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METROPOLITAN KING COUNTY COUNCIL

NATURAL RESOURCES, PARKS & OPEN SPACE COMMITTEE
STAFF REPORT
	AGENDA ITEM:
	11
	DATE:
	May 2, 2002

	PROPOSED NO.:
	2002-0157
	PREPARED BY:
	Monica Clarke/Mike Reed


SUBJECT:
Discussion of the Executive’s business transition planning process for the county’s parks and recreation system and a summary of policy issues. 

BACKGROUND:

The 2002 Parks operating budget totals $25.5 million with 237 full-time employees (FTEs) and over 1,000 temporary employees. The budget is funded by the Current Expense (CX) fund and provides parks maintenance, operation of the pool system, recreation programming, the Fairgrounds and administration. Revenues collected from facility rentals, sponsorships and ballfield and pool fees generate approximately $7 million or about 15% of the operating budget. The county budget provided $18.5 million in direct CX support.  

The 2002 CX fund shortfall of $41 million resulted in the reduction and elimination of many county services and programs.  The Parks operating budget included a $2 million reduction and resulted in the seasonal closure of 44 parks. An additional $1 million budget reduction was announced in February causing the year-round closure of 20 parks, canceling the Heritage Festival, eliminating playground and pre-school programs and further decreasing maintenance system-wide. The CX shortfall is projected to be $50 million in 2003 and possibly an additional $80 million over the following two years.  As a result, as early as 2003 the Parks Division operating budget could be reduced by as much as $15 million or 80% of its CX support.  

SUMMARY:

To address the immediate fiscal crisis and plan for long-term funding of the county’s park and recreation system, the Executive is undertaking “business transition planning” to be implemented in three phases over the remainder of 2002 and into 2003.  Below is a summary of the timeline and work program for each phase:  
· Phase I - March 28, 2002: Parks and Recreation Division Business Transition Plan Phase I Report: The Challenge; Action Plan for 2002 (see Attachment 4)
The report presents the budget constraints facing the Parks Division and outlines tasks and strategies being pursued to prepare the 2003 budget such as: developing budget scenarios for operating parks and facilities at various levels; outreach to stakeholders; cost reduction and divestiture; and revenue enhancement. This report was distributed at the first meeting of the Metro Parks Task Force on April 2nd. 
· Phase II - Mid-July 2002: A follow-up report will analyze the feasibility of strategies identified in the Phase I report and present a narrower range of options based on that analysis. 
· Phase III – Winter 2003: To be completed after adoption of the 2003 budget; will describe results of Phase II efforts and provide a work program for 2003.
OVERVIEW OF PROPOSED MOTION 2002-0157:

As transmitted, Proposed Motion 2002-0157 advocates a mix of policies and strategies to achieve long-term funding for the County’s parks and recreation system. The motion seeks the Council’s endorsement of these policies and strategies which are discussed below and which parallel those found in the Executive’s Business Transition Plan Phase I report. 
To facilitate Committee review of the motion, the staff report is structured to distinguish policies from strategies (they are outlined in bold under separate headings). 

A. POLICIES 
The motion endorses the following policies that shape the future of funding the county’s parks system.  

1. 
The only long-term stable option to keep county parks and facilities open to the public is to remove all park lands, operations and maintenance from the county’s current expense fund as soon as possible. 

Current CX spending on parks comprises a little over 5% of the total CX budget. Removing this CX support of parks operating and maintenance costs represents a significant policy shift for the county. However, given the depth of the county’s CX shortfall and the demand on the county to provide mandated services, it appears that in the long-term, CX funding is not adequate as the sole source of the county’s operational budget for parks and recreation. In contrast, capital funding for park and open space acquisition and development, provided through dedicated sources such as the Real Estate Excise Tax (REET) and the Conservation Futures Tax (CFT), is stable and secure. In the last five years, the county has invested over $103 million in parks and open space capital projects. However, these programs may be at risk if the county cannot identify funding to operate or maintain its parks system.
2. Place highest priority on preservation of regional parks and recreation facilities. 


The county’s adopted park policies identify King County as a regional service provider and a local service provider in the unincorporated urban and rural areas. Proposed Motion 2002-0157 places a priority on the county’s role as a regional provider. Regional sites and facilities, as distinguished from “local,” are defined as generally larger than 50 acres, provide major active recreation activities, are part of a larger system, and serve multiple jurisdictions. 
The Business Transition Plan Phase I report includes a listing of regional parks and facilities located throughout the urban area and unincorporated rural area (Attachment 5). The list does not include all regional parks and facilities that meet the “regional” definition such as regional trails; also it includes several parks slated for transfer to cities such as Fort Dent, Juanita Beach and Luther Burbank parks. There should be clarification if the plan calls for the county to continue retaining ownership of these parks. If CX funds are not available to cover the operational costs for all these parks and facilities in 2003, how will expenditure of those funds be prioritized? 
B.  STRATEGIES

The motion identifies the following strategies the Executive will use to generate funding recommendations that will be forwarded to the Council in July as part of the Phase II report of the Business Transition Plan.  These recommendations will provide the foundation for building the Executive’s budget for 2003. 
1. Explore all reasonable alternatives to keep county parks and recreational facilities open to the public.  

2. Identify policy issues to be addressed by the Council and identify sound business proposals.

3. Identify ways to reduce costs and increase non-CX revenues including:

a. New ways of operating facilities

b. Transfer and/or divestiture of facilities

The county’s adopted park policies call for the county to transfer to cities local parks and facilities located within their jurisdiction. Since 1996, the county has transferred 3 pools and over 40 parks and open space areas to suburban cities as they have incorporated or annexed unincorporated areas. If the county were to complete the transfer of the remaining 10 pools located within suburban cities, the cost savings would be approximately $4 million (see Attachment 6)
. The success of the transfer strategy is dependent on the outcome of negotiations with the suburban cities.  Attached is a list of parks and pools located within city boundaries (Attachment 7).
The 2002 adopted Parks operating budget included the use of two non-CX revenue sources which replaced a portion of CX funding for maintenance of regional trails and natural areas.  The budget allocated $393,000 of Road Fund revenues which under state law may be used to maintain trail segments in unincorporated King County. In addition, $235,000 of SWM (Surface Water Management) fund revenues were allocated to maintain natural areas that provide a surface or stormwater control function. Increasing the use of these funds for maintenance and operations would result in a commensurate decrease in funds available for capital projects.
4. Consider ways to increase the self-sufficiency of parks and recreation facilities through:

a. Fee increases - In February, the Executive announced that some parks fees would increase 10 to 20 percent. The Committee may want to consider a mechanism to minimize the impact of increased fees on low-income residents.
b. Private-sector partnerships - The Parks Division currently generates approximately $300,000 in sponsorships and in-kind donations from the private sector. Most of these contributions are associated with special events at the Fairgrounds or Marymoor Park.  Concession agreements, naming rights and advertising in county parks and facilities are strategies under consideration in this category.
c. Parks foundation – A new effort for the county; the amount of revenue generated would likely correlate to the amount of staff time devoted to this work.
d. Use of volunteers – The Parks Division currently employs a full-time volunteer coordinator who helps manage over 7,500 volunteers per year in providing recreation programs and maintaining county parks.  Volunteer efforts are typically associated with one-time projects or special events that do not require on-going work which is performed by represented employees.  The Council is currently exploring the use of jail work crews to operate and maintain closed parks and recreational facilities (Proposed Motion 2002-0134).

5. 
Explore additional seasonal closures and, as a last resort, mothballing of facilities in a manner that will minimize the cost of later re-opening these facilities.

The Committee may want to ask the Executive to transmit three or four budget scenarios which should identify plans for each facility at four levels:  open at current level, open at reduced level; seasonal closure and mothball. This request is consistent with budget task #4 identified in the Phase I report.
 
6.  Take into consideration liability issues associated with any alternative.


This strategy should include a review of all risk management issues to ensure public safety as well as legal issues associated with the deed restrictions or bond covenants of park property and facilities, for example Forward Thrust bond covenants. 

7.  Include coordinated outreach.

The Business Transition Plan Phase I report calls for the county to work with the cities, school districts, user groups, and affected labor unions and employees to keep them apprised of the county’s budget deliberations and seek their input in crafting solutions.  With the significant number of city residents that could be impacted by the seasonal or permanent closure of county facilities such as pools, the Committee may want ask the Executive to provide more detailed information on the outreach process with the suburban cities and on the policies guiding transfer negotiations.

8.  
Explore funding mechanisms available under state law and identify possible changes to state law.

Options currently available under state law include:
· Create a Metropolitan Park District: for unincorporated King County only or in conjunction with suburban cities as previously discussed in committee.
· Expand the use of the car rental tax – generates approximately $800,000 annually; currently funds the Youth Sports Facility Grant program; state law allows revenues to be used for operational expenses for youth sports facilities; county code restricts the use for capital projects only. 

· Collect REET #3 – allows a 1% tax on the buyer; could generate $20 million annually; must be approved by voters; revenues can be used to maintain “low-intensity” recreational land.
Options requiring a change in state law include:

· Use of REET #1 and #2 for maintenance and operations – currently can be used only for capital projects; could provide $1 million to $3 million annually for active recreational facilities depending on REET collections; would result in a commensurate reduction in available capital funding.

· Use of CFT for maintenance and operations – currently can be used only for open space acquisition; could provide up to $1 million annually for maintaining open space; would result in a commensurate reduction in the CFT acquisition program. The Committee may want to ask the CFT Citizens Committee to review and comment on this strategy.   
C.  PRODUCT
In addition to endorsing the policies and strategies discussed above, Proposed Motion 2002-0157 anticipates a report from the Executive to the Council with the recommendations of the Metropolitan Parks Task Force. 
1. By July 15, 2002, the Executive shall transmit to the Council a report outlining the progress made in achieving each of these actions. The report shall include the recommendations of the Metropolitan Parks Task Force and proposed next steps for implementation.

ISSUES: 

1. Policies: After reviewing these policies, the Committee may want to consider whether the motion should or should not endorse specific policies until the Executive’s package of funding recommendations is transmitted in July. In addition, the Active Sports Youth Recreation Commission will be reporting its recommendations to the Council in late May or early June.

2. Process: Should the motion address the business transition planning effort and other processes such as the Metropolitan Parks Task Force which is referenced in the motion (page 3, line 60) and whose objective is “to make recommendations to King County concerning how its parks and recreation facilities and open space should be owned, operated and funded in the future and how to eliminate the reliance of these parks and facilities on the County’s diminishing County Current Expense (CX) revenues….”  


3. Product: The Committee may want to strengthen the language of the reporting process to the Council.  The following is an example of amendatory language:


At the April 18, 2002 meeting of the Natural Resources, Parks and Open Spaces Committee, Proposed Motion 2002-0157 was reviewed.  Based on input received at that meeting and subsequent communications with the Chair, other Councilmembers and the Executive, staff has prepared a striking amendment for committee consideration.  The striking amendment accomplishes the following substantive and technical changes to the proposed motion:

Substantive Changes
· There are two significant policy changes in the proposed motion as transmitted; concern has been expressed that these changes would more appropriately be included in the recommendations to be returned to the Council on July 15, 2002.  The first change in the striking amendment would modify language which asserts that the only option to keep parks open is to remove them from the current expense fund (p4, line 73); the change would say that the only option is to “identify alternatives to the current expense fund” to support parks.  
· The second policy shift in the proposed motion calls for placing highest priority on regional parks, as described above.   The striking amendment, rather than asserting such a priority in this measure, includes language (page  5, line 98) directing the executive to develop criteria for prioritizing funding to types of county parks, addressing 1) the ability to maximize revenue, 2) the numbers of people impacted by a closure, and 3) alternative recreation options.
· The reference in the motion as transmitted to the Metropolitan Parks Task Force recommendations has been modified in the striker to provide that the Executive is to recommend which actions proposed by the Metro Parks Task Force should be adopted by the Council.  Also, in the Whereas portion of the striker, language is inserted to acknowledge the concerns of the suburban cities regarding the Metro Parks Task Force, and assuring that all parties are committed to addressing those concerns—and that, finally, while the recommendations of the Task Force are critical, final decisions rest with the Council and the Executive.

Technical Changes

· (Page 2, line 32)  Currently reads ‘additional shortfalls of thirty-five to thirty million dollars in each of the succeeding two years’.  Striker changes language to ‘additional shortfalls of thirty-five and thirty million dollars, respectively, in the succeeding two years’.  This language is clearer and more easily read.
· (Page 5, line 2)  Current language identifies a number of options to increase the self sufficiency of parks facilities, including fee increases, private sector partnerships, creation of a parks foundation, and use of volunteers.  The striker changes the order of these, to place fee increases as the last listed option; the format is modified to enumerate these options alphabetically.   
ATTENDING:

Pam Bissonnette, Director, Department of Natural Resources and Parks

Karen Reed, Special Projects Manager, King County Executive Office

ATTACHMENTS:

1. Striking amendment to Proposed Motion 2002-0157

2. Proposed Motion 2002-0157

3. Executive’s transmittal letter dated April 3, 2002

4. Parks and Recreation Division Business Transition Plan Phase I Report: The Challenge; 
Action Plan for 2002 (Appendices available upon request.)
5. List of regional parks and facilities

6. 2002 Aquatics budget summary

7. List of parks and pools located within cities

� This is an updated figure from the April 18th staff report based on new information received at that NRPOS committee meeting.
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