


West Hill Analysis of Governance Options

1. Introduction and Report Organization

Background

The Growth Management Act, King County Countywide Planning Policies, and the King County Comprehensive Plan encourage all unincorporated areas within King County’s Urban Growth Boundary to pursue incorporated status either through annexation or through incorporation.  State law (RCW 36.70A.110) provides the underlying rationale for these policies: “In general, cities are the local government most appropriate to provide urban governmental services.”
In response to the direction of the Growth Management Act (GMA), in the early 1990s, King County and the suburban cities worked together to develop a framework of policies intended to guide jurisdictions as they planned for the future.  These policies, referred to as the Countywide Planning Policies, are King County and the suburban cities’ interjurisdictional plan for implementing the goals of the Growth Management Act.  As directed by the GMA, these Countywide Planning Policies explicitly address the status of unincorporated urban areas.  Among other things, the policies call for:

· Elimination of unincorporated urban islands between cities.

· The adoption by each city of a Potential Annexation Area, in consultation with residential groups in the affected area.

· The annexation or incorporation of all unincorporated areas within the urban growth boundary within a 20-year timeframe (1993 – 2013).

The Countywide Planning Policies anticipate that, as this 20-year transition proceeds, the role of county government will evolve into one of providing regional services on a countywide basis and providing local services only to rural areas outside the Urban Growth Boundary.

Given the clear direction of the Growth Management Act and the Countywide Planning Policies, King County government has tried to facilitate the governance transition of unincorporated urban areas.  This report represents the County’s latest effort to assist the citizen’s of West Hill in determining which governance option is best suited to the needs of the community.

In November 1997, the West Hill Community Council presented King County with a letter requesting a study assessing the governance alternatives available to West Hill.  In response to the request, the King County Council allocated funding, and in December 1998, the Office of Budget and Strategic Planning hired a consultant team led by ECONorthwest to prepare this governance options report.  ECONorthwest’s team included staff from Henderson, Young & Company and Pacific Rim Resources.

Throughout the development of this governance options report, the members of the West Hill Community Advisory Panel (CAP) provided valuable assistance.  At all stages of the analysis, the members of the CAP served as advisors and as voices for the community, providing valuable insights into the perspective of West Hill residents, businesses, and community groups.  The Panel’s assistance has been of great value in determining both the direction and the structure of this analysis.

What are the governance alternatives?

Under the Growth Management Act, three governance options are available to residents of urban unincorporated King County:

1. Preserve the status quo – remaining part of unincorporated King County as long as possible.

2. Incorporate as a new city.

3. Annex to an adjoining city.

Whatever option West Hill residents choose, under existing state law, a change in local governance will not occur without affirmative action by West Hill residents.  A neighboring city, for example, cannot “take over” West Hill without the consent of West Hill residents through petition or vote, nor can King County force the area to annex to another city.

Goals and objectives of the report

This report provides West Hill residents and businesses with reliable and unbiased information with which to make well-informed decisions about their future.  Given the available governance options, four primary questions are likely to be uppermost in residents’ minds:

1. Is maintaining the status quo a viable option?

2. Is an incorporated City of West Hill financially feasible?

3. How might our services or taxes change if we annex to a neighboring city?

4. What do my neighbors think about these options?

This report is intended to help answer these questions.

This report examines issues of governance from the perspective of West Hill residents and businesses.  This is not an assessment of whether annexation would be desirable from the viewpoint of surrounding cities.  Clearly, these cities will have questions about what effects annexation might have on their budgets, and about how annexation might aid them in achieving their long-term goals.  While these kinds of questions are important and need resolution before reaching final agreements on a governance change, the cities themselves are in the best position to address them from the perspective of their citizens.

 Report Organization

This report begins with a brief discussion of some of the general characteristics of the West Hill area, including basic statistical data used in our calculations.  The next section reviews the findings from a survey designed to identify key issues on the minds of West Hill residents.  The remaining sections of the report discuss West Hill’s three governance options.  In section four, we briefly discuss the viability of maintaining the status quo and remaining part of unincorporated King County.  In section five, we discuss our analysis of the feasibility of incorporation as a new city.  And in section six, we provide a detailed analysis of considerations surrounding annexation to neighboring cities.






















