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King County 2004-2007 Parks Levy Citizen Oversight Board

November 27, 2007

Honorable Ron Sims

King County Executive

Honorable Larry Gossett 

Chair, Metropolitan King County Council

RE:
Review of King County Parks and Recreation Division 2006 Expenditure of Parks Levy Proceeds

Dear Executive Sims and Chairman Gossett:

With this letter we submit to you our findings regarding the expenditure by the King County Parks and Recreation Division of 2006 proceeds from the 2004-2007 Parks Levy (the “Parks Levy”), as required by County Ordinances 14586 and 15465.  The Parks Levy was approved by the voters to support “the increased operation and maintenance of King County’s regional and rural parks, recreation facilities and community-based recreation programs.”   The Parks Levy was approved at a maximum rate of 4.9 cents; it expires at the end of 2007.  We first reported to you last July regarding the expenditure of 2004 and 2005 levy proceeds.  

The specific uses authorized for Parks Levy proceeds are set forth in Ordinance 14586 as follows: 

…all levy proceeds shall be used to pay the costs associated with: the continued and increased operation and maintenance of King County’s regional and rural parks; and up to three hundred thousand dollars of annual funding for recreation grant programs. Eligible expenditures shall include all costs and charges to the parks and recreation division or the county associated with or attributable to the purposes listed in this section.

Based on the information provided to us, we conclude that the Parks and Recreation Division (“Division”) has complied with the requirements of the Levy Ordinance in its expenditure of Parks Levy proceeds for the year 2006.  In making this conclusion we note that we were not asked to, nor did we, perform an accounting audit of the Division’s financial systems.  We have been provided with the same information as has been provided to the County Council in the Division’s quarterly reports.  

Our deliberations this year involved two meetings, on November 1 and November 15.  We were provided with an array of information from the Division including, but not limited to, a report of the 2006 expenditures and revenues for every park the Division manages, an explanation of the cost and expenditure allocation methodology used by the Division, information on the overall park system, and the Division’s operating and capital budgets.  As required by Ordinance 14586 and KCC 7.08.090, we were provided a copy of the 2006 fourth quarter omnibus ordinance report on Parks, as well as electronic access to the three earlier quarterly reports from that year which are summarized in the fourth quarter report. We also received an update on the new voter approved parks levies.  A more detailed list of information provided to us is attached. 

 “Exhibit A” to this report is a chart entitled “Levy & Non-Levy Revenues and Expenditures, 2004-2007, summarizing Division expenditure of Parks Levy proceeds and other revenues in 2004, 2005 and 2006, and projecting expenditures in 2007.”  The chart illustrates that the Division’s 2006 expenditures on levy eligible items (regional parks, rural parks, the community partnership grants program and costs associated with these items) exceeded the amount of 2006 Parks Levy proceeds—one summary measure of evidence that  Parks Levy proceeds were expended appropriately.  A review of per-park expenditures reported by the Division similarly confirms this conclusion. 

We would like to take this opportunity to convey a few additional observations and concerns that arose in our deliberations, relative to the future of the Division and the County parks system.  

Again this year we are favorably impressed by the Division’s careful budgeting and financial reporting and its attention to the bottom line.  Contrary to public opinion in some quarters regarding the general laxness of governmental budgeting, the Parks Division demonstrates a high degree of attention to budget details.  The Division also continues to meet and exceed its entrepreneurial revenue generation targets.    

One reason for the Division’s careful attention to budget details is readily apparent: there is not a lot of room for error. The system assets are largely fixed and costs to maintain them grow with inflation.  The budget is very tight.  If levy revenues do not meet required needs, the results are felt immediately.  In this regard, we hope that the loss of Real Estate Excise Taxes from annexations (a concern raised in our last report and unaddressed in the 2008-2013 levies) and the downsizing of the operating levy to 5 cents from the higher rate recommended by the Parks Futures Task Force are both carefully monitored in coming years.  The current levy, although intended to support the “continued and increased” maintenance of parks, has been inadequate to fund enhanced maintenance. Given the overwhelming public support for the County park system evidenced at the polls in August, the stated levy goal of increasing maintenance should remain in particular focus.  If that goal ultimately cannot be accomplished within future levy revenues, we hope the County will step up to this challenge with other revenues.

One example of the need for increased maintenance that we would call out is in the area of noxious and invasive weed control.  The massive invasion of noxious weeds destroys native plants and valuable bird and wildlife habitat.  Like many maintenance activities, deferral can exponentially increase costs of tackling this issue.  County park lands represent some of the most precious natural lands remaining in King County: keeping them such requires attention to noxious and invasive weed control. 

A supplemental budget request was necessary last year to address deferred maintenance due to clean up and repair of parks caused by the severe storms.  We applaud your support and approval of this supplemental funding.  The need for this type of funding also reflects just how tight the Division’s budget is.  Future weather-related damage is inevitable.  We are concerned about the adequacy of the Division’s contingency funds for these types of events.   

Given our concern about ensuring the adequacy of park system revenues, we encourage continued creative entrepreneurial thinking, and commend the work to date in this area.  One idea we encourage be explored is whether the natural resource lands of the system can raise money through the sale of carbon credits, wetlands mitigation and other ecological services.

We further believe there is value in trying to quantify the local economic benefits of parks, in terms of the non-park system revenue generated by some of the larger system assets (for example, Marymoor and the Weyerhaeuser Aquatic Center).  Being able to spread the word about spin-off economic benefits can help remind neighboring cities and taxpayers of the benefits of supporting County parks and recreation facilities.  

Finally, we would urge your support for efforts to upgrade the financial accounting systems that facilitate the Division’s cost and revenue tracking responsibilities.  The integrity of these systems will ensure continued public credibility of the County’s operations.  System improvements can also hopefully reduce the significant number of staff hours now expended in this cost and revenue tracking effort and facilitate oversight by both the Council and groups such as ours.

We continue to believe the County parks system contributes fundamentally to the quality of life in our region for all residents and to the health of our regional economy.  We thank you for your ongoing support for the County Parks system as evidenced in your support 

for the recently approved parks levies.  We thank you also for the opportunity to serve on this citizen oversight board and look forward to meeting with you regarding this report.

Sincerely,

Joan Allan

Council District 5 Representative

Maisha Barnett

Council District 2 Representative

Guy Bennett

Council District 3 Representative

Tony Davis

Council District 9 Representative

Ryan Dicks

Council District 4 Representative

Harold Fowler

Council District 6 Representative

Stephen Freeborn

Council District 7 Representative

Raelene Gold

Council District 1 Representative

Ann Martin

Council District 8 Representative

EXHIBIT A

Levy and Non-Levy Expenditures 2004-2007

LIST OF INFORMATION PROVIDED TO 

PARKS LEVY CITIZEN OVERSIGHT BOARD

Ordinance 14586

System Map & Asset Lists


Exhibit D from Parks Futures Task Force (PFTF) Report

Division Organizational Chart 
List of Asset Transfers (Exhibit E from PFTF report)

Community Partnerships & Grants (CPG) Program Update

2006 Budget Overview 


Operating Revenues & Expenditures


Capital Revenues & Expenditures


2005-2006 Budget Comparisons

Allocation Methodology Explanation 

2006 Per Park Expenditures Allocation 

2006 Expenditures & Revenues by Asset Category

Summary of Levy and Non-Levy Revenues and Expenditures 

Summary of Companion Parks Levies, as approved by Voters August 2007 
Transmittal Letter from Executive Sims – Re: Comparison Park Levies

Executive Summary of Parks Futures Task Force Report

Exhibit H from PFTF Report (REET 1 and 2 Shortfalls)

Exhibit J from PFTF Report (Restoring Maintenance Levels)

Parks Maintenance Levels Discussion 
Parks Citizen Oversight Board Report on 2004-2005

Parks Citizen Oversight Board on 2004-2005—County Council Presentation Materials 


Staff Report powerpoint


Board Report powerpoint

2006 Parks and Recreation Division Annual Report 

Weblinks to 2006 quarterly reports


