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Executive Summary

This plan fbr King County’'s Open Space System of parks, trails, natural areas, and
working resource lands provides vision and direction to the system in the early 21st
Century. : ' '

The plan takes a new approach. As annexations and incorporations, a declining
economy and voter passed initiatives constricted the county’s general fund, the King
county open space system, which was funded almost completely from general revenue
funds, was challenged to restore stability to the system and required to eliminate itsh -
dependence on the county’s general fund. "

King County Executive Ron Sims appointed a citizen task force to recommend
strategies for achieving long-term stability in parks. The recommendations issued by
the task force in 2002 were adopted by the Metropolitan King County Council and are.
reflected in this updated plan for King County’s Open Space System. B '

The plan calls for continued environmental stewardship through management of
resource and ecological lands, a renewed focus on regional recreation assets,
generating new revenue through entrepreneurial initiatives and it encourages
partnerships as a way to strengthen relationships with stakeholders and continue to
enhance recreation facilities without budget impacts.

This. approach requires a new commitment to the county’s regional role and permits
new kinds of activities in parks that will enhance users’ park experiences while also
generating new revenue for parks.

King County will continue its transition to becoming a different open space provider than
today. King County’s primary role will be as a regional provider of open spaces and a
facilitator of recreation programs with a major focus on systems of open space corridors
that conserve natural resources and provide recreation opportunities, fish and wildlife
habitat, and scenic beauty. Active recreation facilities will have services and amenities
that help support parks financially and parks users will be more involved in the
maintenance and improvement of parks facilities. Local parks and open space in the
urban area will become the responsibility of cities, and in the rural area the county will
continue to maintain local parks. King County will have a regional trail network that
links cities and communities, and offers recreation, alternative commuting routes and
migration corridors for wildlife. Valuable agricultural lands and forests will be conserved
and continue as viable working resource lands.

This plan for King County's Open Space System establishes the recreational,

environmental and community defining functions of open space. The Plan proposes a
future of regional greenways and waterways, a comprehensive regional trail system,
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major regiohal éthletic complexes, and a range of recreational and aquatic
opportunities.

The plan recognizes that federal, state and local governments, schools, private
individuals and non-profit organizations play an important role in providing recreation
and open space. The plan proposes a cooperative effort and calls for the county to
play a leadership role in that effort.

King County’s role as steward of our region’s natural heritage requires policies directed
- toward stewardship of our significant natural resources. To accomplish a balance
between natural resource protection and recreation, the plan proposes a classification
system, which defines sites as regional or local, their role in the system, and identifies
park use areas within individual sites.

The plan also sets park service levels and describes how the county will provide those
services in the early 21st Century. To measure our success in providing local parks,
recreation and open space to residents of unincorporated King County, the plan
- proposes park service goals, which account for facilites and sérvices provided by

~ This plan acknowledges the valuable open space benefits provided by other types of
county lands not covered in this plan and outside of those traditionally considered as
parks or open space. Examples of these include flood hazard reduction lands,
drainage facilities, and lands associated with wastewater treatment facilities.

Agriculture and forestry provide significant contributions to the quality of life in King
county through their economic, scenic and cultural values. They are important
elements of the county’s open space inventory.

New programs are being developed today as part of a recently expanded county role.
In the future, new policies and programs that result from this work will be incorporated
into this plan. _ ' '

Stabilizing parks operationally and financially has required a new approach that
alleviates reliance on general revenue fund dollars. The Parks and Recreations
Division’s operating budget is now generated primarily through a voter approved
property tax levy, entrepreneurial initiatives and fees.

. This plan builds upon the 1996 Park, Recreation and Open Space Plan and the

~ extensive recent efforts of the Metropolitan Parks Task Force, Active Sports and Youth
Recreation Commission (ASpYRe), Parks Business Plan, the extensive public outreach
activities associated with these plans as well as the outreach for this plan.
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II. Open Space in King County

Open space has a number of meanings. Some péople consider it to be recreation
areas, others consider only the natural and environmental features, while still others
think of open space as any vacant or leftover land.

The King County Comprehensive Plan (KCCP) calls for an open space system to
include lands which provide for outdoor recreation and preserve natural areas and
environmental features, wildiife habitat, cultural or scenic value, provide visual
enjoyment and preserve physical and visual buffers between land uses. It also
supports county action to maintain the viability of working farms and forests.

The Recreational Function. Recreational open space includes areas for active and.
passive recreational activities and opportunities to enjoy natural areas. There is a wide
range of use and development associated with this function. :

Recreation'al open space is provided by a combination of public sites and schools, and
privately owned recreational facilities such as golf courses, campgrounds and resorts.

The Environmental Function. Open space for environmental purposes is usually
identified by its physical characteristics, which might include geologic features, plant
communities, fish and wildlife habitat, hydrologic and biologic characteristics, as well as
its cultural, scientific and scenic value. These lands can also be important for their
recreational and educational value. This may include such activities as hiking,
picnicking, wildlife viewing and outdoor education. However, there may only be a
limited range of use on some sites to ensure valuable natural resources are conserved.

Environmental open space is provided through both public and private efforts. These
include public parks and natural areas, private holdings and areas regulated to preserve
their environmentally sensitive resources.

The Community Shaping Function. These open spaces provide relief from
development in urban and suburban areas, preserve the natural character of an area,
strengthen neighborhoods and communities, and separate differing land uses. A green
corridor, the urban/rural greenbelt along the urban growth boundary will provide both
physical and visual separation. :

Greenways, waterways and large open space sites, as well as topographical features
such as river.valleys, hills and mountains, contribute to this shaping function. The
combinations of these open space lands with their variety of attributes and often
overlapping functions make up an extensive system of open space in King County.
Together, they preserve the character of the area and provide for recreational
enjoyment, environmental quality and the health and well-being of county residents.
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Permanence and Public Access

King County’s current and future open spaces may be described by two factors;
permanence and public access. These two factors point out that our open space
resources that appear to be abundant, are largely temporary, without guaranteed public
access and can be expected to decrease in the future. '

Permanent open space with public access: These open spaces consist of publicly
- owned open space lands with dedicated public access. ‘

Permanent open space with limited public access: These open spaces might
include public school sites and open spaces within residential developments that have
been dedicated for the benefit of homeowners, but not the general public. It may also
include portions of publicly owned open space sites with limited access to preserve
sensitive natural areas.

- Permanent open space with no public access: These open spaces include sites
- with development rights purchased such as through the Farmlands: Preservation
Program or transfer of development credits, conservation easements-dedicated for
open space preservation as a condition of land use actions such as sensitive areas and
their buffers, and lands preserved for drainage ways. :

Open space that is not permanent and has no public access: These lands, which
add to our perception of open space, include lands in the Agricultural Production
District, Forest Production District, regulated sensitive areas and rural areas. Also
included are privately owned open spaces such as golf courses, private parks and
campgrounds; properties enrolled for ten year periods in the Current Use Taxation
Program; and growth reserve tracts in subdivisions which may be held for future
development.

Park and Open Space Providers

King County’s open spaces are a combination of the efforts of federal, state, and local
public agencies and the private sector.

Federal Role

Federal agencies such as the National Park Service and National Forest Service,
control a sizable portion of land providing open space and recreational opportunities in
Washington State, including wilderness areas. Recreational opportunities inciude trails,
camping, picnicking, boat launching and mooring, and skiing. Most of these lands are
in large holdings and much of it is roadless and accessible only by trail.
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State agencies provide recreational lands statewide. The maijority of their lands are
undeveloped and in a natural condition with developed areas providing access and
support facilities for camping and passive recreation. Two agencies are prominent in
providing parks and open space: Washington State Parks and the Department of
Natural Resources (DNR). State Parks are managed for a variety of recreational
opportunities, while DNR manages land for forest production as well as conservation
areas, both of which support some recreational activities.

Local Role

Local agencies include the traditional park and recreation departments found in
counties, cities and towns. Other local agencies such as .ports, - utility districts and
schools often provide some recreation and open space as a secondary benefit. These
agencies provide the majority of public sites for active and passive recreation close to
home. Cities generally provide smaller developed sites serving nearby city residents,
while counties provide larger less developed sites that serve a countywide population
base. ' '

Private Sectbr

Private -sector involvement is diverse, ranging from preservation of open space to
provision of specific recreational facilities. It includes owners of private lands and
facilities, and private non-profit land trusts that protect areas for their natural features
and recreational use. Many of the open space lands in this category cannot be
considered to have open public access or permanency. :
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1. The Future

The King County Comprehensive Plan (KCCP) establishes the importance of King
County's open space system of active, passive and multi-use parks, trails, natural areas
and working resource lands. The system is valued for conserving environmental quality
and scenic beauty; offering social, educational and recreational opportunities; and for
its contribution to the economic health of the region. :

The role of King County has changed over time. The future of the King County Open
Space System reflects the broad changes in the role of King County. The County can
no longer afford to be all things to all people and must focus its energy and resources.
The Metropolitan Parks Task Force was created to assist the county in defining its
vision for the future and recommend strategies and institutional changes necessary to
reflect current funding limitations. '

This plan endorses the vision set forth by the Metropolitan Parks Task Force forthe.
future of the King County Open Space System and builds upon their recommendations
and those of the ASpYRe Commission (Active Sports and Youth Recreation
Commission). These have been further set forth in the King County Parks: Business
Plan and the (Omnibus Parks) Ordinance No. 14509 adopted by the King County
Council to increase the ability of the division to support its operating revenue needs
through entrepreneurial strategies and refocusing services.

F-101  King County will continue the transition to a regional provider of open
spaces with a major focus on systems of open space corridors that
conserve natural resources and provide recreation, education and
interpretative opportunities, fish and wildlife habitat, and scenic beauty.

King County will have a regional trail network that links cities and
communities, and offers recreation, alternative commuting options and
migration corridors for wildlife.

Regional active, passive and multi-purpose parks will be available to all
citizens of the county. : : -

Local open space sites in the urban area will become the responsibility
of cities, and in the rural area the county will maintain local parks.

Valuable agricultural lands and forests will be conserved and continue
as viable working resource lands.

The role of King County has evolved and expanded through distinct periods, reflecting
shifts in county government, growth and economic trends. The State Growth
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