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SUBJECT:
A briefing on Executive-proposed amendments to the King County Comprehensive Plan affecting rural unincorporated King County.
Background:  

The Growth Management Act (GMA, or the Act) requires jurisdictions planning under the Act to include a rural element in their comprehensive land use plan.  The rural element must:
· Permit rural development, forestry, and agriculture in rural areas;
· Provide for a variety of rural densities, uses, essential public facilities, and rural governmental services needed to serve the permitted densities and uses;
· Protect the rural character
 of the area by: 
· Containing or otherwise controlling rural development; 
· Assuring visual compatibility of rural development with the surrounding rural area; 
· Reducing the inappropriate conversion of undeveloped land into sprawling, low-density development; 
· Protecting critical areas, surface water and ground water resources; and 
· Protecting against conflicts with the use of agricultural, forest, and mineral resource lands.
SUMMARY:
Existing Comprehensive Plan Policies related Rural Areas
Chapter Three of the King County Comprehensive Plan (Rural Legacy and Natural Resource Lands) satisfies the GMA’s mandatory rural element by:
· Permitting rural development, forestry and agriculture in rural areas;

· Providing for a variety of rural densities;
· Designating rural lands in order to limit development in rural areas and prevent sprawl;
· Permitting land uses that are compatible with rural character as established in the Countywide Planning Policies; and
· Maintaining and enhancing natural resource-based industries and designated natural resource lands.
New and Amended Comprehensive Plan Policies related to Rural Areas
The Executive-proposed changes to Chapter Three affect the following subject areas: 
1. Rural Area Designation Criteria and Rural Character
2. Rural Economy
3. Rural Growth Forecast

4. Residential Densities
5. Transfer of Development Rights Program

6. Rural Public Facilities and Services
Proposed changes to these sections are fully articulated in Attachment 2 to this staff report.

1. Rural Area Designation Criteria and Rural Character
There is only one proposed policy change in this section of Chapter Three, but it is significant.  Policy R-101 defines the elements of rural character that “should” be protected by King County.  The proposed change would make the policy an imperative, by stating that the County’s land use regulations and development standards “shall” protect those elements.  This would provide much stronger and non-discretionary policy direction with respect to the County’s regulatory efforts to protect rural character.
2. Rural Economy
The Executive proposes to add to the Rural chapter a new section entitled “The Rural Economy”, which articulates the need for an economic development strategy to sustain resource-based industries, as well as home occupations/industries and other small businesses.  New policy R-106a calls for the County to develop and implement this new strategy in coordination with the Rural Forest Commission, the Agricultural Commission, interested rural citizens and other stakeholders.  The strategy is to include an assessment of the current state of the rural economy, identification of obstacles and impediments, and identification of an action plan with implementation tools.  There is no timeline by which this must be accomplished.
3. Rural Growth Forecast
The proposed changes to this section of Chapter Three are based on the County’s adoption in 2002 of a new set of countywide growth targets as recommended by the Growth Management Planning Council (GMPC).  The changes to this section would eliminate all references to a rural growth “target”, which is how expected rural growth was characterized during the initial round of growth target discussions in the early 1990s.
However, the term “target” implies a desired policy outcome (as with the adopted urban unincorporated area “target” of 13,400 new units by 2022).  Because the GMA directs the County to “contain” and “control” growth in the rural area, the term “rural target” is somewhat misleading.  Therefore, the Executive is proposing to replace the term “rural target” with the term “rural forecast”, which is consistent with the new approach taken by the GMPC in the latest round of growth target discussions.  This change has already been made in the Countywide Planning Policies: the 2002-2022 growth targets reflect a rural area “forecast” of some 6,000 dwelling units.
The Executive also proposes to eliminate all references to rural area capacity, which is defined in existing text as the number of buildable, vacant lots in the rural area (and which, in 1999, was estimated to be somewhere around 10,000).  

Lastly, there is a good bit of discussion in the existing text with respect to the rate of build-out in the rural area, which concludes that rural growth is continuing at a rate that cannot be supported by current and planned infrastructure investment.  This language would be removed and replaced with language stating that although the rate of growth has slowed somewhat, if current trends continue, buildout will be reached within 20 years.
4. Rural Densities

There is only one proposed change to this section, which would affect Policy R-206.  This policy sets forth the conditions under which RA-10 zoning is to be applied in the Rural Area.  The policy currently states that RA-10 zoning shall be applied to areas where “the predominant lot size is greater than or equal to 10 acres but less than 20 acres in size”.  Because there is no additional King County zoning classification that would apply to lots between 10 and 20 acres in size, the phrase “but less than 20 acres in size” is unnecessary, and would be eliminated.  The Executive is characterizing this change as technical, and Council staff agrees with that assessment.
5. Transfer of Development Rights Program
The Executive-proposed plan would make several changes to the policies governing the County’s TDR Program.  First, it changes the name of the program from Transfer of Development Credits to Transfer of Development Rights Program, which is the term more often used to describe similar programs across the nation.  Second, it eliminates the RA-5 zone as a receiving site.  The rationale for this change is that the Growth Management Hearings Boards have consistently held that rural densities should not exceed one unit per five acres.  Third, it eliminates historic and cultural sites as receiving sites, consistent with code changes made in 2001.  Fourth, it eliminates language related to urban area sending sites (urban areas outside the R-1 zone were precluded from becoming sending sites in 2001).  Lastly, it makes language changes to reflect the voluntary nature of the program.
6. Rural Public Facilities and Services

The last change to the Rural chapter is the elimination of Policy R-303, which sets the policy basis for rural area transportation improvements.  The policy directs that rural area transportation improvements shall be limited to those needed for safety and to protect environmental quality, and that all rural area improvements shall be designed to avoid creating pressure to convert to urban uses.  This policy is being eliminated in the interest of “cleaning up” the plan by removing policies that are better placed in other chapters.  In this instance, the Executive believes that the substance of this policy should be located in the Transportation chapter, and has amended existing policies T-205 and T-206 so that the policy direction is not lost.  Policies T-205 and T-206 are included as Attachment 2 to this staff report for reference purposes.
ATTACHMENTS
:
1.   Proposed Policy Changes to KCCP Rural Chapter

2. Proposed Transportation Policies T-205 and T-206



� Rural character" refers generally to patterns of land use and development: in which the natural landscape predominates over the built environment [36.70A.030(14a)], where traditional rural lifestyles and rural-based economies are fostered [36.70A.030(14b)], that reduce the inappropriate conversion of undeveloped land into sprawling, low-density development [36.70A.030(14e)] and that do not require the extension of urban services [36.70A.030(14f)].


� Note: Due to the length of Proposed Ordinance 2004-0114, it is not included as attachment to the staff report.  It is available in members’ binders.  It is also available on-line, at www.metrokc.gov/council/compplan.
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