responsibility for ‘administering, operating and maintaining those lands designated as natural resource lands’, along with implementation of management plans for such lands, in consultation with the Water and Lands Resources Division. 
The attached Fiscal Note indicates a 2008 expenditure impact on the Parks and Recreation Division of $384,778.  

REASONABLENESS:

Approval by the Committee of Proposed Ordinance 2007-0557 appears to be a reasonable business decision, in light of the historical responsibility of the Parks Division for management of these lands.  

INVITED:

Tom Koney, Acting Division Director, Parks and Recreation Division, Department of Natural Resources and Parks

Mark Isaacson, Division Director, Water and Land Resources Division, DNRP
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