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SUBJECT

Today’s briefing will cover the final report of the King County Land Conservation Advisory Group, which was released in December 2017.

SUMMARY

In November 2015, the Council asked the Executive to develop and transmit a work plan to protect and conserve the County’s remaining land and water resources.[footnoteRef:1] The Executive’s work plan[footnoteRef:2] made a preliminary identification of remaining land to protect. The Executive then convened a Land Conservation Advisory Group, which met during 2016 and 2017, and which published a final report in December 2017.  [1:  Motion 14458]  [2:  2016-RPT0045] 


The Land Conservation Advisory Group’s final report recommends a 30-year plan to acquire 65,000 acres of open space including land in: 

· Unincorporated King County, including natural lands, river corridors, forests, farmland, and regional trails; 
· City conservation priorities to provide urban green space within cities; and
· Open space equity lands in areas with limited access to open space and health and poverty issues.

The Advisory Group’s proposal would cost $4.14 billion over 30 years, of which $2.25 billion is expected to be covered by existing revenue sources, leaving a funding gap of $1.89 billion over 30 years. 

To fill that gap, the Advisory Group recommends that the Council submit a measure to King County voters to increase the Conservation Futures Tax (CFT) from 3.8 cents to its State-allowed maximum of 6.25 cents.[footnoteRef:3] The Advisory Group estimates that this proposal would cost the average homeowner between 10 and 12 dollars a year, and that the CFT would need to be “reset” to the State maximum several more times over the next 30 years as it gradually declines over time.
 [3:  RCW 84.34.230] 


BACKGROUND 

Council Land Conservation Motion. During 2015, the Council adopted an update to the Strategic Climate Action Plan (SCAP).[footnoteRef:4] As part of its deliberations on SCAP strategies, the Council reviewed the County’s conservation efforts to date, including language in the adopted SCAP that described the County’s actions to protect forest and agricultural land.  [4:  Motion 14449] 


Following adoption of the SCAP, the Council adopted Motion 14458, which asked the Executive to develop a work plan for implementing a preservation and conservation program to identify, protect, and conserve water and land resources, including farmland and forest lands, ecological lands, river and stream corridors, trail corridors, and historic resources on farmlands. 

Executive 2016 Land Conservation Work Plan. In March 2016, in response to Motion 14458, the Executive transmitted the Land Conservation & Preservation Work Plan.[footnoteRef:5] The work plan reviewed the County’s conservation efforts to date, summarized criteria for land and water resource conservation, and made a preliminary identification of resources in unincorporated King County to be prioritized for future protection.  [5:  2016-RPT0045] 


The report also provided an estimated cost to preserve the identified resources over the course of 30 years, identified potential funding sources and the resulting funding gap, and then reviewed a number of possible funding sources that could be used to fill the gap, including a bond backed by a property tax increase; a property tax levy lid lift (similar to the existing 2013 Parks Levy); a voter-approved Real Estate Excise Tax (REET 3);[footnoteRef:6] or a Conservation Futures Tax (CFT) rate increase.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  State law permits counties to levy an up to one percent real estate excise tax (REET) to acquire and maintain conservation areas (RCW 82.46.070). This REET 3 would be levied on the buyers of real estate (as opposed to REET 1 and REET 2, which are levied on property sellers). REET 3 must be approved by a majority of voters. A countywide proposal for a REET 3 for open space purposes was defeated in 1990 (Proposition 21, November 6, 1990).]  [7:  State law allows counties to levy a property tax of up to 6.25 cents per $1,000 of assessed value (RCW 84.34.230). King County’s CFT program was first implemented in 1982 and has declined over time due to growth in property values. This rate could be increased back to 6.25 cents through a public vote.] 


Land Conservation Advisory Group. Following release of the 2016 Work Plan, the Executive convened a Land Conservation Advisory Group. The Advisory Group included 22 members representing business and real estate, local jurisdictions, conservation groups, and agriculture. The Advisory Group was chaired by former King County Councilmember Larry Phillips and Tukwila Councilmember De’Sean Quinn.

The Advisory Group met during Fall 2016 and released a Phase 1 report in December 2016. That report recommended that the Advisory Group be reconvened in Fall 2017 after Executive staff had been able to work with cities on their conservation priorities and study equity implications for land conservation.

Following that work, the Advisory Group reconvened and released its Final Report (see Attachment 1 to this staff report) in December 2017. That Final Report recommends a 30-year plan to acquire 65,000 acres of open space including land in: 

· Unincorporated King County, including natural lands, river corridors, forests, farmland, and regional trails; 
· City conservation priorities to provide urban green space within city boundaries; and
· Open space equity lands in areas with limited access to open space and health and poverty issues.

The Advisory Group’s proposal would cost $4.14 billion over 30 years, of which $2.25 billion is expected to be covered by existing revenue sources, leaving a funding gap of $1.89 billion over 30 years. 

To fill that gap, the Advisory Group recommends that the Council submit a measure to King County voters to increase the Conservation Futures Tax (CFT) from 3.8 cents to its State limit of 6.25 cents.[footnoteRef:8] The Advisory Group estimates that this proposal would cost the average homeowner between 10 and 12 dollars a year, and that the CFT would need to be “reset” to the State limit several more times over the next 30 years as it gradually declines over time. [8:  RCW 84.34.230] 


LINKS

Land Conservation Initiative web site: https://kingcounty.gov/services/environment/water-and-land/land-conservation.aspx 

ATTACHMENTS

1. King County Land Conservation Advisory Group Final Report, December 2017
2. Land Conservation Slides 

INVITED

1. Larry Phillips, Co-Chair, Land Conservation Advisory Group
2. De’Sean Quinn, Co-Chair, Land Conservation Advisory Group
3. Louise Miller, Member, Land Conservation Advisory Group
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