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KEY TAKEAWAYS
Eco-charette participants show their support for green building design.

➤	Combatting climate change requires an integrated, regional response that builds on the 
shared vision and leadership of the region’s public, private and civic sectors, as well as the 
participation of all King County residents.

➤	King County has begun to build effective partnerships for joint action on climate change, 
but needs to invest in internal organizational capacity to expand and deepen its external 
engagement.

➤	The burdens and benefits of climate change will affect King County’s current and future 
residents, communities, and businesses in different ways; equity and social justice are 
intrinsically linked to climate change, and climate solutions must reflect that dynamic.

➤	As a regional entity, King County is in a unique position to advance regional solutions to 
combatting climate change. The County commits to:

•	Create an inclusive, cross-sector (public, private, civic) approach to shared decision-
making and leadership.

•	Establish forums for coordinated dialogue among County agencies to strengthen 
communications and share resources to implement climate strategies.

•	Integrate climate change considerations with the Equity and Social Justice Strategic 
Plan and build off that planning process to shape future engagement on climate.
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INTRODUCTION

The challenges associated with preventing, responding to, and preparing for climate change 
demand an inclusive, integrated, communitywide response that goes far beyond what King County 
alone could accomplish. There are many organizations, governments and other stakeholders 
within the region already addressing working on climate action, from environmental education and 
activism, to carbon pricing and clean technologies, to research and regional preparedness. It is 
essential for the success of King County’s climate change strategy for King County to cultivate the 
partnership of other governments, Tribes, businesses, philanthropic and community organizations, 
and King County residents through a collective regional climate vision, where decision-making, 
leadership and action are shared by all stakeholders. As described below, King County has focused 
on working with cities through the King County-Cities Climate Collaboration (K4C) and Sustainable 
Cities Roundtable to develop a shared climate goal and specific actions to achieve it, and share 
practical approaches for reducing GHG emissions.  This work provides a model for broader 
engagement with the community.

Equity and Social Justice
Shared decision-making, leadership and action are especially important when considering the 
potential for climate change to have disproportionate impacts on different communities. Impacts 
of a changing climate will be experienced differently by King County residents, influenced by 
factors such as income, age, health, and where they live. For example, increased mortality from 
heat events has already been documented for the elderly, the very young, and those with existing 
health conditions like diabetes and respiratory disease.  In some cases, lower cost housing is 
concentrated in flood hazard risk areas that potentially will see more severe and frequent flooding. 
At the same time, lower-income populations have limited capacity to adapt to conditions, such as 
increased frequency of heat events or flooding, through actions like flood proofing, home insulation, 
air conditioning, increasing tree canopy in lower income communities, or easily accessing a shady 
park or air conditioned community center.  Limited English proficiency and cultural differences 
can also be a barrier to preparing for the impacts of a changing climate, which can be critical in 
times of disaster or extreme weather events. By working collaboratively to develop and implement 
strategies to prevent, respond to and prepare for climate change, King County has many 
opportunities to address broader inequities. 

Internally, King County has taken the approach of integrating climate change considerations 
throughout its operations, from long-range planning to capital project management to community 
services. However, County agencies have varying levels of resources and expertise to carry out 
the types of internal and external communications, outreach and engagement for developing the 
necessary partnerships and stewarding a shared regional vision, including with respect to climate 
justice considerations. Establishing a dedicated position to serve as a central point of contact 
for coordinating climate communications, outreach and engagement among County agencies, 
including with the Office of Equity and Social Justice and collaborate with businesses and 
community organizations to develop climate solutions would strengthen the County’s community 
engagement. 

Policy Guidance for Enhancing Climate Outreach and Engagement
Both the King County Council and King County Auditor’s Office have provided direction 
for King County to engage in collaborative solutions to climate change. The King County 
Strategic Plan calls for County agencies to “promote robust public engagement that 
informs, involves, and empowers people and communities.” The 2014 King County Auditor’s Office 
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Performance Audit of the 2012 SCAP directed the Executive to “ensure that the SCAP update and 
its subsequent implementation and monitoring are informed by input from a broad representation 
of community stakeholders in King County.” The development of the 2015 SCAP has laid the 
groundwork for the County to pursue more inclusive, coordinated and sustained engagement, and 
moving forward, this approach will help the County advance regional solutions to combat climate 
change that are built on shared decision-making and action. 

CURRENT COUNTY ACTIONS AND PROGRAMS

Engagement Since 2012
In implementing the 2012 SCAP over the last three years, King County has cultivated 
partnerships with public agencies and key influencers on climate solutions. These efforts, 
several of which are highlighted below, have advanced King County’s progress on its 
climate commitments, provided models for engagement with other stakeholders, and informed the 
County’s long-term vision for combatting climate change, including shaping the 2015 SCAP. 

King County-Cities Climate Collaboration (K4C)

As of the summer of 2015, the King County-Cities Climate Collaboration (K4C) consists of 
King County and 13 cities, representing 75 percent of the county’s population.  Working 
collaboratively at the elected official and staff levels, the K4C has established a shared 
regional vision for climate action, the Joint Letter of Commitment: Climate Change Actions in  
King County (K4C commitments). To date, ten of the 13 K4C cities have adopted these 
commitments. K4C members have also implemented a shared funding mechanism, scaled to 
member jurisdictions’ populations, with participating members determining how to use shared 
resources to support regional climate progress. The GHG emissions reduction pathways 
established by K4C frame each goal area of the 2015 SCAP. Many SCAP strategies and priority 
actions also mirror the K4C commitments.

Regional Code Collaboration (RCC)

The Regional Code Collaboration (RCC), which evolved in 2012 from King County’s Green Building 
Task Force and Sustainable Cities Roundtables, is made up of representatives from 13 King County 
jurisdictions and five other jurisdictions in the greater Puget Sound region. This group has been 
working to create a common vision for local codes that promote environmental success and for 
best practices informed by rating systems such as Leadership in Energy and Environment Design 
(LEED), BuiltGreen, and The Living Building Challenge. All participating jurisdictions have or are 
considering adoption  of some or all of the code initiatives. The Cities of Issaquah, Seattle, and 
Shoreline have been leaders in adopting the developed codes. The RCC’s guidance is reflected in 
Goal Area 2: Buildings and Facilities Energy and Goal Area 3: Green Building.

Elected Officials from King County and many other cities gather after the June 2014 K4C Elected Officials Summit.



O
U

T
R

E
A

C
H

 A
N

D
 E

N
G

A
G

E
M

E
N

T

KING COUNTY STRATEGIC CLIMATE ACTION PLAN      OUTREACH AND ENGAGEMENT 18

Safe Energy Leadership Alliance (SELA)

King County convened the Safe Energy Leadership Alliance (SELA) in 2014 to raise awareness of 
the health, safety, environmental, and economic impacts of proposed coal terminals in the Pacific 
Northwest and Canada, and the recent surge in transport of volatile Bakken Oil by rail and barge.  
As of the summer of 2015, SELA is a coalition of more than 160 local, tribal, and state elected 
leaders from across Washington, Oregon, Idaho, Montana, California, and British Columbia. SELA 
members have advocated for stronger federal oil car safety standards, testified for comprehensive 
oil transport safety legislation in Washington State, and pushed for thorough review of coal export 
terminal proposals on local economies, traffic, health, and tribal treaty rights.

Business Engagement

As demonstrated in the 2015 SCAP, King County has many opportunities to act directly 
on climate solutions, for example, by reducing the GHG emissions footprint of its own 
operations. However, the largest sources of GHG emissions in King County – transportation 
and energy use of the built environment – are affected by choices about how the region’s businesses 
power their buildings and facilities and how their employees commute to work, making the 
collaboration of businesses critically important to the success of King County’s climate strategies.

As such, King County been developing public-private partnerships to advance countywide climate 
solutions and support regional innovation in clean technologies. For example, as the title sponsor 
of the GoGreen Seattle Conference for the past three years, King County has helped grow this 
event, which in 2015 brought together more than 500 decision-makers from government and 
business to share knowledge and nurture cross-sector collaboration on regional issues, such 
as transportation, sustainability, and innovation. Successful implementation of K4C priorities for 
transportation and building energy will require strong partnerships of with businesses and non-
profits. Many of the innovations in building energy efficiency, both design and operation, are 
coming from the private sector through alliances like Seattle 2030 District.  Efforts by the building 
community to develop, adopt, and market green building standards like Built Green and LEED are 
essential to widespread adoption. In the transportation arena, employer incentives and support for 
commute trip reduction, like provision of Orca passes, support for electric vehicles and charging 
stations networks, and promotion of ride share programs are essential to meeting goals for 
reduction GHG emissions from transportation. 

King County is also partnering with the private sector on the development of new approaches, 
innovation and cutting-edge clean energy technologies. For example, in early 2015, King County 
launched a two-year pilot project to monitor 
facility energy use at five County-owned 
facilities. In a partnership with Microsoft and 
local contracting firm MacDonald-Miller, the 
County will test the same energy tracking 
system Microsoft uses to reduce energy 
consumption and GHG emissions in the 
Executive’s Office building, transit facilities,  
a solid waste transfer and recycling station, 
and at the Brightwater Education Center.  
King County’s business engagement has 
helped shape the goals, actions, and 
strategies found throughout all sections  
of the 2015 SCAP.

King County staff talk with public about long-range 
transportation planning.
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Additional Climate-Related Engagement

There are many other forums where King County engages regularly with other 
jurisdictions, businesses, non-profit organizations, and King County residents. 
Participation in the following committees, commissions, and work groups has 
informed King County’s decision-making and progress on climate issues:

•	 Emergency Management Advisory Committee

•	 King County Transit Advisory Committee 

•	 King County Service Guidelines Task Force

•	 King County Solid Waste Advisory Committee

•	 King County Rural Forest Commission 

•	 Kitchen Cabinet (King County’s Local Food Initiative Citizens Committee)

•	 Metropolitan Solid Waste Management Advisory Committee

•	 Growth Management Planning Council

•	 Puget Sound Regional Council – Regional Preparedness Work Group 

•	 University of Washington Climate Impacts Group

Engagement directly related to development of the 2015 SCAP 
To support development of the 2015 SCAP, King County engaged a variety of audiences 
to a) gain insight into stakeholders’ perspectives and how they view King County’s role in 
combatting climate change; and b) increase awareness about how climate change will affect the 
region and what King County government is doing to prevent, reduce, avoid, and respond to the 
challenge.  This learning has informed the 2015 SCAP, shaping the strategies of the goal areas 
and laying the groundwork for the County to build alliances for a collaborative regional climate 
response. 

Using electronic and direct engagement tools and techniques, King County implemented a  
three-pronged approach to reach out to and learn from stakeholders and community members.   
A summary of activities and findings is presented below.

1.	 Subject Matter Expert Consultation   
	 King County sought the guidance, input, and collaboration of subject matter experts to shape 

the 2015 SCAP goals, targets, and actions. King County strategized with sustainability staff 
from other jurisdictions and with local thought leaders from organizations such as Climate 
Solutions, University of Washington Climate Impacts Group, Puget Sound Energy, Seattle City 
Light, Puget Sound Clean Air Agency, Sightline, Sound Transit, Forterra, International Living 
Future Institute/Cascadia Green Building Council, Northwest Energy Efficiency Council, and 
Seattle 2030 District.

	 In April 2015, King County hosted two formal group discussions, one in Seattle and one in 
Redmond, with participation from people representing ten public agencies and six non-profit 
organizations.  These groups explored broad concepts of the SCAP and provided feedback on 
strategies and priorities for the update.

2.	 Online Engagement
	 To interact with a broader audience, King County ran a “virtual town hall” in March and April 

2015 using a tool called Mindmixer, which, unlike traditional surveys, allows participants to 
respond to questions, submit ideas, and interact with each other and King County staff.   
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There were 6,800 views of the questions over the five weeks the forum was open, with more 
than 100 responses and ideas submitted by participants and more than 80 interactions on 
those ideas.  

	 King County used a variety of methods to disseminate and encourage participation in this 
online town hall, including Facebook ads that went out to both general audiences and targeted 
geographic areas of the county.  The geographic-specific ads proved more effective, reaching 
4,700 people to the general ad’s 500.  While not everyone who was reached by a Facebook ad 
participated in the Mindmixer forum, the ads themselves generated considerable conversations 
on social media.

3.	 Direct Engagement   
	 King County reached out beyond traditional environmental audiences and carried 

out small group discussions and informal interviews in April 2015.  Working with 
multicultural outreach staff at the Environmental Coalition of South Seattle (ECOSS), King 
County conducted five small group discussions in Spanish, Vietnamese, Chinese, and Somali, 
which involved more than 60 people.  King County also met with a group of youth and 
conducted interviews with a handful of residents from rural unincorporated communities.

Findings and Observations

King County’s online and direct public 
engagement methods yielded several 
preliminary findings about public 
understanding of climate change impacts, 
actions to address climate change, and ideas 
for future engagement. 

Climate Change Understanding

•	 Participants without familiarity of the 
topic expressed difficulty grasping the 
concepts of climate change, but most 
expressed an understanding of the 
connection between their daily lives and 
impacts from air and/or water pollution.

•	 Participants were generally positive about 
wanting to understand and learn more 
about the topic.

•	 Participants brought up snow most 
frequently – in the context of reduced 
mountain snowpack and extreme snow 
events - when talking about connecting 
climate change to their daily lives.

Participants work on emergency management planning.
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actions 2020priority by

Climate Change Actions

•	 Participants described multiple levels of responsibility in confronting climate change, from 
individuals to businesses to government.

•	 The cost of inaction should be considered alongside the costs/cost effectiveness of climate 
solutions.

•	 King County was identified as having a unique role in convening and cultivating regional 
alliances.

Engagement and Communications

•	 Participants from all audiences acknowledged the difficulty in communicating and engaging 
on climate change and suggested working through more tangible topics that result in climate 
benefits may prove more effective (e.g. transit, economic development, housing). 

•	 There are many climate-related activities and initiatives underway in the region.  Participants 
suggested that King County’s engagement efforts could include King County employees, other 
jurisdictions and public sector actors, such as special districts, tribes, and state and federal 
agencies, as well as businesses, and philanthropic, civic and faith-based organizations.

•	 Participants suggested techniques, venues, and communications channels for interacting with 
them.  Although there were some similarities, it was evident that effective engagement and 
education on climate change will require a more segmented, grassroots approach.

Goal: Building on engagement since the 2012 SCAP and directly related to the 2015 SCAP 
development, King County has developed a new climate change outreach and engagement goal:

•	 King County will cultivate an inclusive, shared regional vision for combatting climate change by 
working across County departments and through partnerships with other governments, Tribes, 
businesses, educational institutions, and philanthropic and community organizations.

To support progress towards this goal, three new priority actions are outlined:

✔✔ Build cross-sector alliances. Building off the success of 
models of regional collaboration like K4C and SELA, the 
County will deepen engagement with businesses, Tribes, 
educational institutions, and philanthropic and community organizations to develop 
climate solutions with co-benefits for public health, mobility, employment, and the 
economy. This will involve strengthening engagement with a broad representation of 
King County residents, including limited English proficiency populations and others 
who are most likely bear the negative impacts of a changing climate. The County 
should establish a dedicated position to support its climate related engagement, 
serving as a central point of contact coordinating climate communications, outreach 
and engagement among County agencies, collaborating on resources, and enhancing  
King County’s effectiveness overall in communicating on climate solutions.  

➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤
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✔✔ Strengthen internal agency collaboration on communications and engagement. 
King County will establish regular dialogue across its departments’ communications 
and outreach staff to better coordinate climate-related communications and 
engagement and to leverage resources. 

✔✔ Integrate climate change in the Equity and Social Justice Strategic Plan.  
The County will integrate climate change considerations into the Equity and 
Social Justice Strategic Plan and planning process, which will help drive 
engagement on climate change issues and shape future decision-making on climate 
strategies.

✔✔ Establish Partnerships Between K4C and the Private Sector:  As part of the K4C’s 
2016 shared work program, the County will work with K4C city partners to develop 
and pursue partnerships with businesses and non-profits to advance alternative 
transportation and building energy priorities.

Accountable Agencies 
King County has taken the approach of integrating climate change considerations throughout its 
operations, so all agencies carry out some degree of communications, outreach and engagement 
on climate change. The agencies listed below have existing community-facing programs and 
initiatives that help educate King County residents about climate change and/or will be responsible 
for implementing the 2015 SCAP priority actions related to climate outreach and engagement. 

•	 Department of Natural Resources and Parks

•	Solid Waste Division

•	Wastewater Treatment Division

•	Water and Land Resources Division

•	Parks and Recreation Division

•	Community Service Areas Program

•	 Department of Transportation

•	Metro Transit Division

•	Road Services Division

•	King County International Airport

•	Marine Division

•	 Department of Executive Services

•	Facilities Management Division

•	Office of Emergency Management

•	 Department of Permitting and Environmental Review

•	 Office of Equity and Social Justice

•	 Equity and Social Justice Inter-Branch Team

•	 Public Health – Seattle and King County

http://www.kingcounty.gov/depts/dnrp.aspx
http://your.kingcounty.gov/solidwaste/index.asp
http://www.kingcounty.gov/environment/wtd.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/environment/wlr.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/environment/wlr.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/exec/community-service-areas.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/transportation/kcdot.aspx
http://metro.kingcounty.gov/
http://www.kingcounty.gov/transportation/kcdot/Roads.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/transportation/kcdot/Airport.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/transportation/kcdot/WaterTaxi.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/operations/ExecutiveServices.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/operations/FacilitiesManagement.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/safety/prepare.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/property/permits/about.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/elected/executive/equity-social-justice.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/elected/executive/equity-social-justice/team.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/healthservices/health.aspx
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GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS REDUCTION TARGETS

King County’s Commitments
In 2014, King County and 39 King County cities came together to develop shared, countywide 
GHG emissions reduction targets. In July 2014, targets were unanimously adopted by the King 
County Growth Management Planning Council (GMPC), a regional planning body that develops 
countywide policies to help guide local comprehensive plans throughout King County.  The formal 
adoption of a shared, community scale GHG target by local governments is relatively unusual, and 
provides a strong foundation and guidepost for community-scale efforts to reduce GHG emissions. 

The shared targets are near- and long-term, ambitious and achievable, and consistent with what 
climate science says needs to be done in order to avoid the worst impacts of climate change. The 
adopted targets are significantly more ambitious than Washington State’s GHG emissions reduction 
requirements (RCW 47.01.440).

The 2015 SCAP reflects the GMPC’s recommendation for a countywide target. Additionally, 
while King County government’s contributions to communitywide and global GHG emissions 
are relatively small, the County is committed to reducing its operational GHG footprint, while 
demonstrating that climate solutions have broader environmental, economic and health benefits.

	 Countywide Target: 
•	Reduce countywide sources of greenhouse gas emissions, compared to a 2007 

baseline, by 25 percent by 2020, 50 percent by 2030, and 80 percent by 2050. Assuming 
one percent annual population growth, these targets translate to per capita emissions 
of approximately 8.5 metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalent (MTCO2e) by 2020, 5 
MTCO2e by 2030, and 1.5 MTCO2e by 2050.

	 County Operations Targets: 
•	King County shall reduce total greenhouse gas emissions from government operations, 

compared to a 2007 baseline, by at least 15 percent by 2015, 25 percent by 2020, and 
50 percent by 2030.

•	King County’s Department of Natural Resources and Parks, including the Wastewater 
Treatment Division, Solid Waste Division, Parks and Recreation Division, and Water and 
Land Resource Division, shall achieve net carbon neutrality for its operations by 2017.

•	The Wastewater Treatment Division and Solid Waste Division shall each independently 
achieve carbon-neutral operations by 2025. 

 Progress to Date

Countywide Progress

King County’s latest comprehensive assessment, Greenhouse Gas Emissions in King County 
(2012), documented a per person decline in core GHG emissions for the average King County 
resident, primarily because of declines in per person vehicle travel and building energy use.  
However, total GHG emissions in King County continued to increase, driven by population growth. 
While the trend in per capita emissions is moving in the right direction, the region is currently not on 
track to meet its long-term GHG emissions reduction targets. 

http://www.kingcounty.gov/environment/climate/climate-change-resources/emissions-inventories/2008-report.aspx
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County Operations Progress

King County has made significant progress in reducing GHG emissions from its buildings and 
facilities, reducing GHG emissions associated with operational energy use by 14 percent since 
2007. 

However, GHG emissions associated with operational vehicle use increased six percent between 
2007 and 2014. This increase primarily resulted from: (1) decreased use of biodiesel in buses and 
trucks, which emits less GHG emissions than fossil fuel diesel, primarily to price differences, and (2) 
increased transit service and associated increased fuel use in Metro Transit buses – there was an 
eleven percent increase in transit ridership and a correlated but smaller increase in service between 
2007 and 2014. 

As documented in the Goal Area 1: Transportation and Land Use, when viewed at a community 
level, increasing transit service offsets the GHG emissions associated with transit operations 
by more than three times. These communitywide emissions reductions come by decreasing 
congestion, reducing car trips, and allowing more efficient land use.

Overall, total operational fossil fuel-related GHG emissions decreased 0.2 percent between 2007 
and 2014. While it is unlikely that King County will achieve its near term 2015 GHG emissions 
reduction target, the next section on Achieving GHG Emissions Reduction Targets outlines what 
it will take to get the County on track by 2020.

Achieving GHG Emissions Reduction Targets

Countywide

King County residents, businesses, and local governments are currently not on track to achieve the 
near- and long-term GHG emissions reduction targets adopted in 2014 by the Growth Management 
Planning Council. 

However, analysis of changing policies and technologies by King County and K4C partners 
indicates that countywide targets are ambitious but achievable.

To understand what it would take to achieve adopted countywide GHG targets, King County and 
K4C  partners collaborated with Climate Solutions’ New Energy Cities Program in 2014 to establish 
specific, quantifiable pathways towards making a 50 percent reduction in GHG emissions by 2030, 
a key near-term milestone. This analysis began by assessing how existing major federal and state 
actions will contribute to local GHG emissions reductions over the next 15 years. 

Federal and state actions assessed included: federal Corporate Average Fuel Efficiency (CAFE) 
standards, which require automakers to improve the fuel efficiency of vehicles produced for sale 
in the US; Washington State’s Renewable Portfolio Standard (RPS), which requires all major 
energy utilities in Washington to source at least 15 percent of total fuel mix from renewable energy 
by 2020; and a state law governing Washington State’s Energy Code, which specifies that new 
buildings constructed in 2031 use 70 percent less energy than those constructed in 2006. The 
following chart depicts the level of GHG emissions reductions associated with these three federal 
and state policies.
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After assessing the impact of federal and state policies, the K4C and New Energy Cities analyzed 
a set of local pathways to close the remaining emissions reductions gap and get the region on 
track to a 50 percent reduction in GHG emissions by 2030. The following chart summarizes K4C 
pathways that would close the GHG emissions gap identified in the previous chart. 
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This chart outlines a set of sector specific pathways, developed in collaboration with K4C cities, 
that would close the remaining GHG emissions gap identified in the previous chart. Achieving 
these pathways would ensure that countywide GHG targets are achieved. These pathways are 
part of the “K4C Joint County-City Climate Commitments” and frame and inform each of the goal 
areas of the 2015 SCAP.
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The pathways highlighted in the second previous chart frame the first five goal areas of the SCAP. 
They are also summarized here:

•	Goal Area 1: Transportation and Land Use: For passenger vehicles and 
light trucks, (1) reduce vehicle miles traveled by 20 percent below 2012 levels 
by 2030 and (2) reduce the GHG emissions intensity of fuels by 15 percent 
below 2012 levels by 2030.

•	Goal Area 2: Buildings and Facilities Energy (1) Reduce energy use in all existing 
buildings 25 percent below 2012 levels by 2030; (2) Increase countywide renewable 
electricity use 20 percentage points beyond 2012 levels by 2030 (with renewable 
electricity representing 90 percent of total countywide electricity consumption); phase 
out coal-fired electricity source by 2025; limit construction of new natural gas based 
electricity power plants; and support development of increasing amounts of renewable 
energy sources.

•	Goal Area 3: Green Building: Achieve net-zero GHG emissions in new buildings  
by 2030.

The K4C and New Energy Cities analysis was focused on GHG emissions that physically occur 
within King County’s geography, plus imported electricity-related sources. This excludes a 
large amount of consumption-based emissions – emissions that occur outside of King County’s 
boundaries but are directly related to local decisions. That’s why both the K4C pathways and 
the 2015 SCAP also include pathways to avoid new GHG emissions sources and also address 
consumption-based GHG emissions and sinks:

•	Goal Area 4: Consumption and Materials Management: By 2020, 
achieve a 70 percent recycling rate countywide; by 2030, achieve zero waste 
of resources that have economic value for reuse, resale and recycling.

•	Goal Area 5: Forests and Agriculture: Reduce sprawl and associated 
transportation related GHG emissions and sequester biological carbon by focusing 
growth in urban centers and protecting and restoring forests and farms.

While adopting the K4C pathways does not guarantee achievement of countywide GHG targets, 
the analysis shows that countywide targets are achievable with bold action.  

Based on this analysis, K4C partners developed a set of shared actions known as the K4C Joint 
County-City Climate Commitments. These commitments highlight what King County and K4C 
partner cities will do to achieve the K4C pathways and also directly relate to the 2015 SCAP 
strategies and commitments. King County and ten cities, representing nearly 1.5 million residents -  
70 percent of King County’s population, have now formally adopted these commitments.  
King County and the ten K4C cities are working to encourage the remaining K4C cities and  
other cities in the County to consider adopting the commitments. 

The 2015 SCAP is built upon the K4C pathways and commitments. The 2015 SCAP outlines 
County actions that will help achieve the K4C pathways and quantifies the GHG emissions 
reduction potential of those actions. While there is significant work needed to better quantify the 
GHG impact of County actions, the County now has a framework for how to get on track towards 
its GHG emissions reduction targets.

http://your.kingcounty.gov/dnrp/library/dnrp-directors-office/climate/2014-K4C-LetterOfCommitments.pdf
http://your.kingcounty.gov/dnrp/library/dnrp-directors-office/climate/2014-K4C-LetterOfCommitments.pdf
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The K4C Joint County-City Climate Commitments also include shared policy statements that 
reflect that to achieve local GHG emissions reduction targets, action is necessary at other levels 
of government and in collaboration with other partners. Highlights of the K4C policy commitments 
include:

•	Climate Policy: Advocate for comprehensive federal, regional and state 
science-based limits and a market-based price on carbon pollution and other 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. A portion of revenue from these policies 
should support local GHG reduction efforts that align with these Joint County-City 
Climate Commitments, such as funding for transit service, energy efficiency projects, 
and forest protection and restoration initiatives.

•	Goal Area 1: Transportation and Land Use: Partner to secure state authority for 
funding to sustain and grow transit service in King County.

•	Goal Area 3: Buildings and Facilities Energy: Build on existing state renewable 
energy commitments including the Washington State Renewable Portfolio Standard 
(RPS) to partner with local utilities, state regulators and other stakeholders on a 
countywide commitment to renewable energy resources, including meeting energy 
demand through energy efficiency improvements and phasing out fossil fuels.

County Operations

To achieve King County’s operational targets associated with GHG emissions from fossil fuels, King 
County developed a set of goal area-specific targets for the 2015 SCAP. The technical analysis that 
supported the development of these targets shows that to achieve the County’s 2020 target of a 25 
percent reduction in GHG emissions compared to a 2007 baseline, each of these goal area-specific 
targets must be met. 

Maintaining a steady course towards achieving King County’s 2030 targets will require progress 
beyond these near-term commitments and will be developed with the next SCAP update by 2020. 

While many of the commitments in the 2015 SCAP will help reduce operational GHG emissions, the 
most important to ensure the County makes sufficient progress by 2020 include:

•	 Grow transit service through 2020 with no increase in GHG emissions.

•	 For vehicle operations, increase the percentage of alternative fuels in County fleets 10 percent 
by 2025, as compared to a 2014 baseline.

•	 By 2025, ensure all electricity supplied for King County government operations is GHG 
emissions neutral.

•	 Reduce normalized energy use in County-owned facilities five percent by 2020 and 10 percent 
by 2025, as compared to a 2014 baseline.

As illustrated in the introductory section of this plan, King County has significant additional GHG 
emissions sources associated with government operations, such as its purchasing and landfill-
related methane emissions. The 2015 SCAP includes commitments to further quantify and reduce 
these GHG emissions sources.
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Measurement and Reporting

Countywide

In July 2014, at the same time new countywide GHG emissions reduction targets were adopted, 
the King County Growth Management Planning Council (GMPC) also adopted new policies on 
countywide GHG emissions measurement and reporting:

Countywide Planning Policy Environment 18A
King County shall assess and report countywide greenhouse gas emissions associated with 
resident, business, and other local government buildings, on road vehicles and solid waste 
at least every two years.  King County shall also update its comprehensive greenhouse gas 
emissions inventory that quantifies all direct local sources of greenhouse gas emissions as 
well as emissions associated with local consumption at least every five years.

This is consistent with King County’s own Comprehensive Plan policy:

2012 King County Comprehensive Plan Policy E-202	
Through reporting on its major environmental sustainability programs, King County shall 
assess and publicly report on: (b) Countywide greenhouse gas emissions associated with 
resident, business, and other local government activities; and (c) Countywide greenhouse 
gas inventories that quantify all direct local sources of greenhouse gas emissions as well as 
emissions associated with local consumption.

King County’s role of leading countywide GHG emissions inventories meshes well with its role 
as a regional convener and partner with cities, businesses, and the public on climate action. 
Countywide GHG inventories are how King County plans to support the monitoring of progress 
towards countywide GHG emissions targets. For past inventories, the County has led this work, 
while sharing costs with diverse partners, including the Puget Sound Clean Air Agency, the City of 
Seattle, and the U.S. Department of Energy. 

King County’s next update is planned for fall 2015, reporting on calendar year 2014 emissions. 
Information from this assessment will be included in the first annual report on the 2015 SCAP.

County Operations

Since the 2012 SCAP, King County has published annual reports of progress in SCAP 
implementation. These annual updates will continue to be published, consistent with King County 
Council direction. King County’s Comprehensive Plan also directs:  

2012 King County Comprehensive Plan Policy E-202	
Through reporting on its major environmental sustainability programs, King County 
shall assess and publicly report on: (a) its normalized and total energy usage and total 
greenhouse gas emissions associated with county operations

While many organizations that account for their operational GHG emissions focus on fossil fuel 
sources, King County is committed to be increasingly comprehensive in its accounting and 
reporting. For example, assessing and reducing GHG emissions associated with King County 
governments purchasing is an increasing focus of County climate action efforts.  
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PILOT COST EFFECTIVENESS ASSESSMENT 

King County is committed to improving the quantification of the costs and benefits of climate 
action. At the same time, in considering cost and GHG emissions reduction assessments, it is 
important to highlight that there may be other primary objectives of many climate-related strategies 
that are not exclusively GHG emissions reductions, such as cleaner air and water quality, improved 
quality of life, improved regional mobility, and public health benefits. 

The 2015 SCAP introduces cost effectiveness information at a national scale, and then provides the 
results of a pilot assessment of 13 “County Services” related strategies, conducted as part of the 
2015 SCAP. Additionally, this section outlines two new Priority Actions that will further the County’s 
work to integrate cost effectiveness information into County climate action.

National Assessment  

A common and useful tool for comparing GHG emissions reduction strategies is Marginal 
Abatement Cost Curves (MACC). The example MACC below, conducted in 2007 by McKinsey & 
Company, illustrates the cost effectiveness of a selection of GHG emissions reduction strategies in 
the United States.  

In the MACC, the width of each bar is the emissions reduction – the wider the bar the greater the 
GHG emissions reduction. The height of each bar represents the “marginal abatement cost”, or 
the cost of reduction per metric ton of carbon dioxide equivalent (MTCO2e)– the taller the bar, the 
higher the cost of each avoided metric ton of emissions. For example, the rightmost bar represents 
getting more hybrid cars into the U.S. vehicle fleet and has a width of about 32 million MTCO2e of 
emission reduction, at a price of $97 per MTCO2e. The bars are ordered from cheapest at the left, 
to most expensive at the right. At the left end of the chart are a number of reduction strategies that 
have negative costs – that is, they save money over the lifecycle of the strategy. These are mostly 
energy efficient strategies, where energy cost savings more than pay back the capital cost of the 
efficiency improvement.
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This national assessment can be useful in framing climate planning efforts such as the 2015 
SCAP. For example, it highlights the cost effectiveness of many vehicle and energy efficiency 
improvements. However, the analysis is very broad and based on opportunities and cost 
implications at a national level. A MACC tailored to King County would show different results. For 
example, because local energy sources are cleaner and result in fewer GHG emissions compared 
to national averages, energy efficiency strategies would likely be more costly per increment of GHG 
emissions reduction.

It’s important to keep in mind that a MACC evaluates each option only on the merits of GHG 
emissions reductions and does not evaluate non-climate benefits.  For example, in the national 
analysis referenced above, solar power is among the more expensive options, but it also reduces 
air and water pollution from fossil fuels, providing health and water quality benefits unaccounted for 
in the MACC. This is especially important when considering transportation investments, which have 
other local benefits, such as access to jobs and other destinations, reduced congestion, and better 
air quality.

2015 SCAP Pilot Cost Effectiveness Assessment

As part of the 2015 SCAP, King County undertook a pilot cost effectiveness assessment of a 
selection of SCAP-related commitments. At least two actions from each of the County’s five SCAP 
goal areas were assessed. All assessed actions are from the “County Services” portion of the 2015 
SCAP, relating to reducing GHG emissions from communitywide sources, as opposed to those 
focused on County government operations. These actions were evaluated for their costs - both to 
King County government and at the community scale - and their GHG emissions reduction. The 
timeframe for assessing the impact was focused on the expected costs and benefits in 2030.

Due to time and data limitations, this pilot assessment has more uncertainty with potential costs 
and GHG emissions reduction for each action than McKinsey & Company’s MACC assessment. 

The table on the next page describes each of the actions that were evaluated in the pilot cost 
effectiveness assessment. Please note that these strategies are implemented to achieve multiple 
benefits. In many cases, these actions are being pursued primarily for reasons other than the GHG 
emissions reduction benefits. 
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Action name Definition

Transit expansion Increase Metro Transit ridership consistent with the regionally developed 
Puget Sound Regional Council’s Transporatation 2040 plan to double 
transit boardings by 2040.

CTR Provide tools and assistance to increase employee participation in King 
County Metro’s Transit’s Commute Trip Reduction (CTR) program at 
CTR-mandated employers and encourage voluntary CTR participation 
among small employers to achieve an 18 percent reduction in 
commute-related GHG emissions.

EV charging Partner with installers to add 40 publicly-accessible Level 3 Electric 
Vehicle charging stations to encourage electric vehicle adoption in King 
County.

In Motion Increase participation by 50 percent in King County Metro Transit’s In 
Motion program for encouraging travel alternatives. 

Biodiesel at the pump For all vehicle fuel use in King County, ensure two percent of diesel fuel 
dispensed at the pump is biodiesel.

EE retrofit Stimulate an additional $5 million in annual consumer spending on cost-
effective energy efficiency retrofits by providing a loan loss reserve to 
local banks and credit unions, encouraging efficiency measures during 
construction permitting, and advertising efficiency programs in County-
controlled communications.

Clean electricity Work with Puget Sound Energy to phase out coal-fired electric 
generation from its portfolio, increase renewable electricity use, and limit 
construction of new natural gas-fired power plants.

Energy code Work with the State Building Code Council and King County cities to 
develop, adopt, and implement bold residential and commercial energy 
codes, reducing energy consumption in new buildings to net zero by 
2030.

Green building By 2030, 100 percent of new developments achieve Built Green 
Emerald Star, LEED Platinum or Living Building Challenge standards.

Transfer station 
recycling

Divert 75 percent of recyclable waste received at transfer stations from 
self-haul customers.

Residential food waste Require separation of food waste for residential single-family homes.

Forest protection Permanently protect 10,000 acres of forest from development by 
purchasing property, purchasing development rights, or offering 
property tax incentives.

Forest restoration Improve the health of 12,300 acres of County-owned forests through 
replanting, thinning, and invasive species removal.
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Findings and Observations

The chart below shows the results of the pilot assessment in terms of King County’s direct 
policy influence on implementing the strategy. Bubble size is the potential magnitude of the GHG 
emission reduction, the y-axis show the estimate cost per GHG emission reduction, and the x-axis 
is an assessment of King County’s policy influence on the strategy.

•	 Climate Cost Effectiveness Assessments do not capture all the benefits of an action or service. 
In addition to the GHG emissions reduction benefit of assessed actions, there are many policy 
drivers and co-benefits for these actions that are not captured in the bubble chart. The climate-
related costs and benefits of these actions need to be considered in the context of multiple 
rationales and benefits of these programs.  For example:

»» Energy efficiency and green building strategies create local jobs, increase property values 
and employee productivity, and can improve the health and quality of life of residents and 
tenants. None of these benefits are reflected in the pilot assessment.

»» Forest protection and restoration results in environmental benefits including cleaner air and 
water, improved wildlife habitat, and recreation opportunities. 

»» Increasing transit service produces more livable communities, better health outcomes, and 
connects us to the most important places in our lives – jobs, school, health care, family, and 
friends. 
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•	 Recycling and waste prevention show potential cost savings and GHG benefits. Analysis 
of transfer station recycling and residential food waste showed substantial cost savings and 
concurrent GHG emissions reductions. These commitments have been included in Goal Area 
5: Consumption and Materials Management.

•	 Phasing in clean electricity is critical, but requires partnerships. Clean electricity showed 
the largest GHG emissions reduction potential, but King County has less policy influence in this 
area. There is also considerable uncertainty about cost, with estimates varying from positive 
to negative. However, if the full costs of continued coal power generation are included (for 
example, reflecting the costs of air pollution, health impacts coal ash disposal, groundwater 
impacts and GHG emissions), they would likely be greater than or equal to the cost of 
renewable energy alternatives. King County’s commitments to partner with Puget Sound Energy 
and others to transition to a renewable energy future are highlighted in Goal Area 2: Buildings 
and Facilities Energy. 

•	 Forest protection has important carbon benefits at modest costs. While not traditionally 
considered a climate action and historically pursued for other benefits such as recreation and 
habitat, forest protection has an important GHG benefit at modest costs. Related commitments 
are included in Goal Area 5: Forests and Agriculture.

•	 Partnering with employers on commute trip reduction (CTR) programs has GHG 
emissions reduction potential. Expanding CTR programs can make a substantial reduction 
in countywide emissions, thanks in part to the large proportion of local emissions coming 
from commuters’ travel. Commitments related to CTR programs are included in Goal Area 1: 
Transportation and Land Use.

•	 Reducing the costs of green building is important. The relatively high costs per GHG 
emissions reduction estimated for the energy code and green building strategies are primarily 

Hills, lakes, and bridges
limit road space.

Transit carries more people
in the same amount of space.

40
people
driving
alone

400
people

with 
transit

Public transportation supports economic vitality and helps the Puget Sound 
region grow in a manner that reduces congestion and saves everyone time – 
whether or not you ride the bus. During peak commute hours, Metro Transit 
frees up the equivalent of 7 lanes of tra�c.
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a result of the costs of building to high energy efficient standards. This highlights the need to 
reduce the costs of designing and building green. Related strategies are highlighted in Goal 
Area 3: Green Building.

Comparing the Costs of Action to Inaction  

A recurring theme heard from stakeholders was that the costs of taking action to reduce GHG 
emissions must be compared to the costs of not taking action, i.e. the costs of climate change 
impacts. 

It is challenging to quantify the diverse costs of climate change – for example from the costs of 
increasingly extreme weather or impacts to food production - but there are many assessments 
that attempt to do so. For example, the University of Washington and University of Oregon have 
estimated that in Washington, the costs of a changing climate, reflected in increased forest fires, 
public health impacts, and reduced salmon populations, for example, will be $1,250 per year per 
household by 2020, with higher costs in future years.

Another approach in considering climate-related costs and benefits looks at the social cost of 
carbon (SCC), an estimate of the economic costs associated with GHG emissions and an estimate 
of the economic benefit of avoided or reduced GHG emissions. The SCC is a comprehensive 
estimate of the global costs of climate change and includes, for example, changes in agricultural, 
human health, and property damages from increased flood risk. The U.S. government now uses the 
SCC to inform decision-making and rule-making, for example in determining the costs and benefits 
of federal fuel efficiency standards for cars and trucks.

The most recent SCC values, published in 2013 by the White House, are $39/MTCO2e in 2015 
and $46/MTCO2e in 2020, increasing to $76/MTCO2e by 2050. These totals assume a three 
percent discount rate and the values are dollar-year and emissions-year specific.

One way for policy and decision makers to interpret the SCC estimates is that at an economy-wide, 
global scale, any action that costs below the SCC makes economic sense. However, this simplified 
interpretation ignores that effects of climate change vary by geography and over time. This 
approach also ignores the other benefits resulting from many GHG emissions reduction strategies. 
Nonetheless, it is useful to consider the relatively high value of the SCC compared to the costs of 
many GHG reduction strategies, such as illustrated by those published by McKinsey and Company 
and included in the introduction to this section.

As King County develops and implements an operational cost of carbon (see priority action below), 
the experience of the U.S. government and others in using a SCC to inform decision making will be 
important example to consider.

In addition to the direct economic costs associated with climate change impacts, there are other 
important but hard to quantify benefits of action that must be considered, such as opportunities 
for local economic development, health and quality of life improvements, and national security 
implications. For example, in 2014, the U.S. Department of Defense (DOD) declared that climate 
change is an immediate threat to national security, citing increased risks from terrorism, infectious 
disease, and economic impacts. The DOD also predicted increasing needs for military responses 
to weather and climate events across the globe from disasters such as Hurricane Katrina and 
Hurricane Sandy in the U.S. to drought and food shortages in Africa. Many of these increasing 
global risks are tied to climate change and weather impacts on food and water supplies, along with 
associated linkages with energy and GHG emissions. These impacts are part of what is identified 
by the United Nations as the “food, water, energy nexus”.

http://www.ecy.wa.gov/climatechange/economic_impacts.htm
http://www.ecy.wa.gov/climatechange/economic_impacts.htm
http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/omb/assets/inforeg/technical-update-social-cost-of-carbon-for-regulator-impact-analysis.pdf
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This pilot cost effectiveness assessment helped inform the GHG emissions reduction policy 
decisions in the 2015 SCAP, and King County will apply this type of assessment more 
comprehensively in future climate related planning processes, including the next SCAP 
update. An important challenge will be balancing the quantified costs and GHG emissions 
reduction benefits with other important rationales and benefits of climate-related actions. To 
further its commitment to better integrate cost effectiveness considerations into its climate 
planning work, two new related priority actions are highlighted below:

✔✔ Assess cost effectiveness of select County operations 
commitments in the 2015 SCAP. Building on the pilot cost 
effectiveness assessment carried out to inform the 2015 SCAP, King 
County will pilot a cost effectiveness assessment for at least 12 “County Operations” 
commitments. This information will be provided as part of the first annual report on 
implementation of the 2015 SCAP and will inform future climate action planning.

✔✔ Develop and implement an operational “Cost of Carbon”. In the absence of 
state and federal action to put a price on GHG emissions, it is difficult to integrate 
the environmental and economic costs associated with different decisions as they 
relate to GHG emissions. To address this gap in the near term, King County’s Office 
of Performance, Strategy and Budget will collaborate with King County agencies to 
develop and propose an internal “cost of carbon” by the end of 2017. This cost of 
carbon will be used in life-cycle assessments and decision making related to County 
operations, including for purchase of clean vehicles and alternative fuels, for facility 
construction and resource efficiency projects, and for related technology investments. 
King County will also pursue using the cost of carbon to inform broader County 
planning and decision making.

actions 2020priority by
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

➤	Transportation is the region’s largest source of GHG emissions, accounting for nearly half of 
all GHG emissions.

➤	King County is home to 2 million people and 1.3 million jobs; it is one of the fastest growing 
large counties in the U.S. 

➤	King County is Washington’s economic hub; public transportation helps connect people 
with job centers across the region while also reducing air pollution, improving the health of 
our communities, and increasing access for all residents. 

➤	Per capita GHG emissions associated with transportation have started to decline.

➤	Land use and transportation decisions are critically linked and together can have significant 
impacts on both improving community health and reducing GHG emissions. 

➤	King County plays critical roles related to transportation and land use, and this goal area 
outlines key commitments to:

•	Focus almost all new residential construction in urban areas.

•	Double transit ridership by 2040. 

•	Grow transit service thru 2020 with no increase in GHG emissions.

•	As it relates to government operations, increase the use of alternative fuels and 
decrease their carbon intensity.

Commuters and bike riders board Metro Transit’s Route 41 in the 
downtown Seattle transit tunnel.
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INTRODUCTION
Transportation is the largest source of GHG emissions in King County, accounting for nearly half of 
all GHG emissions that occur within King County’s geography. In the region, GHG emissions from 
transportation result from burning gasoline, diesel, natural gas, and other types of fossil fuels. 

King County has grown rapidly in recent years, with a net increase of 280,000 new residents 
between 2000 and 2014. Current projections by the Puget Sound Regional Council estimate 
King County’s population increasing by an additional 444,000 by 2040 for a total expected 
population of 2.4 million people. As the 
County continues to grow, demand for 
transportation and mobility services will 
also grow. 

To reduce transportation-related 
emissions, a variety of measures are 
needed to reduce fuel use, deploy cleaner 
technologies and fuels, and reduce 
both vehicle miles traveled (VMT) and 
the number of single occupant vehicles 
on roadways.  King County influences 
transportation-related emissions by 
directing growth within the Urban Growth 
Area (UGA), providing public transit, vanpool and ridesharing services, and creating opportunities 
for walking and bicycling —choices that eliminate single occupancy vehicle trips, mitigate traffic 
congestion, support efficient land use, help improve public health, and reduce transportation costs. 

King County plays an important role in reducing GHG emissions by providing public transportation 
options, helping to make communities more compact, active, and pedestrian oriented, supporting 
non-motorized travel through the Regional Trails System, and reducing operational emissions 
through use of lower-carbon fuels and innovative fleet technologies. King County is continually 
working to improve vehicle technology, phase in cleaner fuels, and reduce emissions through 
thoughtful operating practices for both Metro Transit and an extensive vehicle fleet that supports 
government functions. 

King County is also responsible for growth management and land-use regulations that encourage 
efficient land-use patterns by encouraging density and appropriate land uses within the UGA. The 
County has been a leader in adopting smart growth strategies that have concentrated the growth of 
population, employment, and development within the designated UGA. 

The ability to safely and efficiently move about King County is critical for creating an environment for 
people to thrive.  Public transportation connects people with access to jobs, schools, community 
services and recreation, increasing equity and access for all.  Regional trails provide space for 
recreation and can serve to mobilize people by connecting trails to key areas of opportunity.  
Developing transit, biking, and pedestrian friendly communities – especially with affordable housing 
elements – can help address social equity, public health and climate change challenges as well.  

County actions to improve transportation fuels and technologies – coupled with the results of 
decades of changes in land use policies – have led to a slight decline in per-person transportation-
related emissions in King County from 2007 to 2014.  King County continues efforts to reduce 
transportation-related emissions with a focus on priority actions for both County services and 
operations. 

This hybrid service truck supports field preventive maintenance 
on fleet vehicles and equipment. The truck uses the hybrid 
battery to operate the air compressor and 12 volt/110 volt 
electrical systems making it unnecessary to run the engine 
when carrying out service operations.
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CURRENT COUNTY ACTIONS AND PROGRAMS 

County Services

Transportation Choices 	

•	 Transportation Choices. Metro Transit 
offers a range of public transportation 
services including local bus transit, 
RapidRide bus-rapid transit, Dial-a-Ride transit, 
VanPool and VanShare, paratransit service through 
its Access program, and other alternative services. 
It provided nearly 119 million bus passenger trips 
and more than three million vanpool passenger 
trips in 2014. Demand continues to grow for 
transit services.  Recent estimates indicate that 
15 percent more service is needed just to meet 
existing ridership demand. This is evident through 
the record ridership, increased congestion, buses 
that are passing riders up because they are too full, and park and ride lots that are at capacity. 

•	 Increasing Transit Access for Low-Income Populations. In March 2015, Metro 
Transit launched the new ORCA LIFT program which makes riding the bus more 
affordable for those who meet the eligibility requirement of 200 percent below the 
federal poverty line.   With the ORCA LIFT card, income-qualified riders can save up to 50 
percent or more on Metro Transit buses, Kitsap Transit buses, Sound Transit Link light rail, 
King County Water Taxi and the Seattle Streetcar. ORCA LIFT provides more people and 
communities with transportation choices, while reducing transportation costs and GHG 
emissions.

•	 Piloting Alternative Services. The 2015-16 budget includes $12 million to pilot alternative 
transportation services to a) address bus service reductions in 2014, b) complete 
implementation of the 2012 Alternative Services Plan and c) explore alternative services as a 
complement to the fixed route bus system. 

Alternative Vehicles, Fuels and Technologies

•	 Transportation Technology and Strategies. King County continues to be a leader 
in supporting and demonstrating new transportation technologies. Metro Transit 
was the first large transit agency to equip the entire bus fleet with bicycle racks. All 
Metro Transit commuter vans also have the option of bike racks.  More recently, Metro Transit 
led the development of a right-sized parking web tool to help jurisdictions and developers 
better understand their actual parking needs in urban and suburban areas.  Metro Transit also 
developed a model to estimate the potential transit benefit of various improvements to the non-
motorized network connecting to major transit stations.

•	 Rideshare Online. Metro Transit (Rideshare Operations) administers an online system 
that enables employers, jurisdictions, schools, social services and other groups 
to easily organize biking, carpools, vanpools and transit connections. This system 
provides calendar tracking of trips estimating cost savings and GHG reductions, comprehensive 
administrator tools to track and report commute trip reductions, and web-based fulfillment of 
incentive rewards. In 2014 there were 30,130 new registrations in the system and users logged a 
reduction of 65,881,000 VMT. 

Metro Transit offers VanPool and VanShare 
services to make it easy for commuters to travel 
without driving alone.
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Land Use and Community Design

•	 Regional Planning. King County provides long-range planning services consistent with its dual 
roles as 1) the countywide government responsible for maintaining the UGA, directing growth 
to urban areas and away from rural and resource lands; and 2) the local land use authority for 
unincorporated areas.  Since the County’s first comprehensive plan was adopted under the 
State Growth Management Act in 1994, there have been minimal expansions of the UGA, many 
of which have been mitigated by offsetting, permanent open space designations.  By working 
with city partners to maintain the UGA, King County is directing growth into the urban areas 
where facilities and services can more easily be provided while reducing the need to travel long 
distances.  

•	 Planning Policies. Through the King County Countywide Planning Policies, King County 
promotes equitable transit-oriented development policies that support efficient use of land 
within the UGA. These policies improve urban density, access and connections, transportation 
options, and healthy living, while preserving green space and natural resources. The Regional 
Trails System, for example, supports more than 12 million annual bicycle and walking trips, 
including an estimated 5 million trips along the 175 miles of trails managed by King County. 
The County works with school districts to help address safety concerns regarding safe access 
to schools and is implementing programs such as the Transfer of Development Rights program 
which preserves land and steers development growth away from rural and resource lands into 
King County’s UGA.

•	 Transit-Oriented Development. King County continues to promote Transit Oriented 
Development (TOD) in numerous locations around the County.  Most recently, a 
TOD project at the South Kirkland Park and Ride combined 58 affordable housing 
units with 180 market rate units.  King County was a partner in creating an acquisition fund 
– the Regional Equitable Development Initiative (REDI) Fund – to acquire land for affordable 
housing and community development near high capacity transit nodes before the land is too 
expensive to acquire. Metro Transit also implemented a pilot program making a multi-family 
Passport product available to property managers of apartment buildings, supporting efforts to 
reduce parking supply and increase transit access for residents of apartments in transit rich 
environments.  

County Operations

Alternative Vehicles, Fuels, and Technologies

•	 Fleet Improvements. Metro Transit has been a leader in deploying fleet vehicles that utilize 
new technologies and reduce fuel use. Metro Transit operates one of only five electric trolley 
systems in the U.S., and in 2015, began updating its trolley fleet with vehicles designed to 
travel “off-wire” for limited distances with regenerative braking and improved energy efficiency. 
In 2014, Metro Transit began purchasing new hybrid buses with all electric drive components 
and accessories, enhanced fuel efficiency and the ability to completely cut off the engine when 
there is no need for power. Metro Transit was also the first transit agency in the nation to invest 
in articulated hybrid buses and all-electric zero-emission cars for the metropool commuter van 
program. 

•	 Promoting Low Carbon Fuel Use. King County fleet managers hold monthly meetings that 
provide a forum to share their experiences about the performance of low-carbon fuels in 
various applications. Fleet managers have the opportunity to evaluate the performance of pilot 
projects, such as the introduction of 25 electric vehicles into the commuter pool fleet, and 20 
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liquid petroleum gas (LPG, or propane) 
pickups and vans into operations 
for Roads and the Department of 
Natural Resources and Parks. These 
exchanges help inform decisions of 
other fleet managers, such as the 
conversion of 78 Access vehicles from 
gasoline to LPG – an effort designed 
to reduce GHG emissions and save 
money.

•	 Balancing Clean Fuels and Costs.  
King County has an agreement with its 
fuel provider to utilize B-5 (five percent) 
biodiesel for bulk fuel delivery for Metro 
Transit and Fleet Administration if the 
biodiesel fuel price is equal to or less than regular diesel fuel. The Marine Division is currently 
using a B-10 blend for water taxi operations.

Fleet Efficiencies

•	 Travel Planning. Many agencies have implemented business practices in order to reduce costs 
and GHG emissions. For example, the Department of Assessments has located vehicles at 
remote locations, such as Shoreline District Court. Employees can reserve the vehicle online 
and gain access to the vehicle with their assigned key fob. By avoiding travel time to and from 
downtown, the Assessment employee can be in the field for a longer period of time and reduce 
fuel consumption, emissions and vehicle miles traveled. The Department of Public Health 
focuses on efficient dispatching practices enabling their health professionals to maximize the 
ratio of patient services provided per VMT.

The metropool program has 25 all-electric, zero-emission 
Leaf vehicles that saved more than 30,000 gallons of gas and 
eliminated more than 300 metric tons of emissions in 2014.
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strategies &goals targetsmeasures
K4C Pathway: For passenger vehicles and light trucks, reduce vehicle miles 
traveled by 20 percent below 2012 levels by 2030 and GHG emissions intensity  
of fuels by 15 percent below 2012 levels by 2030.

County Services

Goal: King County will reduce the need for driving and provide and facilitate the use of 
sustainable transportation choices such as public transit, alternative technology vehicles, 
ridesharing, walking, and bicycling.

CATEGORY STRATEGIES

Transportation 
Choices 

 

 

Strategy A: Provide and expand public transit service. 

Strategy B: Improve the reliability and efficiency of transit.

Strategy C: Expand King County’s partnerships with 
employers to reduce transportation-related GHG emissions. 

Strategy D: Implement new transportation products in rural 
and suburban areas not well suited to fixed-route transit 
service.

Strategy E:  Expand pedestrian connectivity and bicycle 
parking at transit stations and park-and-ride lots to increase 
access to transit.

Alternative  
Vehicles, Fuels  
and Technologies 

Strategy A: Collaborate with private industry, community 
groups, utilities, and other agencies to build demand/
markets and infrastructure for alternative vehicles, fuels and 
technologies.

Strategy B: Partner in pilot projects that help improve the 
viability of alternative vehicles, fuels, and technologies.

Land Use and 
Community 
Design 

Strategy A: Focus development within the Urban Growth 
Area and reduce development pressure on rural and natural 
resource lands.

Strategy B: Use incentives, land-use designations, 
urban design, comprehensive plans, and zoning to create 
development and community design that meets the needs and 
preferences of transit users, pedestrians, and bicyclists.

Strategy C: Maintain and expand the Regional Trails System.
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➤	Measure 1: Annual passenger boardings on Metro Transit services. 

★★ Target 1: Consistent with the Puget Sound Regional Council’s 
Transportation 2040 regional transportation plan’s projection that 
boardings on transit services in the region will double by 2040, Metro 
Transit will strive to achieve the following targets:

•	 127 million passenger boardings by 2015.

•	 142 million passenger boardings by 2020.

•	 225 million passenger boardings by 2040.

❍❍ Status

There were more than 124 million passenger boardings in 2014, an all-time record. The 
2020 and 2040 ridership targets appear to be achievable, provided necessary funding is 
available.

 

GHG Emissions Reduction: In 2020, with an achieved ridership of 142 million, 
Metro Transit will reduce annual GHG emissions in King County by approximately 
828,000 MTCO2e, via mode-shift, congestion relief, and facilitation of improved 
land use planning and development that supports transit service. In 2040, with an 
achieved ridership of 225 million, Metro Transit will reduce annual GHG emissions 
by approximately 1,272,000 MTCO2e.

➤	Measure 2:  Percentage of King County commuters using transportation modes including 
driving alone, transit, water taxi, biking and walking, as measured by the Washington State 
Commute Trip Reduction (CTR) survey.
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★★ Target 2: Achieve a six percentage point increase in non-drive-alone 
travel for CTR affected worksites by 2020 compared to the 2007 
baseline and measured by the sum of activity among all jurisdictions 
in King County.

❍❍ Status

Between 2007 and 2013, there was a two percent increase in the non-drive-alone rate. In 
2013, transit service represented 20 percent of all commuter trips.

GHG Emissions Reduction: With approximately 3.9 million passenger miles 
traveled by CTR employees each year – and assuming the majority of CTR affected 
employees in King County commute by bus – approximately 1,250 MTCO2e 
emissions are avoided each year.  A six percentage point increase in non-drive-
alone travel for CTR affected worksites by 2020 will provide additional GHG 
benefits.

➤	Measure 3: Percentage of new countywide residential construction inside the UGA.

★★ Target 3: Maintain at least 97 percent of new residential construction within the UGA.

❍❍ Status

Since 1994, when King County’s Growth Management Act (GMA) boundaries were 
established, new residential construction has been focused within defined urban growth 
areas. As a result, since 2011, less than two percent of new residential construction has 
occurred in the rural area, exceeding the new target of maintaining 97 percent of new 
residential growth within the urban growth boundary. This shift has helped decrease total 
vehicle miles traveled and associated GHG emissions in King County.

GHG Emissions Reduction: The chart above shows the annual percentage 
reduction in transportation related GHG emissions associated with new residential 
development attributed to King County’s UGA boundary. The quantity of the GHG 
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Since 1994, when King County’s Growth Management Act (GMA) boundaries were established, new residential construction has been focused within 
defined urban growth areas. This shift has helped decrease total vehicle miles traveled and associated GHG emissions in King County.

Percent New MTCO2e Avoided Annually From Locating New Residential 
Construction within King County's Urban Growth Area   

➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤
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emission reduction varies depending on how much new development 
there is each year; for 2012, the estimated GHG reduction was 4,700 
MTCO2e. The GHG benefit quantified is estimated based on reductions 
in vehicle miles traveled resulting from the shift to more compact and efficient land 
use patterns.

➤	Measure 4: Number of new regional trail miles constructed or in final stages of engineering 
design. 

★★ Target 4:  Construct 15 miles of additional regional trails by 2020.

❍❍ Status 

As of 2014, 189 miles of regional trails are constructed and open or in final stages of 
construction, engineering or design. 

GHG Emissions Reduction: An interconnected network of regional trails offers 
an alternative to driving, helping reduce the number of vehicles on roadways and 
reducing vehicle-related GHG emissions. An estimated 12 million bicycle and 
pedestrian trips are made on the regional trails in King County annually. In 2015, 
King County’s Eastside Rail Corridor (ERC) connectivity analysis will identify and 
quantify the GHG emissions reduction benefits of an interconnected network of bike 
and pedestrian routes for this corridor.

County Operations

Goal: King County will increase the efficiency of its vehicle fleets and minimize their greenhouse 
gas emissions.

CATEGORY STRATEGIES

Alternative Vehicles, 
Fuels  
and Technologies 

Strategy A: Use a life-cycle cost assessment, including a cost 
of carbon pollution, to integrate more fuel efficient vehicles and 
technologies into County vehicle fleets.

Strategy B: Use proven alternative fuels that lower GHG 
emissions, where cost effective, with a priority focus on 
renewable energy or lower carbon intensity fuels.

Strategy C: Pilot new alternative fuel programs and projects with 
a greater potential for reducing carbon intensity, especially when 
they provide opportunities to stimulate market growth.

Strategy D: Develop a priority list of alternative fuels with the 
best GHG benefits and lowest carbon intensity for reference by 
fleet managers during life-cycle cost assessments.

Fleet Efficiencies  Strategy A: Leverage technology to maximize efficient vehicle 
use and implement operational strategies, such as anti-idling, 
fuel-saving driving techniques, car sharing, and vehicle right-
sizing to reduce emissions. 

Strategy B: Conduct a countywide campaign encouraging 
employees to use alternative transportation, drive efficiently, and 
minimize resource consumption and energy use at work.

➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤
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➤	Measure 1: Energy use by County vehicles.

★★ Target 1: In its vehicle operations (excluding Metro Transit fleet vehicles), King County will 
reduce normalized net energy use by at least 10 percent by 2020, compared to a 2014 
baseline.

❍❍ Status

In 2014, normalized energy use for non-Transit fleets – such as Sheriff, Roads, Solid 
Waste and Wastewater Division vehicles – was down six percent compared to 2007. 

GHG Emissions Reduction: Achieving the 2020 target will yield a GHG emissions 
reduction of approximately 2,700 MTCO2e/year.

★★ Target 2: In Metro Transit’s vehicle operations, King County will reduce normalized energy 
use by at least ten percent by 2020, compared to a 2014 baseline. 

❍❍ Status

In 2014, normalized energy use for Transit fleets was down six percent compared to 2007.

GHG Emissions Reduction: Achieving the 2020 target will yield a GHG emissions 
reduction of approximately 13,300 MTCO2e/year.

★★ Target 3: Across all vehicle operations, King County will increase the usage percentage 
of alternative fuels in its fleets by ten percent by 2025, compared to a 2014 baseline. 
Alternative fuels include electricity, biofuels, compressed natural gas, liquefied natural 
gas, hybrid, plug-in hybrid, battery drive, or propane. 

❍❍ Status

In 2014, alternative fuels comprised approximately five percent, by volume, of total King 
County fleet fuel purchases.  

GHG Emissions Reduction: Achieving the 2025 target will yield a GHG emissions 
reduction of approximately 16,400 MTCO2e/year.
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County Services

Transportation Choices

✔✔ Grow transit service without increasing GHG emissions. Metro Transit will 
strive to grow transit service through 2020 without increasing operational GHG 
emissions via advancements in fleet fuel efficiency and the transition to an 
all-electric or hybrid motorbus fleet by 2018. As of March 2015, almost 70 percent of 
Metro Transit’s motorbus fleet was hybrid or electric.

✔✔ Revise transit service to be more productive and attractive. Consistent 
with the Metro Transit Strategic Plan for Public Transportation, Metro Transit 
will place high priority on transit service to employment and residential centers 
while also ensuring social equity and geographic value. 

✔✔ Implement the Community Mobility Contract Program. Metro Transit will implement 
the new Community Mobility Contract Program in the City of Seattle and continue 
to promote this program with other jurisdictions.  The City of Seattle was the first 
jurisdiction to enter into a Community Mobility Contract and has contracted for 
223,000 hours of additional transit service in 2015. This program is available to any 
jurisdiction within King County interested in purchasing additional transit service from 
Metro Transit.

✔✔ Expand access to the transit system. Metro Transit will complete at least two 
projects improving bicycle access to the transit system, such as high-capacity 
bicycle parking at the Redmond Transit Center parking garage and expanded 
bicycle parking at some RapidRide stations. The County continues to increase transit 
ridership by working with local jurisdictions to identify and develop partnerships for 
projects that improve non-motorized access to the transit system. Metro Transit will 
also examine methods of more effectively managing existing park-and-rides and the 
potential for shared use parking to increase access to transit services.

✔✔ Expand community partnerships to encourage use of alternative modes. Metro 
Transit will partner with local jurisdictions to implement education and incentive 
programs to encourage the use of non-drive-alone travel. Upcoming efforts will focus 
on the Alaskan Way Viaduct corridor, 
South Lake Union, downtown Seattle, 
the I-405 corridor, and other activity 
centers throughout King County.

✔✔ Expand Alternative Services 
program. Metro Transit will work with 
jurisdictions throughout the county 
to plan and implement Alternative 
Services.  Alternative Services include 
vanpools and Dial-a-Ride Transit, 
along with new products, such as 
community shuttles and vans and 
flexible ridesharing. These services  

actions 2020priority by

A North Seattle Shoreline In Motion participant 
learns about alternative travel options at the 2014 
Transportation Resource Fair.
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will be offered in areas not well suited to fixed-route transit and will be designed to 
meet the needs and characteristics of each community.  Priorities for implementation 
include those areas affected by service reductions in Fall 2014, as well as the rural 
areas of southeast King County and Vashon Island. 

✔✔ Promote and expand RideshareOnline. Metro Transit will continue to manage 
RideshareOnline and promote it as a tool to expand carpool and vanpool opportunities 
throughout King County. This effort will have an impact on reducing single occupancy 
vehicle travel and eliminating GHG emissions. 

✔✔ Expand and maintain regional trails. DNRP will continue to develop and 
manage an interconnected network of regional trails and routes connecting 
trails to urban centers, transit, and employment. Near-term projects focus 
on extending existing regional trails and developing major new routes, especially in 
historically underserved areas, and include the Lake to Sound Trail through five south 
county cities, East Lake Sammamish Trail, Green-to-Cedar Rivers Trail, Foothills Trail, 
Green River Trail, and the Eastside Rail Corridor Trail. 

✔✔ Address GHG goals in Metro Transit’s Long Range Plan. A comprehensive update 
to Metro Transit’s long range public transportation plan will be completed in the fall 
of 2016 and will evaluate energy use and emissions per passenger mile traveled for 
different service options. This planning effort will also evaluate fleet mix by propulsion 
type and associated infrastructure needs to meet priorities identified in the SCAP to 
minimize GHG emissions even as transit expands to meet the projected growth and 
mobility needs of the county.

Land Use and Community Design

✔✔ Maintain the UGA. The County will continue to maintain the UGA and to direct growth 
into developed areas where facilities and services can be efficiently provided and 
where travel distances are reduced.

✔✔ Promote transit-oriented development. The County will participate in 
continuing efforts related to the regional Growing Transit Communities 
initiative, prioritizing investments in affordable housing and eligible community 
development projects near high capacity transit, including high capacity bus routes, 
bus rapid transit and light rail. Future light rail lines will be completed by 2023 serving 
East King County, North King County, and South King County. 

The South Kirkland Park-
and-Ride Transit Oriented 
Development project 
transformed an existing 
surface park and ride lot into 
a large mixed use residential 
and retail sustainable 
development community. 
The expanded park-and-ride 
lot contains bike racks and 
charging stations for electric 
vehicles, and the housing 
development includes 58 
affordable housing units.
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County Operations

Alternative Vehicles, Fuels and Technologies

✔✔ Deploy low GHG emissions fleet technologies at Metro Transit. Metro Transit 
will deploy two zero-emission technologies and begin the conversion of its Access 
fleet to alternative fuels in 2015. The trolley fleet will be updated with more energy-
efficient vehicles with regenerative braking and the ability to travel “off-wire” for limited 
distances. Metro Transit will also launch 
a zero-emission, all-electric battery-
powered bus pilot – with fast-charge 
stations – and liquid petroleum gas 
(propane)-fueled Access vans in 2015-
2016. Fleet Administration and DNRP 
are also seeking and implementing new 
low GHG technologies, and Rideshare 
Operations is evaluating the potential 
to acquire the Chrysler plug-in hybrid 
minivan (due for release in 2016) which 
could drastically cut fuel use and GHG 
emissions for the commuter van fleet. 

✔✔ Pursue adoption of a Clean Fuels Executive Order to include a cost of carbon. 
DOT and DNRP staff will continue to work with the Executive’s Office to formally adopt 
a clean fuels policy and to collaborate to integrate a cost of carbon into decision 
making about clean fuels. A draft clean fuels executive order was developed in 2014 
to guide fleet managers in making procurement decisions for clean vehicles and 
alternative fuels in alignment with County goals to reduce GHG emissions, and directs 
fleet managers to include a cost of carbon in life-cycle cost analyses.

✔✔ Use alternative fuels in the County’s new ferry vessels. DOT will implement the 
use of B-10 in two new passenger ferries being delivered in 2015. The Marine Division 
worked with its fuel supplier to implement the necessary blending equipment at its 
Harbor Island marine fuel pier.  The use of a biodiesel blend reduces GHG and sulfur 
dioxide emissions 
and diesel particulate 
pollution. This initiative, 
along with the new EPA 
Tier 3 marine diesel 
engines, allows the 
County’s vessels to 
meet the strictest EPA 
emission standards.

New 40-foot trolley with enhanced energy 
efficiency, regenerative braking and the ability to 
travel limited distances on a battery.

King County water taxis use B-10 biodiesel and accommodate 
bike passengers.
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Fleet Efficiencies 

✔✔ Continue green fleet operational strategies and initiatives. King County’s fleets 
will continue to implement strategies, such as anti-idling, eco-driving, car sharing 
and vehicle right-sizing, and will phase in more-efficient, lower-emissions hybrid and 
electric vehicles as funding and technologies allow. Fleet Administration developed an 
eco-driver training module for SkillSoft which will be rolled out in the summer of 2015. 

✔✔ Consider options for the sale and reinvestment of environmental attributes. 
Metro Transit is exploring options to monetize the use and savings of fuel resources 
to operate our fleets, such as selling credits from the use of renewable or low carbon 
fuels, or reduced emissions from our transit fleet. Metro Transit will explore options to 
reinvest funds in operations or services that continue to reduce climate impacts. At 
the state level, King County will advocate for a statewide cap-and-trade program that 
credits the transit system for the implementing low-carbon fuels and zero-emissions 
technologies.

ACCOUNTABLE AGENCIES  
The Department of Transportation is the overall lead for this goal area. The Metro Transit 
Division is responsible for strategies related to transit services including bus transit, vanpool, 
low income fares, ride matching and commute trip reduction efforts. The Fleet Administration 
Division is the lead for efforts related to government fleet vehicles, including alternative 
transportation vehicles and technologies, and chairs a Fleet Managers Group that includes 
representatives from the Airport, Solid Waste, Transit and Wastewater Treatment Divisions. Other 
Department of Transportation divisions which play important roles include the Airport, Marine, and 
Road Services Divisions. Strategies related to the Regional Trails System are led by the Department 
of Natural Resources and Parks, Parks and Recreation Division. The Office of Performance, 
Strategy and Budget is responsible for long-range comprehensive and regional planning, and 
the Department of Permitting and Environmental Review is responsible for subarea planning, 
permitting and development regulations in unincorporated areas. The Department of Public 
Health is an active participant in the development of transportation and land use policies that 
support public health goals of King County.

 

http://www.kingcounty.gov/transportation/kcdot.aspx
http://metro.kingcounty.gov/
http://metro.kingcounty.gov/
http://www.kingcounty.gov/transportation/kcdot/FleetAdministration.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/transportation/kcdot/FleetAdministration.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/recreation/parks/inventory.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/depts/executive/psb/regional-planning/overview.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/depts/executive/psb/regional-planning/overview.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/property/permits.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/healthservices/health.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/healthservices/health.aspx
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➤	Building and facility energy use is the region’s second largest source of GHG emissions. 

➤	King County has taken significant action to conserve energy in day-to-day operations of 
county government, reducing energy use in County buildings and facilities by 15 percent 
compared to 2007, resulting in savings of more than $3 million per year since 2010.

➤	King County has developed and generates significant renewable energy sources from its 
operations – primarily at the Cedar Hills Regional Landfill, South Wastewater Treatment 
Plant, and at the West Point Wastewater Treatment Plant - an amount that in total is 
equivalent to more than half of the County’s operational energy needs.

➤	King County is partnering with utilities and others to phase in cleaner fuel sources and sup-
port expanded energy efficiency and renewable energy production, including a commitment 
among K4C partners to pursue energy efficiencies and renewable energy sources.

➤	King County is pioneering approaches for capturing cost savings from investments in energy 
efficiency and renewable energy and using them to finance further work.

➤	King County is collaborating with businesses to test new energy technologies and 
demonstrate solutions. 

➤	This goal area outlines ambitious commitments to:

•	Reduce government operational energy use in County buildings and facilities by an 
additional 10 percent in the next decade

•	Produce the equivalent amount of renewable energy as is used to run King County 
government’s facilities and non-Transit vehicles.

•	Increase the amount of renewable energy used by facilities to 85 percent by 2025.

•	Commit to use 100 percent GHG-neutral electricity for operations by 2025.

KEY TAKEAWAYS
The BioEnergy Washington (BEW) renewable natural gas facility at the Cedar 

Hills Regional Landfill is a unique partnership between King County, BEW 
and Puget Sound Energy.
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INTRODUCTION
In King County, energy use in buildings and industrial facilities accounts for nearly half of GHG 
emissions that occur within King County’s geography. Since a significant percentage of energy 
consumed in the county is derived from fossil fuel-based sources, the region will need to reduce 
facility energy use and develop cleaner sources of energy to achieve ambitious GHG emissions 
reduction targets. King County has set aggressive energy conservation targets and renewable 
energy goals to guide County government operations. King County is also committed to be a 
leader in promoting energy conservation throughout the community and helping facilitate the 
region’s transition to a clean energy economy by working with cities, energy utilities, businesses 
and residents. 

King County has cost-effectively invested millions of dollars to ensure its operations are resource 
efficient and optimize the generation of renewable energy from waste resources.  King County 
has a long history of implementing energy efficiency and renewable energy production projects 
at its facilities.  Notable projects include the first wastewater biogas-to-pipeline scrubbing facility 
in the country in the 1980s at the South Wastewater Treatment Plant, the cogeneration system 
at the West Point Wastewater Treatment Plant dating back to the 1960s, and one of the largest 
landfill gas-to-pipeline renewable natural gas facilities in the country at the Cedar Hills Regional 
Landfill. The County’s energy efficiency work has ranged from lighting retrofits at dozens of County 
buildings to comprehensive energy efficiency projects at large facilities, such as the North Transit 
Base, the Regional Justice Center and the Weyerhaeuser King County Aquatic Center.  Continued 
progress in these areas is needed to meet short- and long-term GHG reduction goals. The 
County will continue and expand its operational efforts, while supporting and helping guide the 
community’s efficiency and clean energy efforts.  

CURRENT COUNTY ACTIONS AND PROGRAMS
Energy accomplishments are the result of County government cross-agency efforts to identify  
and capture energy savings opportunities through equipment replacement and operational 
efficiencies.  The County will continue to create and use tools to support its energy efforts, such as 
the Resource Life Cycle Cost Analysis (rLCCA) calculator and the Fund to Reduce Energy Demand 
(FRED) loan program.

When considering investments in energy 
efficiency and renewable energy, the 
County considers the energy efficiency 
of equipment, the potential to reduce 
GHG emissions, and life-cycle cost 
effectiveness. The County will continue 
to seek opportunities to optimize energy 
efficiency, reduce GHG emissions, 
and produce and consume renewable 
energy in new and existing facilities. 
The County’s efforts are a continuous 
improvement process, as County 
agencies examine energy consumption 
data in existing buildings to target 
future investment opportunities and as Over the past three years, Metro Transit has installed LED lights 

in the downtown Seattle transit tunnel that have reduced energy 
use by 21% compared to 2009, saving over $130,000 in energy 
costs per year.
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technological improvements continue to present new efficiency and renewable energy generation 
opportunities.  

The 2010 Energy Plan is updated and replaced by the 2015 SCAP.  In addition to the work outlined 
in Goal Area 2: Buildings and Facilities Energy, Appendix C: Energy Strategy Details at the 
end of this document highlights a number of additional, specific strategies the County will pursue 
through both its internal operations and external work.

County Services

King County is collaborating through the K4C to have a greater presence in the community.  
Moving forward, King County government will have a much stronger role in guiding and helping 
provide the community with tools that encourage resource efficiency and renewable energy 
generation in county homes and businesses.  This will occur by developing and articulating a 
clear vision for a clean energy future, developing and promoting state and federal incentives, and 
developing critical how-to information for residents and businesses to support implementation of 
energy efficiency and renewable energy projects.

King County is also partnering with the private sector on the development of new approaches, 
innovation and cutting-edge clean energy technologies. For example, in early 2015, King County 
launched a two-year pilot project 
to monitor facility energy use at 
five County-owned facilities. In a 
partnership with Microsoft and local 
contracting firm MacDonald-Miller, 
the County will test the same energy 
tracking system Microsoft uses to 
reduce energy consumption and GHG 
emissions in the Executive’s Office 
building, transit facilities, a solid waste 
transfer and recycling station, and at 
the Brightwater Education Center. 

County Operations

County Facilities

•	 Government Facility Energy Use. Direct energy use in King County government 
facilities, including energy used by buildings and to treat wastewater, resulted 
in approximately 70,000 MTCO2e of emissions in 2014. The County has made 
numerous operational changes and investments in recent years that have resulted in significant 
energy reductions and savings of more than $3 million annually. The County has had specific 
energy conservation targets in place since 2007, and those targets are being updated in this 
plan.  

Renewable Energy and Waste-to-Energy Production

•	 Landfill and Wastewater Renewable Energy Projects. King County has been successfully 
turning waste products into resources, including energy, for many years. Since 2013, King 
County has been exceeding its goal of using, buying or generating renewable energy equivalent 
to 50 percent of total County government energy use, which has been accomplished primarily 
through generation of renewable energy sources at the County’s own facilities.Notable 

Executive Constantine helps explain King County’s pilot project 
with MacDonald-Miller and Microsoft to monitor and reduce 
energy usage at five County-owned facilities.
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contributors to the County’s renewable 
energy generation portfolio are the 
renewable electricity production 
cogeneration system at the West 
Point Wastewater Treatment Plant, 
the South Wastewater Treatment 
Plant’s renewable natural gas (RNG) 
from digester gas production facility, 
and the BioEnergy Washington (BEW) 
landfill gas-to-pipeline RNG energy 
facility at the Cedar Hills Regional 
Landfill. The Cedar Hills biogas project 
is one of the largest landfill RNG 
production facilities in North America. 
In 2014, the Solid Waste Division made 
improvements to the facility, effectively 
increasing captured landfill gas by four 
percent. 

K4C Pathway: Reduce energy use in all existing buildings 25 percent below 
2012 levels by 2030. 

K4C Pathway: Increase countywide renewable electricity use 20 percent beyond 2012 
levels by 2030; phase out coal-fired electricity source by 2025; limit construction of new 
natural gas based electricity power plants; support development of increasing amounts of 
renewable energy sources.

County Services

Goal: King County will encourage and assist residents and businesses with energy efficiency and 
renewable energy projects, in collaboration with energy utilities and other partners.

The cogeneration facility at the West Point Wastewater 
Treatment Plant turns digester gas generated during the 
treatment process into electricity, which is sold as green energy 
in partnership with Seattle City Light, and heat energy, which is 
used onsite. 

strategies &goals measures targets
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CATEGORY STRATEGIES

Utility Partnerships 

 

 

Strategy A: Work with one or more local 
financial institutions to create a program to 
offer advantageous project loan financing 
rates.

Strategy B: Increase marketing for utility 
efficiency programs, such as through bus 
advertising.  

Strategy C: Develop relationships with 
external stakeholders for the delivery of whole-
home resource efficiency programs.

Strategy D: Research and support grant 
and other external funding opportunities that 
provide incentives for residents to complete 
energy efficiency and renewable energy 
projects, including tax and other financial 
incentives.

Renewable Energy  Strategy A: Support Washington State 
renewable energy production incentives that 
encourage the development of residential 
and commercial solar and other distributed 
generation and storage projects, without 
additional metering fees or other disincentives.

Strategy B: Develop relationships, programs, 
and marketing efforts with local utilities for 
the distributed production of solar and other 
renewable electricity. 

Strategy C: Create a consolidated guide on 
how to implement renewable energy projects 
for residences and businesses.

➤	Measure 1:  Countywide energy use in existing buildings.

★★ Target 1: Reduce energy use in all existing buildings 25 percent below 2012 
levels by 2030.

❍❍ Status

This is a new target.  Progress will be reported in future annual reports.

GHG Emissions Reduction: The estimated GHG emissions reduction of achieving 
the 2030 target is 2,153,000 MTCO2e per year.

targets
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➤	Measure 2:  Increased solar energy generation by residents and businesses.

★★ Target 2:  Increase countywide renewable electricity use 20 percent beyond 
2012 levels by 2030; phase out coal-fired electricity source by 2025; limit 
construction of new natural gas-based electricity power plants; support 
development of increasing amounts of renewable energy sources.

❍❍ Status

This is a new target. Progress will be reported in future annual reports.

GHG Emissions Reduction: The estimated GHG emissions reduction of achieving 
the 2030 target is 1,745,000 MTCO2e per year.

County Operations

Goal: King County will reduce energy use in County facilities and operations and will produce and 
consume more renewable energy.

CATEGORY STRATEGIES

County Facilities 

 

 

Strategy A: County agencies shall identify 
and implement cost effective energy efficiency 
projects in existing buildings and new 
construction projects.

Strategy B: For all projects installing over 
$250,000 of energy-using equipment (total 
construction cost), perform a resource 
life-cycle cost analysis on at least two 
technologies that can meet the programmatic 
need, and choose the option with the highest 
net present value, per Ordinance 16927.

Strategy C: Report quarterly on energy 
reduction and renewable energy progress for 
communication to county staff.

Strategy D: Conduct an annual 
communications campaign that encourages 
County employees to minimize energy and 
other resource use at work and at home. 

Strategy E: Train staff on green operations 
and maintenance practices that focus on 
reducing energy and other resource usage.

Strategy F: Meet the energy reduction 
requirements of the Federal Department of 
Energy Better Buildings Challenge.
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Renewable Energy and  
Waste-to-Energy Production 

Strategy A: Increase renewable biogas 
production at the wastewater treatment 
plants and Cedar Hills Regional Landfill 
as a percentage of total available biogas, 
prioritizing opportunities that reduce GHG 
emissions and maximize effective utilization of 
the biogas.

Strategy B: All new facilities over 200 square 
feet shall be designed in a manner that 
considers, and as appropriate installs, the 
basic infrastructure for the future integration of 
on-site solar power production and storage.

Strategy C: Pursue outside grants and other 
funding opportunities that support integrating 
renewable energy generation into construction 
projects, where life-cycle cost-effective.

Strategy D: Encourage and support 
community renewable energy projects on 
County property that are in the best interest of 
the public and reduce community energy use.

Renewable and GHG-Neutral 
Energy Consumption 

Strategy A: Work with local energy utilities and 
solar energy project developers to increase 
the generation of County-consumed electricity 
derived from renewable sources.  Create a 
framework with Puget Sound Energy and 
Snohomish PUD for the electricity supplied to 
King County facilities to be carbon neutral.

Strategy B: In coordination with local energy 
utilities, cities and community partners, pursue 
County development of small (kilowatt scale) 
and large (megawatt scale) County-owned 
off-site renewable energy generation projects, 
where life-cycle cost-effective.  

Strategy C: Pursue power supply agreements 
for the consumption of renewable electricity by 
County government, when cost effective.

Strategy D: Pursue progress toward the 
renewable energy consumption target in the 
following order of priority: 1) energy efficiency 
projects; 2) cost-effective renewable energy 
generation projects and 3) renewable and 
carbon reduction offset purchases. 
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➤	Measure 1: Normalized* energy use at County facilities, measured in millions of British Thermal 
Units (MMBTU)

★★ Target 1: King County will reduce normalized energy use in County owned facilities by 
at least five percent by 2020 and 10 percent by 2025, as compared to a baseline year of 
2014. 

*	For all use outside of wastewater, to be measured on an energy use per square foot basis, using an 
Energy Use Index of BTU/sq. ft./degree day. The Wastewater Treatment Division will be normalized for 
consumed energy, adjusted for weather and wastewater flow.

❍❍ Status 

Since setting energy reduction goals in 2007, the County has reduced its normalized facility 
energy use in impacted facilities by more than 15 percent, meeting both its 2012 and 2015 
energy reduction goals laid out in the 2010 King County Energy Plan and 2012 SCAP. As 
of 2015, these efforts are resulting in a financial savings of over $3 million per year, with a 
corresponding estimated reduction of GHG emissions of 27,700 MTCO2e per year. 

GHG Emissions Reduction: 2014 GHG emissions associated with King County’s 
government facility energy consumption were 81,900 MTCO2e. Meeting the energy 
efficiency, renewable energy consumption, and GHG neutral electricity targets 
(Targets 1, 4 and 5) in this goal area would reduce GHG emissions reduction by an 
estimated 70,600 MTCO2e to approximately 11,300 MTCO2e per year, a reduction 
of more than 85 percent.

➤	Measure 2: Building energy performance, as measured by the Energy Star Portfolio Manager 
Tool

★★ Target 2: By December 31, 2020, all King County government buildings* over 20,000 
square feet shall be Energy Star certified.  

*	Excluding Transit bases, Wastewater Treatment Division facilities, and facilities for which there is not an 
Energy Star category.

	 All County agencies that operate buildings not meeting Energy Star performance 
requirements by December 31, 2016 shall develop a written plan outlining steps for the 
facility to meet Energy Star certification requirements, including identifying all energy 

➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤
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Starting in 2015, King County’s facility energy use baseline will be updated to add new facilities built since 2007, including the 
Brightwater Wastewater Treatment Plant.

County
OPERATIONS
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efficiency projects with a ten year or less simple payback, using the county’s resource Life 
Cycle Cost Analysis tool.  At such buildings, all identified energy efficiency projects with 
a ten year or less simple payback must be completed by December 31, 2020.  Buildings 
that complete all energy efficiency projects with a ten year or less simple payback, but 
which do not meet Energy Star criteria, are not required to become Energy Star eligible, 
but shall continue to identify and implement cost-effective conservation projects. For 
other 20,000 square foot and larger buildings for which Energy Star categories do not 
exist, facility per-square-foot energy use will be established, along with energy reduction 
goals, by December 31, 2016.

❍❍ Status

King County government is benchmarking its facilities that are over 20,000 square feet 
to meet the City of Seattle Benchmarking requirement and to help guide internal energy 
management work.

➤	Measure 3: Amount of renewable and GHG neutral energy produced and consumed as part of 
government operations.

★★ Target 3: Renewable Energy Production - Produce renewable energy equal to 100 
percent of total County government net energy requirements by 2017 and each year 
thereafter, excluding the public Transit fleet.

❍❍ Status

King County continues to exceed its 2012 goal to produce, use, and/or procure the 
equivalent of 50 percent of its government energy use from renewable sources. While 
King County uses some of the renewable energy it generates within its operations, a 
significant amount of the renewable energy is exported and sold to other partners, for 
economic reasons and to ensure the best and full utilization of the resources. In 2014, 
the County was at approximately 57 percent renewable energy production vs. energy 
consumed (including the Transit fleet), exceeding the 2012 50 percent production goal.

GHG Emissions Reduction: Producing renewable energy equal to 100 percent of 
total County government net energy requirements by 2017 is estimated to reduce 
annual communitywide GHG emissions by at least 102,000 MTCO2e, primarily 
through displacing fossil fuel natural gas use with the County’s biogas that is 
produced and sold to third parties. 

★★ Target 4: Renewable energy consumption - King County government shall consume 
renewable energy equal to 70 percent of government operation facility energy 
consumption by 2020 and 85 percent by 2025.

❍❍ Status

In 2014, King County government consumed 64 percent renewable energy, including 
hydropower and biogas, versus the amount of energy consumed in its facilities.

GHG Emissions Reduction: See the combined GHG emissions reduction benefit of 
achieving Target 1, 4 and 5 as described after Target 1.

➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤
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★★ Target 5: Greenhouse gas neutral electricity - By 2025, King County shall ensure all 
electricity supplied for its government operations is greenhouse gas neutral. 

❍❍ Status

In 2014, approximately 71 percent of the electricity consumed by King County 
government was greenhouse gas neutral.

GHG Emissions Reduction: See the combined GHG emissions reduction benefit 
of achieving Target 1, 4 and 5 as described after Target 1. 

County Services

Utility Partnerships 

✔✔ Build utility and other external partnerships.

✔✔ Work with local utilities non-profit organizations and private partners 
	 to leverage and support existing programs, create new programs, build 
	 partnerships, and enhance marketing efforts that increase residential and 
	 commercial resource efficiency and renewable energy production activity for 
	 existing buildings.  

✔✔ Partner with local utilities and other stakeholders on a countywide commitment to 
	 renewable energy resources, including meeting electricity needs while phasing out 
	 fossil fuels.

✔✔ Support stronger commercial energy codes. Work with the Regional 
Code Collaboration (RCC), the City of Seattle Department of Planning and 
Development, and K4C cities to support stronger state residential and 
commercial energy codes. Work with the K4C cities to enact commercial 
energy codes that get the county on track to net zero energy buildings by 2030.  

✔✔ Expand community efficiency and renewable energy efforts. The County 
will expand and build relationships with utilities and other community 
partners to develop marketing, technical assistance, and financial tools to 
help citizens and businesses implement resource efficiency projects and 
generate renewable energy. The County should establish a dedicated position to 
support community efficiency and renewable energy efforts outlined in this goal area.

✔✔ Expand resource efficiency programs for low income residents. Work 
through the Department of Community and Human Services and other local 
housing repair programs to expand the installation of energy and water 
efficient fixtures and equipment that help reduce utility bills for low income 
customers. Work with the Washington State Housing Finance Commission to ensure 
that low-to-moderate income residents in King County are offered programs to make 
energy and water efficiency improvements to their homes.

actions 2020priority by
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✔✔ Broaden the EnviroStars program. The County will support broadening 
the EnviroStars program to become a Regional Green Business program 
that provides support for recognizes businesses that have made strides 
in sustainability such as energy efficiency, purchasing green power, and addressing 
climate change.

✔✔ Reduce the costs of resource efficiency and renewable energy.  
Engage with utilities, renewable energy providers, and state elected officials 
to renew solar production incentives. Work 
with financial institutions and other external 
stakeholders to develop loans, legislative 
action, and financial tools that reduce the 
costs of implementing resource efficiency and 
renewable energy projects, such as develop a 
King County-supported loan program that will 
be available for King County cities to complete 
resource efficiency projects in their facilities.  

✔✔ Create a building energy  
disclosure ordinance framework. 
In coordination with the K4C cities, 
set a preferred framework for building energy 
disclosure ordinances in the county’s unincor-
porated areas and incorporated cities, similar to 
the City of Seattle’s energy disclosure ordinance. 
This framework shall include marketing to align 
facilities with information about utility incentives 
and other resources to improve energy performance.

County Operations

County Facilities

✔✔ Benchmark County energy performance. By the end of 2016, King County will 
benchmark and publish energy performance and GHG emissions of its government 
facilities.  This effort will be completed through use of the Environmental Protection 
Agency Portfolio Manager tool or other benchmarking appropriate to the facility type. 

✔✔ Maximize energy efficiency in new King 
County facility projects. All King County 
government capital projects with energy-
consuming equipment shall meet the 
equivalent energy performance of the city with 
the most stringent energy code in the county. 
Minimize energy use in buildings during capital 
projects through the consistent implementation 
of Green Building and Sustainable 
Development policy, Ordinance 17709.

King County’s internal Fund to Reduce Energy 
Demand (FRED) program is providing loans 
to county agencies for energy projects.  For 
example, the FRED program will allow the 
Facilities Management Division (FMD) to invest 
more than $1.4 million in projects during 2015 
and 2016, including at the pictured Maleng 
Regional Justice Center. These projects have 
also received more than $560,000 in grant 
funding from outside partners and will save an 
estimated $120,000 annually in utility costs.

The Weyerhaeuser King County Aquatic Center 
leveraged more than $1.3 million in external 
funding for energy efficiency upgrades.
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Renewable and GHG-Neutral Energy Consumption

✔✔ Greenhouse gas neutral electricity for government operations. By 2025, ensure 
the electricity consumed by King County government’s operations is 100 percent 
greenhouse gas neutral.

ACCOUNTABLE AGENCIES

The Department of Natural Resources and Parks, the Department of Transportation, and the 
Department of Executive Services, Facilities Management Division are the overall leads for this 
goal area. King County’s interdepartmental Energy Task Force and Energy Strategy Team play a 
coordinating and oversight role in guiding and implementing county government energy strategies, 
activities, and investments. 

To meet the County’s long-term energy reduction goals, every County agency must play a role. Yet, 
agencies will contribute toward goals in varying degrees because of disparate opportunities that 
may be the result of significant or deficient past investments, impending expenditures or capital 
investments, regulatory requirements, and the resource intensity of operations.  Staff will continue 
to collaborate on energy efficiency activities to help highlight the best opportunities and to learn 
from past endeavors.  

For renewable energy, the Solid Waste and Wastewater Treatment Divisions will continue to 
be the major generators of renewable energy from county government waste resources, with 
contributions from other agencies.

http://kingcounty.gov/depts/dnrp.aspx
http://kingcounty.gov/transportation/kcdot.aspx
http://kingcounty.gov/operations/FacilitiesManagement.aspx
http://your.kingcounty.gov/solidwaste/index.asp
http://www.kingcounty.gov/environment/wtd.aspx
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➤	Building and facility energy use is the region’s second largest source of GHG emissions. 

➤	Roughly two-thirds of all of King County’s built environment in 2050 is expected to be 
constructed between 2007 and 2050; this redevelopment offers a critical opportunity for 
GHG emissions reductions.

➤	Local green building efforts build on decades of leadership, including recent projects that 
demonstrate how to meet the County’s long-term climate targets, such as the Bullitt Center, 
a Living Building commercial office building located in Seattle, and the net zero energy 
Glidehouse, a single family home in unincorporated King County on Vashon Island.

➤	This goal area outlines King County’s commitment to:

•	Partner with cities and the building community to achieve net zero GHG emissions in 
new buildings by 2030. 

•	Support King County’s permit customers to inform them about and encourage the 
inclusion of green building strategies

•	Implement the highest green building and sustainable development standards and 
strategies for King County-owned buildings and infrastructure.

Goal Area 3:
GREEN BUILDING

KING COUNTY STRATEGIC CLIMATE ACTION PLAN      SECTION ONE
Goal Area 3: G
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KEY TAKEAWAYS
The Glidehouse is a net-zero energy home located on Vashon Island in 
unincorporated King County.
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INTRODUCTION
Goal Area 3: Green Building is a new section of the 2015 SCAP. It builds on and complements 
Goal Area 2: Buildings and Facilities Energy which is focused on increasing the efficiency  
and reducing GHG emissions of existing King County government buildings and throughout  
King County.

This chapter includes King County’s green building and sustainable development commitments 
at three scales: (1) for new construction, additions, retrofits and remodels built by customers, 
businesses and residents in unincorporated King County; (2) for regional green building collaborative 
actions; and (3) for building and infrastructure projects owned and operated by the County.

CURRENT COUNTY ACTIONS AND PROGRAMS

County Services

Education and Partnerships

•	 Green Building Education with Unincorporated Area 
Customers. In 2014, the Department of Permitting and 
Environmental Review (DPER) published a new Green Building 
handbook, which is a helpful guide to inform unincorporated area 
customers about using green building techniques. The handbook 
and associated green sheets encourage customers to make 
decisions that will save energy and reduce costs. The handbook is 
a key component of DPER’s green building educational efforts with 
customers and unincorporated area residents. 

•	 Construction and Demolition Program (C&D). King County 
provides the tools and assistance needed to help obtain the 
highest diversion rates possible on construction, demolition, 
and deconstruction projects. Tools available include jobsite 
waste guidelines, waste management plan and report templates, sample waste recycling 
specifications, directory of local construction waste recyclers, and more. Available 
assistance includes presentations to jobsite workers on building material reuse, 
salvage, and recycling; site visits to assess diversion options; and research on 
recycling options for hard to recycle commodities.

Development Codes and Certification Programs

•	 Regional Code Collaboration 
and Partnerships with King 
County Cities. The Solid Waste 
Division’s GreenTools Program 
supports and provides resources 
to the cities within King County 
through the Sustainable 

Department of Permitting 

and Environmental Review (DPER)

 KING COUNTY

GREEN BUILDING
HANDBOOK
Department of Permitting 

and Environmental Review (DPER)

DPER Green Building 
handbook is a guide to inform 
King County customers 
about using green building 
techniques.

The award winning EcoCool 
Remodel Tool is a free green 
building resource available to 

all cities and residents.
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Cities program and the Regional Code Collaboration (RCC). The Sustainable Cities 
program consists of a free, web-based network of tools, and resources, as well as 
a monthly peer-to-peer Roundtable forum to support a municipality’s role in making 
green building a priority and a reality. This program also helps to bridge the gap by providing 
education specifically regarding third party ratings systems to cities that may not have the 
capacity to do so on their own. 

•	 Support Third Party Development and Green Building Programs. King County 
supports diverse third party green building certification programs to increase the 
value of green buildings, to help build regional capacity to implement green building 
programs, and to support verification of the environmental benefits of such programs. 
Promotion and support is delivered in the form of technical assistance to and in partnership 
with: community forums, conference participation, code development, training development, 
pilot projects, research and sponsorships of programming. These programs and certifications 
include LEED, Built Green, the Living Building Challenge, Evergreen Sustainable Development 
Standard (ESDS), Salmon Safe, Sustainable Sites Initiative and Envision in partnership with 
the Master Builders Association, Cascadia Green Building Council, International Living Future 
Institute, WA State Department of Commerce, and the Northwest EcoBuilding Guild. 

Green Building and Sustainable Development Standards

•	 Affordable Housing and Green Building. In 2014, King County committed $6.4 
million to build more than 400 units of housing, providing equitable access to 
sustainably-built housing serving seniors, people with disabilities, homeless young 
adults, veterans, and chronically homeless people. These units will meet the green building 
requirements of the Evergreen Sustainable Development Standards, which emphasize energy 
and water efficiency, tenant health, and long-term sustainability resulting in GHG emission 
reductions.

•	 Community Development. The King County Community Development Program 
supports sustainable development in the projects it funds, such as replacing 
inadequate sidewalks 
in neighborhoods, 
rehabilitating deteriorated 
buildings, and replacing 
crumbling water 
lines. This results in 
increasing walkability 
and encouraging 
climate-friendly forms 
of transportation, 
extending the useful life of 
buildings and preserving 
embodied energy, and 
saving water. These 
investments not only 
serve underrepresented 
populations but also 
contribute to reducing community emissions.   

The South Kirkland Park and Ride (SKPR) Transit Oriented Development (TOD) 
embodies green building and sustainable development. It includes Velocity, 58 
affordable housing units (building on right), Polygon mixed use development 
with 183 market rate housing and commercial space (middle building), and 530 
stall garage and transit facility (not pictured).
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County Operations

•	 Green Operations and Maintenance. The King County Green Operations and Maintenance 
Guidelines Handbook provides a standard level of sustainable operations and maintenance for 
all County facilities. It serves as resource for existing facilities to improve on energy and water 
efficiency, recycling, and environmentally preferable products.  

•	 Green Building Ordinance. King County is committed to achieving the highest standards 
of green building and sustainable development for its facilities. A key purpose of the Green 
Building Ordinance 17709 (GBO) is 
to ensure that the planning, design, 
construction, remodeling, renovation, 
maintenance and operation of any 
King County-owned and financed 
capital project is consistent with the 
highest green building and sustainable 
development practices. It includes 
high performance goals to achieve 
a Platinum level rating for LEED or 
Sustainable Infrastructure Scorecard 
projects. King County is the second 
jurisdiction in the country to legislate 
this high standard. The GBO also 
established minimum performance 
requirements for the County’s own 
capital projects that include meeting 
the energy and climate goals and 
performance requirements as directed in the SCAP.  Other minimum performance requirements 
are to meet the King County Surface Water Design Manual Standards and to meet the targeted 
diversion rates for construction and demolition materials. 

	 Recommendations from the 2014 King County Auditor’s GBO Performance Audit are being 
implemented. This includes establishing standardized units for reporting requirements that 
align with the County’s SCAP and other sustainability plans, updating guidelines to advance 
sustainability goals, ensuring resource life cycle cost analysis model follows best practices, and 
clarifying definitions and cost limits for LEED certification. In addition, a system for collecting, 
verifying, analyzing and communicating data reported is underway. Performance related to the 
2014 implementation of the GBO is presented in Appendix D.

•	 Local Government Staff Training. Solid Waste Division’s GreenTools Program continues to 
conduct trainings and Roundtables covering a wide variety of cutting edge green building 
topics: such as the 5th Anniversary of Sustainable Cities, the updated GBO, Sustainable 
Infrastructure Scorecard, annual green building reporting, ecocharrettes and Integrative 
Process, Resource Life Cycle Cost Analysis, greenhouse gas emissions calculation and 
mitigation, and construction and demolition materials diversion. These trainings were available 
to King County and cities staff at no cost and were attended by more than 900 employees  
in 2014.

A stretch of NE Novelty Hill Road project near Perrigo Park that 
includes porous asphalt shoulders and Low Impact Development 
strategies.
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K4C Pathway: Achieve net zero GHG emissions in new buildings by 2030.

County Services

Goal: Reduce energy use and GHG emissions associated with new construction and renovations 
in commercial and residential buildings built in King County.

CATEGORY STRATEGIES

Education and  
Partnerships  

 

 

Strategy A: Provide educational programs and materials to 
unincorporated area customers on green building and sustainable 
development practices and resources.

Strategy B: Provide training to King County and city permitting staff to 
enable them to better educate their customers about green building, 
retrofit, and remodel strategies and certifications and to achieve 
smooth implementation of updates to energy, water, C&D diversion, 
and other green building codes. 

Strategy C: Support education programs related to  green building, 
retrofit and remodel-related strategies and certification programs to 
architecture, engineering, and construction industries.

Strategy D: Develop partnerships with financial and real estate 
communities to inform them about green certified buildings and to 
increase funding for and enhance values of certified green building 
projects. 

Development 
Codes and 
Certification 
Programs 

Strategy A: Support state and federal green building-related 
code development and improvements through forums such as the 
Washington State Building Code Council. 

Strategy B: Support and increase the rigor of local, regional, 
statewide, and national voluntary green building programs and 
certifications.

Strategy C: In unincorporated areas, adopt or update and implement 
energy, water, C&D diversion, and other green building codes that are 
appropriate, ambitious, and achievable.1

Strategy D: Participate and help support the RCC leading the way to 
“net zero carbon” buildings through innovation in King County-owned 
facilities and partnerships with cities, recognizing that the County will 
adopt appropriately tailored codes for the unincorporated areas.

strategies &goals targetsmeasures

1	Under current state law, King County may not amend state energy codes addressing single-family residential or multifamily of 4 
or less units.
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CATEGORY STRATEGIES

Development 
Codes and 
Certification 
Programs 

Strategy E: Affordable housing projects fully or partially funded by  
King County will utilize the Evergreen Sustainable Development 
Standard. 

Strategy F: Develop and use, as appropriate, requirements and 
incentives to incorporate green building standards into County leases 
and permits for construction on land leased by the County to others.

➤	Measure 1: Percent of new single and multi-family residential homes in all King County certified 
by local green building standards.

★★ Target 1: By 2020, 75 percent of new developments achieve: Built Green 3 Star or better, 
Living Building Challenge, high level Evergreen Sustainable Development Standard, LEED 
Silver, or equivalent green building certification or development code.

★★ Target 2: By 2030, 100 percent of new developments achieve Built Green Emerald Star, 
LEED Platinum, Living Building Challenge, or equivalent green building certification 
or development code that achieves net zero GHG emissions, consistent with the K4C 
Pathway to achieve net zero GHG emissions in new buildings by 2030.

❍❍ Status

In 2014, 48% of new residential development in King County achieved Built Green,  
LEED for Home, or Evergreen Sustainable Development Standard (ESDS) certifications.

GHG Emissions Reduction: Quantifying the GHG emission reduction benefits from 
green building certified projects is identified as a 2015 SCAP Priority Action moving 
forward. In King County, the built environment is associated with roughly 35 percent 
of geographic-based GHG emissions. Buildings certified to LEED Gold or higher 
standards reduce energy-related GHG emissions by at least 18 percent to 39 percent.

Note: Goal Area 2: Buildings and Facilities Energy includes a countywide measure and target 
focused on reducing energy use in existing buildings by 25 percent below 2012 levels by 2030.
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County Operations

Goal: King County-owned buildings and infrastructure will be built, maintained and operated 
consistent with the highest green building and sustainable development practices.

CATEGORY STRATEGIES

Green Building and 
Sustainable Development 
Standards 

Strategy A: For all capital projects, evaluate and 
strive for a Platinum level using the LEED Rating 
System, Sustainable Infrastructure Scorecard, or 
approved alternative rating system, consistent with 
the Green Building Ordinance. 

Strategy B: Achieve performance requirements for 
energy, GHG emissions, stormwater management, 
and C&D materials diversion. 

Strategy C: All divisions utilize the Green 
Operations and Maintenance Guidelines Handbook 
to achieve a standard level of green operations and 
maintenance in existing capital assets.  

Strategy D: Provide training and technical 
assistance to projects, project managers, and 
County staff on green building strategies and 
certifications, operations, maintenance, C&D 
diversion, and reporting requirements.

Strategy E:  Develop and institutionalize a reporting 
system for early project review and post project 
verification, and track green building achievements 
and environmental benefits such as GHG, energy, 
water, and resource material savings.  

Net positive County buildings 
and infrastructure 

Strategy A: All County capital programs are 
required to evaluate their project portfolios for 
opportunities to achieve net zero GHG emissions 
through programs such as the Living Building 
Challenge, Living Communities Challenge, Net Zero 
Energy, Envision, or EcoDistrict.

Strategy B: Increase water efficiency and 
conservation, and reduce purchased water 
consumption through appropriate reuse of 
wastewater effluent, reclaimed water, stormwater, 
and harvested rainwater. 
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➤	Measure 1: Percentage of King County-owned capital projects achieving a Platinum level  
certification using LEED, the Sustainable Infrastructure Scorecard, or an alternative green  
building rating system that demonstrates the same performance.

★★ Target 1: By 2020, 100 percent of King County projects achieve Platinum certification or better.   

★★ Target 2: By 2030, 100 percent of King County projects achieve certifications that 
demonstrate a net zero GHG emissions footprint for new facilities and infrastructure.

❍❍ Status

In 2014, 22 percent of King County owned completed capital projects achieved either 
LEED or Sustainable Infrastructure Scorecard Platinum certifications. The majority 
of projects completed in 2014 were designed before King County’s new Platinum 
certification goal became a requirement in August 2014.

GHG Emissions Reduction: Quantifying the GHG emission reduction benefits 
from green building certified projects is identified as one of the SCAP priority 
actions. Buildings certified to LEED Gold or higher standards reduce energy related 
GHG emissions by at least 18 percent to 39 percent.

➤	Measure 2: Average percentage of C&D materials diverted from landfills from County capital 
projects.  

★★ Target 3: 80 percent C&D diversion rate by 2016, 85 percent C&D diversion by 2025,  
92 percent (Zero Waste of Resources with Economic Value) by 2030.

❍❍ Status

For the completed projects in 2014 that reported on C&D diversion information, the 
average C&D diversion rate was 71 percent; the total amount diverted was 33,267 tons.

GHG Emissions Reduction: In 2014, C&D diversion, from projects that reported, 
reduced GHG emissions by approximately 800 MTCO2e.

➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤➤

CONSTRUCTION & DEMOLITION DIVERSION RATES
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County Services

Education and Partnerships

✔✔ Engage with unincorporated customers. The Department of Permitting and 
Environmental Review (DPER) will develop an on-going, free educational program 
promoting green building and sustainable practices and offering resources to new 
construction and remodeling customers in unincorporated King County.

✔✔ Partner through the RCC. In partnership with cities and counties from 
across Puget Sound, lead and participate in the RCC to develop stronger and 
more consistent development codes for green building, which include: solar 
readiness, water efficiency, construction and demolition, Low Impact Development, 
and in support of the Living Building Challenge, Living Communities Challenge and 
EcoDistricts. 
Additionally, partner 
through the RCC 
to collaborate, 
recommend and 
advocate for 
stronger state 
energy codes.  

✔✔ Quantify the 
GHG impacts of 
commercial and 
residential rating systems.  
King County will create research opportunities with community 
partners to quantify the GHG emissions reduction benefits of 
building to various green building standards, including Built Green, 
LEED, Envision, King County’s Sustainable Infrastructure Scorecard, and Evergreen 
Sustainable Development Standards. King County will also develop an education and 
outreach strategy for sharing the results of this work communitywide.

Development Codes and Certification Programs

✔✔ Propose strong green building codes where King County has  
jurisdiction. By the end of 2017, for unincorporated areas, 2  
DPER will prepare proposed code updates, informed by RCC 
recommendations, for solar readiness, construction and demolition, and energy 
efficiency, and prepare a demonstration ordinance for Living Building Challenge 
certification, with appropriate tailoring for the kinds of new development and major 
redevelopment occurring in unincorporated King County. Pending King County Council 
approval, DPER will implement these updated codes. 
 

actions 2020priority by

Executive Dow Constantine presenting City of Shoreline representatives with 
Green Building Award at 5th Anniversary of Sustainable Cities Roundtable.

2	About 250,000 residents live in unincorporated areas of the county, for whom King County is their local government service 
provider. DPER issues permits for properties located in these unincorporated areas and enforces County land use and building 
codes.
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✔✔ Update C&D recycling requirements. Pending King County Council 
approval of a proposed C&D ordinance, projects in unincorporated King 
County will be required to meet C&D diversion performance requirements by 
the end of 2017. Proposed requirements include the submission of a C&D materials 
diversion report, C&D material going from job sites to designated C&D facilities, and 
jobsites having a minimum of two bins on-site (one for recyclable materials and one for 
non-recyclable waste). 

✔✔ Redevelop System for Managing Construction and Demolition Waste. 
Propose an ordinance that promotes recycling of construction and demolition 
(C&D) materials, while ensuring waste is managed in an environmentally 
sound manner. The legislation will continue the current practice of contracting with 
private sector facilities for managing C&D debris generated within the service area and 
implements bans on readily recyclable materials.

✔✔ Develop pre-approved code packages. DPER will identify, 
research, and develop three pre-approved packages of green 
building techniques and sustainable materials that make it easier 
for unincorporated area customers, who are mostly residential and small commercial 
property owners, to pursue energy efficiency and green building. The three pre-
approved packages will address energy, building, and exterior/site work. These 
packages will improve customer convenience, reduce customer costs, speed permit 
processing, and can help diversify and broaden the use of green building techniques 
among residents. One pre-approved package will be ready for use starting in 2016, 
one in 2017 and one in 2018; DPER will also track use of pre-approved packages on 
an annual basis. 

County Operations

Green Building and Sustainable Development Standards

✔✔ Implement the King County Green Building Ordinance. Require all 
County capital projects to strive for a Platinum level using the LEED rating 
system, King County’s Sustainable Infrastructure Scorecard, or an approved 
alternative rating system.  

✔✔ Incorporate sustainability in 
operations and maintenance 
(O&M). By 2017, King County 
will incorporate new green 
O&M practices in each 
division’s line of business 
by implementing King 
County’s Green Operations 
and Maintenance Guidelines 
Handbook. 
 

Solid Waste Division’s Bow Lake Recycling and Transfer Station 
located in Tukwila achieved a LEED Platinum level certification 
featuring renewable energy, water reclamation and reuse 
system, and Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) certified wood.
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✔✔ Reduce County water use. King County will establish a water use baseline and 
reduction target for County facilities and operations that are currently monitored for 
water usage by the end of 2015 and will obtain comprehensive water data and set 
reduction targets for County accounts and facilities not currently monitored by end 
of 2020. To meet these water use reduction targets, each King County division will 
develop water conservation plans, including considering use of non-potable water 
supplies, by end of 2017.

✔✔ Research and Develop Green Leasing Recommendations: The County 
will research private and public sector models for “Green Leasing” incentives, 
standards, and requirements and make recommendations for provisions that 
could be tailored for application to leases for long-term tenants of King County-owned 
properties and facilities.   The intent of these provisions is to improve energy efficiency, 
reduce GHG emissions, and reduce water use by tenants of County-owned buildings 
and property.  

Net Positive County buildings and infrastructure 

✔✔ Develop net zero energy and Living Building challenge 
projects. By 2020, King County will identify and will make 
substantial progress in the design, construction or certification 
process for at least 10 new County construction or retrofit projects that will achieve  
Net Zero Energy or Living Building Challenge certification.   

✔✔ Research tools to 
increase net positive 
and Living Building 
challenge projects. 
Local buildings built 
to the highest green 
building levels such as 
Net Zero and Living 
Building projects 
are rare. The RCC 
will research cost 
barriers and incentive 
opportunities to 
increase the number of 
projects that perform to  
these highest standards. 
As part of its leadership 
of the RCC, King 
County will work with 
K4C and other cities on 
their adoption of codes 
allowing these kinds  
of projects. 

The Bullitt Center located in Seattle is a certified Living Building 
Challenge project and the greenest commercial office building in the 
world, producing energy and water needs and stormwater management 
onsite resulting in GHG emissions reductions. The GreenTools Program, 
Public Health Seattle-King County, and the Wastewater Treatment 
Division worked with the project members on water, wastewater and 
permit related issues.
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ACCOUNTABLE AGENCIES
The Department of Permitting and Environmental Review (DPER) is responsible for promoting 
and permitting green building and sustainable techniques used by builders in unincorporated King 
County. Included in this work is a strong education program, such as DPER’s Green Building 
Handbook, for unincorporated property owners as well as work to develop and implement 
strengthening code amendments, as adopted by the King County Council. Seattle-King County 
Public Health works with builders and residents to reduce water usage throughout the County.

The Department of Natural Resources and Parks’ Solid Waste Division (SWD) hosts the 
GreenTools Program which supports and provides resources to 38 cities within King County 
through the Sustainable Cities program and the Regional Code Collaboration. It offers the  
Eco-Cool Remodel Tool as an interactive internet tool for countywide residents and builders to 
explore using green building techniques.

King County’s interdepartmental Green Building Team plays a coordinating and oversight role 
in guiding and implementing the Green Building Ordinance as it relates to county government 
operations and communitywide green building efforts. Every county agency that manages county 
capital assets and/or has an impact on county owned or communitywide built environment, must 
play a role. Yet, agencies will contribute toward goals in varying degrees because of disparate 
opportunities that may be the result of: significant or deficient past investments, impending 
expenditures or capital investments, regulatory requirements, and the resource intensity of 
operations. Staff will continue to collaborate on green building and sustainable development 
activities to help highlight the best opportunities and to learn from past endeavors.  

The Department of Executive Services’ Facilities Management Division (FMD), Department 
of Transportation (DOT), and Department of Natural Resources and Parks (DNRP) integrates 
sustainability and green building techniques to reduce GHG emissions and energy usage in 
County-owned facilities on an ongoing basis. The Department of Executive Services’ Finance 
and Business Operations Division supports green building practices through its Environmental 
Purchasing Program and Procurement Services. The Department of Community and Human 
Services implements the Green Building Ordinance requirements for affordable housing projects, 
and other capital projects funded by the County.

http://www.kingcounty.gov/property/permits.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/property/permits/publications/Greenbuild.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/property/permits/publications/Greenbuild.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/healthservices/health.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/healthservices/health.aspx
http://your.kingcounty.gov/solidwaste/index.asp
http://your.kingcounty.gov/solidwaste/greenbuilding/index.asp
http://your.kingcounty.gov/solidwaste/greenbuilding/city-government.asp
http://your.kingcounty.gov/solidwaste/greenbuilding/eco-remodel.asp
http://your.kingcounty.gov/solidwaste/greenbuilding/green-building-ordinance.asp
http://www.kingcounty.gov/operations/ExecutiveServices.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/operations/FacilitiesManagement.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/transportation/kcdot.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/transportation/kcdot.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/depts/dnrp.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/operations/ExecutiveServices.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/operations/Finance.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/operations/Finance.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/operations/procurement/Services/Environmental_Purchasing.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/operations/procurement/Services/Environmental_Purchasing.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/operations/procurement.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/operations/DCHS.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/operations/DCHS.aspx
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➤	GHG emissions associated with local consumption, including from the production, transport, 
use and disposal of goods, food and services, are more than twice the total GHG emissions 
that physically occur inside King County’s geographic borders. This underscores the 
importance that sustainable purchasing, reducing waste, reusing goods, and recycling after 
use can have on reducing GHG emissions.

➤	At a county services scale, this goal area presents ambitious commitments to prevent waste 
and recycle more. King County aims to increase the countywide recycling rate from 53 
percent to 70 percent by 2020, which will require King County and all its regional partners to 
improve their efforts:

•	The Solid Waste Division (SWD) will support development of frequency and 
separation policies for curbside collection of garbage, recyclables and organics in the 
unincorporated area.  

•	The SWD will develop a zero-waste competitive grant and explore development of an 
incentive-based tip fee disposal policy that rewards jurisdictions who are on track to 
reach the 70 percent recycling rate.

•	The SWD will consider the safety and effectiveness of banning recyclable materials from 
transfer stations and the Cedar Hills Regional Landfill.

➤	As it relates to government operations, GHG emissions associated with County purchases 
of goods and services, including construction services, are the single largest source of GHG 
emissions; GHG emissions associated with fugitive methane emissions at the Cedar Hills 
Regional Landfill and King County-owned closed landfills are also significant.

➤	At the government operations scale, this goal area outlines the County’s commitments to:

•	Update the County’s Environmental Purchasing Policy to address GHG emissions 
reductions in purchases.

•	Buy energy-efficient computers and servers.

•	Ban self-haul disposal at transfer stations of key materials that are readily recyclable. 

•	Pursue best-in-industry standards and initiatives that improve landfill gas collection 
efficiencies, reduce landfill gas fugitive methane emissions, and maximize renewable 
energy potential of landfill biogas.

Goal Area 4:
CONSUMPTION 
AND MATERIALS 
MANAGEMENT

KING COUNTY STRATEGIC CLIMATE ACTION PLAN      SECTION ONE
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INTRODUCTION 
The purchase, use, and disposal of goods and services by King County residents, businesses, 
and governments are associated with significant GHG emissions. These emissions can occur at 
all stages of a product’s life cycle, from resource extraction, farming, manufacturing, processing, 
transportation, sale, use, and disposal. 

In 2012, the County published two complementary GHG emissions inventories: one focused 
on emissions produced within the geographic boundaries of the County, and one measuring 
emissions from goods and services consumed within the County. The latter, a ‘consumption- based 
inventory’, showed annual emissions of more than double the total of  the ‘geographic-based 
inventory’. 

As a major employer and service provider in the region, King County government is also a major 
consumer.  Purchased goods and services, especially construction-related services, account for 
roughly 45 percent of the County’s operations-related GHG emissions. GHG emissions from the 
Cedar Hills Regional Landfill and King County owned closed landfills contribute an additional 10 
percent of the operational GHG emissions.

King County is including many county operations strategies in this update that will ensure that 
our purchasing practices will help us to minimize GHG emissions. These strategies include 
updating the internal environmentally preferable purchasing policy, recommending that workstation 
purchases are consuming the least amount of energy while meeting business needs, and 
maximizing the transition from individual computer servers to standard virtual environments (SVE) 
and increasing use of Cloud environments.

CURRENT ACTIONS AND RECENT ACCOMPLISHMENTS
Residents, businesses, and governments can reduce GHG emissions associated with goods and 
services by choosing sustainable options, reducing the amount they purchase, reusing goods when 
possible, and recycling after use. 

The Solid Waste Division (SWD) plays important roles related to solid waste, recyclables and 
organics collection, transfer, and disposal.  The SWD also implements a number of waste 
prevention and recycling programs. Separately, through its Environmental Purchasing Program, 
King County is also working to reduce the impacts of its operations by purchasing recycled 
content, resource efficient, and more durable products. 

County Services

Community Waste, Reuse, and Recycling

•	 Communitywide Curbside Recycling. The 
Solid Waste Division is responsible for ensuring 
curbside recycling services are provided in the 
unincorporated areas and for providing regional 
education and outreach to support curbside 
recycling efforts throughout the county with the 
exception of the City of Seattle. The Solid Waste 
Division worked with one of its haulers that services 
the unincorporated areas to place educational tags 

Residents compete to recycle more than their 
neighbors in their curbside carts.
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on curbside carts to remind customers how to properly sort recyclables, food and yard waste. 
The result was a marked increase in recycling on the routes where carts were tagged.  In 2014, 
280,000 tons of recyclable materials were collected by private hauling companies at the curb, 
and the single- and multi-family recycling rate in unincorporated King County increased from 
43.9 percent in 2013 to 44.5 percent in 2014. 

•	 Recycling Infrastructure.  
The Solid Waste Division provides recycling collection at its transfer stations. There were 
significant increases in transfer station recycling in 2014 due in part to a pilot resource recovery 
effort at the Shoreline Recycling and Transfer Station, which resulted in an additional 1,533 
combined tons of cardboard (196 tons), metal (596 tons), and clean wood (741 tons) recycled, 
an increase of two and half times year over year.

•	 Waste Prevention Outreach. The average 
single-family household in King County 
throws away 390 pounds of edible food each 
year. Due in part to the high GHG emissions impact of 
food production, a recent major focus of the Solid Waste 
Division’s educational efforts has been focused on reducing 
food waste. In 2014, the Food: Too Good to Waste 
program recruited residents to take part in a four-week 
challenge to reduce wasted food. The challenge involved 
reducing and tracking food waste each week. Participants 
achieved a 37 percent reduction in their food waste.

•	 Developing Markets for Reuse and Recycling.  
The Solid Waste Division’s LinkUp program has 
facilitated the development of the market for 
recycled asphalt shingles (RAS).  Four agencies 
in Washington are now using hot mix asphalt containing 
RAS, including King County Road Services Division and Solid Waste Division, the City of 
Bellevue, and WSDOT. Recently WSDOT made the use of RAS a standard specification, so the 
use of the material is approved for any WSDOT project, and any other public or private projects 
that use WSDOT’s specifications.

•	 Construction and Demolition Diversion. The C&D program, which provided 
technical assistance and best management practices training, aims to divert C&D 
materials from building projects from the landfill at a rate of 80 percent by 2016, 85 
percent by 2025 and 92 percent by 2030. Seventy-one percent of C&D materials were diverted 
in 2014. Refer to the Goal Area 3: Green Building for measures and targets associated  
with C&D. 

Resident committing to reduce food 
waste as part of the Solid Waste 
Division’s Food Too Good To Waste 
program.



Go
al

 A
re

a 
4

: C
O

N
S

U
M

P
T

IO
N

 A
N

D
 M

A
T

E
R

IA
LS

 M
A

N
A

G
E

M
E

N
T

KING COUNTY STRATEGIC CLIMATE ACTION PLAN      SECTION ONE78

County Operations

Purchasing

•	 Environmentally Preferable Purchasing. The Environmentally Purchasing Program provides 
County personnel with information and technical assistance to help them identify, evaluate, and 
purchase economical and effective environmentally preferable products and services. 

	 In 2014, King County’s Environmental Purchasing Program played leadership roles in EPA 
West Coast Climate and Materials Management Forum’s development of a “Climate-Friendly 
Toolkit” and in the Sustainable Purchasing Leadership Council’s “Guidance in Leadership for 
Sustainable Purchasing” version 1.0 document, by serving on technical advisory committees. 
These organizations focus on advancing sustainable purchasing efforts broadly and sharing 
best practices.

•	 Server Virtualization. County agencies led by the Department of Information Technology 
have been transitioning its computer servers from stand-alone to Standard Virtual 
Environments. The County achieved significant progress in 2014 and is on target to reach the 
70 percent target by the end of 2015. 

Landfill Biogas

•	 Cedar Hills Regional Landfill (CHRLF). The Solid Waste Division owns and operates the 
CHRLF, one of the largest municipal solid waste landfills in the Pacific Northwest, located within 
a 920 acre site.  It serves 37 of the 39 cities in King County, (except Seattle and Milton), and 
receives approximately 2,500 tons of refuse every day. 

	 In 2014, improvements were made to the already advanced landfill gas capture system in Areas 
5 and 6 of the landfill. New liner was installed on top of the deposited refuse, using 4,400 feet 
of additional gas pipelines and 125,000 cubic yards of compacted soil to seal and expedite 
settlement. These improvements have been effective in increasing the captured landfill gas by 4 
percent, which equals 400 additional cubic feet per minute. 

Compacting garbage at the Cedar Hills Regional Landfill
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strategies &goals targetsmeasures
K4C Pathway: By 2020, achieve a 70 percent recycling rate countywide; by 
2030, achieve zero waste of resources that have economic value for reuse, 
resale and recycling.

County Services

Goal: King County will encourage and support behaviors, purchasing, and waste management 
strategies that minimize the life-cycle impacts of consumption and materials by the community.

CATEGORY STRATEGIES

Waste Prevention, 
Reuse,  
and Recycling 

 

 

Strategy A: Conduct an outreach campaign and provide 
incentives and support to increase communitywide recycling 
and composting.

Strategy B: Partner with haulers and recycling and 
composting businesses to increase productive reuse and 
recycling of materials.

Strategy C: Develop a zero waste of resources grant program 
to incentivize reuse and recycling.

Strategy D: Develop, expand, and support markets for reused 
and recycled products and for County-produced renewable 
resources.

Strategy E:  Provide tools and support to King County 
schools and other partners to improve waste prevention, 
resource conservation and efficiency efforts.

Strategy F:  Provide every-other-week garbage collection, 
require separation of garbage, recyclables and organics, 
including the cost of organics collection for all customers. 

Recycling and Transfer 
Stations 

Strategy A: Implement self-haul disposal bans of specified 
materials at transfer stations that provide recycling collection. 
Materials include wood, metal, cardboard, paper and yard 
waste.

Strategy B: Engage customers at Recycling and Transfer 
Stations through enhanced customer assistance and signage.

Strategy C:  Add collection at Recycling and Transfer Stations 
of additional materials not widely available for collection 
elsewhere such as expanded polystyrene, plastic film, tires 
and mattresses. 
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➤	Measure 1: Recycling rates in King County’s solid waste service area (all cities in King County 
except Seattle and Milton).

★★ Target 1: By 2030, zero waste of resources that have economic value for reuse or 
recycling. 

❍❍ Status

Sixty-three percent of material disposed at the Cedar Hills Regional Landfill in 2013 was 
readily recyclable. Programmatic efforts continued on these materials including food 
waste, traditional curbside recyclables, metal, wood, and yard waste.  

GHG Emissions Reduction: Reaching the 2030 target of zero waste of resources 
would result in a GHG emissions reduction of approximately 2.1 million MTCO2e 
annually.

★★ Target 2: By 2020, 70 percent recycling rate of materials collected in King County. 

❍❍ Status 

GHG Emissions Reduction: The 2013 recycling rate represented more than 
945,000 tons of recycling collected from residents and business resulting in a 
GHG emissions reduction of 1.5 million MTCO2E when compared to no recycling. 
Achieving the target would reduce GHG emission by approximately 1,332,400 
MTCO2e in 2020. 

➤	Measure 2: Tons recycled at King County solid waste transfer stations.

★★ Target 3: By 2020, recycle 60,000 tons of key materials including yard and wood waste, 
metal, cardboard and paper. 

❍❍ Status 

In 2014, 13,700 tons of materials were recycled, a 44 percent increase from 2013. This 

48% 48% 
50% 

0 

10 

20 

30 

40 

50 

60 

70 

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

52% 52% 53% 

70%

2011 2012 2013 2020 

Re
cy

cl
in

g 
Ra

te
 %

 

44% 44% 44% 47% 

KING COUNTY RECYCLING -
OVERALL RATE
(EXCLUDING SEATTLE & MILTON)

Reported Rates King County Target 

TARGET

County
SERVICES

 ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤



Goal Area 4
: C

O
N

S
U

M
P

T
IO

N
 A

N
D

 M
A

T
E

R
IA

LS
 M

A
N

A
G

E
M

E
N

T

8181KING COUNTY STRATEGIC CLIMATE ACTION PLAN      SECTION ONE

is due to the opening of Bow Lake Recycling and Transfer Station, new policies in scrap 
metal recycling, and a resource recovery pilot at Shoreline. 

GHG Emissions Reduction: Recycling at transfer stations resulted in GHG 
emissions reductions of approximately 12,000 MTCO2e in 2014. 

County Operations

Goal: King County will minimize operational resource use, maximize reuse and recycling, and 
choose products and services with low environmental impacts.

CATEGORY STRATEGIES

Waste Prevention, 
Reuse,  
and Recycling 

 

 

Strategy A: Minimize the use of resources such as water, 
office supplies, and building materials. 

Strategy B: Maximize the reuse and repurposing of 
government operations byproducts.

Strategy C: Maximize recycling and composting of materials 
from County facilities.

Strategy D: Maximize the energy efficiency and resource 
reduction of computer workstations and servers.

Sustainable  
Purchasing 

Strategy A: Buy and promote use of recycled and other 
environmentally-preferable products and services whenever 
practicable.

Strategy B: Require contractors and consultants to use 
recycled and other environmentally preferable products and 
services whenever practicable. 

Strategy C:  Engage in the development of sustainable 
product and services standards, certifications and labeling.

Landfill Gas  Strategy A:  Maintain and improve best-in-industry standards 
for landfill gas collection systems.

Strategy B:  Maximize renewable energy potential of landfill 
biogas at the Cedar Hills Regional Landfill and closed landfills.
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➤	Measure 1:  Total amount of copy paper 
purchased. 

★★ Target 1: Compared to 2010 levels, 
reduce copy paper usage by 20 
percent by 2013, 30 percent by 2016, 
and by at least 35 percent by 2020.

❍❍ Status 

The County is currently achieving 
a rate of 22 percent below 2010 
levels in copy paper usage.

GHG Emissions Reduction: 
225 MTCO2e reduction for 2014 
compared to the 2010 baseline

➤	Measure 2: Server Virtualization.

★★ Target 2: Convert 70 percent of individual servers to Standard Virtual Environments (SVEs) 
by the end of 2015.   

❍❍ Status 

A 2012 budget proviso required the County to transition its computer servers from stand-
alone to SVEs. The County achieved significant progress in 2014 and is on target to reach 
the 70 percent target in a timely manner. 

➤	Measure 3: Landfill gas collection efficiency at the Cedar Hills Regional Landfill.

★★ Target 1:  Increase landfill gas (LFG) collection efficiency at Cedar Hills to at least 98 
percent by 2020. 

❍❍ Status

CHRL is currently achieving a 95.77 percent LFG collection efficiency.

GHG Emissions Reduction: Each one percent increase in LFG collection efficiency 
reduces fugitive GHG emissions by about 12,000 MTCO2e. Achieving the 2020 
target would reduce emissions by approximately 25,000 MTCO2e per year by 2020. 
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County Services

Waste Prevention, Reuse, and Recycling

✔✔ Encourage collection polices in unincorporated areas. The Solid Waste 
Division will explore garbage collection frequency, including the cost of 
organics collection for all customers, and requirements for separation of 
garbage, recyclables and organics.  Cities will need to take similar action to meet 
countywide recycling goals and maximize the capacity (lifespan) of the landfill. 
Discussion of these policies is part of the 2017 Comprehensive Solid Waste 
Management Plan process. 

✔✔ Reduce GHG impacts from food 
production and consumption.  
Food waste is a significant contributor 
to climate change. The County will implement 
initiatives to a) develop a toolkit for food businesses 
to increase efficiencies and reduce food waste,  
b) raise public awareness and institutional 
knowledge about the value of imperfect food and  
its role in preventing waste, and c) examine food 
waste recycling processing options such as 
anaerobic digestion and composting.

✔✔ Update and expand recycling grant 
programs. The Solid Waste Division 
will develop new criteria for fund 
disbursement to cities for efforts that support  
Zero Waste of Resources 2030 initiatives through the existing $1 million Waste 
Reduction and Recycling Grant and create a new competitive zero waste of resources 
grant program targeting non-profits, community groups, and others with creative waste 
prevention, reuse and recycling strategies. 

Recycling and Transfer Stations

✔✔ Expand recycling infrastructure.  
King County will continue modernization of 
its 1960s-era network of transfer stations, 
which will improve recycling opportunities 
for all residents and businesses. For 
example, at the newly rebuilt Shoreline and 
Bow Lake stations, recyclable materials can 
be harvested from the tip floor through  
 

actions 2020priority by

Tools and information to help residents 
reduce food waste.

Partnering with Bartell Drugs to educate 
consumers about recycling.
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targeted sorting. Hard-to-recycle-
at-the-curb materials, such as 
expanded polystyrene, mattresses 
and tires, can also be collected.  
When completed in 2017, the new 
Factoria Station will further increase 
the County’s ability to recover more 
recyclables from transfer stations.

✔✔ Increased recycling of key 
materials at transfer stations. 
To achieve recycling goals, the 
Solid Waste Division will explore 
implementing self-haul disposal 
bans of specified materials at 
transfer stations that provide recycling collection. Materials would include wood, metal, 
cardboard, paper and yard waste.  

✔✔ Explore incentive-based disposal tip fee. The Solid Waste Division will explore 
development of an incentive-based tip fee disposal policy that rewards jurisdictions 
that are on track to reach the 70 percent recycling rate.

County Operations

Landfill Gas

✔✔ Reduce landfill gas emissions. King County will pursue several initiatives to improve 
collection efficiencies and reduce landfill gas emissions, including: 

✔✔ Install a biocover of compost, 
	 mulch and green waste over 
	 the surface of the Cedar Hills 
	 Regional Landfill. This will  
	 increase oxidation of landfill 
	 gas, which reduces carbon 
	 dioxide and methane 
	 emissions. 

✔✔ Enhance the landfill gas 
	 collection system, which makes 
	 the conversion of landfill 
	 gas to renewable energy more 
	 efficient. 

✔✔ Evaluate closed landfills to 
	 identify more landfill gas 
	 capture and treatment methods, such as improving the Cedar Falls Bioberm 
	 treatment system and replacing the Enumclaw landfill flare.

✔✔ Evaluate and report back as part of the SCAP annual report the effect on Cedar Hills 
of any changes in state or federal law or pending ballot initiatives related to regulating 
GHG emissions. Based on Council direction in Ordinance 17971, the Division is  

Scrap metal collection at a King County Transfer and 
Recycling Station.

Part of the landfill gas collection system at the Cedar Hills 
Regional Landfill.
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currently in the process of a third-party evaluation of its methodology for assessing 
greenhouse gas emissions, including those from the Cedar Hills landfill; results are 
anticipated in early 2016. As the Division reviews its landfill gas emissions calculations 
methodology, the models utilized by European landfill managers will be among those 
analyzed and considered. A report to Council on GHG emissions from the Cedar Hills 
landfill will be transmitted by June 1, 2016. Among other criteria, the analysis shall 
consider: accuracy in assessing emissions; expense and ease of use; best available 
science; balancing industry standards with innovative technologies; and capacity to 
meet regulatory agency requirements.

Purchasing

✔✔ Update King County’s Environmental Purchasing Policy. The County will update 
its Environmentally Preferable Product Procurement Ordinance (K.C.C. 18.20) by 2017 
to include GHG emissions as a criterion in purchasing decisions and will support K4C 
member cities’ sustainable procurement efforts.

✔✔ Buy 100 percent recycled content copy paper. The 2012 SCAP set a County 
operations target to procure 100 percent recycled content copy paper. The 2014 status 
was that 31 percent of copy paper purchases were 100 percent recycled content. 
Based on lessons learned over the last three years of implementation, King County will 
ensure by 2017 that the default option for office copy paper is 100 percent recycled 
content paper. 

✔✔ Target concrete use in 
construction. The specification and 
use of alternative cement materials 
(i.e. fly ash and slag) lowers the 
embodied energy of concrete and 
offsets almost one ton of carbon 
emissions for every ton of Portland 
cement replaced. Beginning in 
2016, King County will start tracking 
current use of cement and low-GHG 
cement alternatives, develop best 
practices/guidance on how and 
when to use alternatives, and by 
2017 commit to set targets for use  
of low-GHG cement alternatives. 

✔✔ Purchases of Desktop Work Stations. Beyond the building systems like HVAC and 
lighting, desktop work stations are typically the biggest source of energy use in King 
County’s buildings. As these workstations are replaced, King County has a significant 
opportunity for energy savings. For example, a tablet uses roughly a quarter of energy 
needed to power a standard desktop. King County’s Department of Information 
Technology will provide County departments with energy usage data for different types 
of work stations (e.g., tablet, laptop, desktop) to inform purchasing decisions, and 
departments will choose the most energy efficient options to meet the business needs 
for programs and employees. 

King County uses concrete for many types of projects and 
is exploring using low GHG emissions alternatives.
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      Waste Prevention, Reuse, and Recycling

✔✔ Server virtualization. King County is in the process of moving backups to the 
“cloud” and piloting other uses where different services, such as servers, storage, 
and applications, are delivered to computers and devices through the Internet. As the 
County sees results from pilot projects, it will develop a target for transition of these 
functions to the cloud by 2020.

ACCOUNTABLE AGENCIES
The Department of Natural Resources and Parks’ Solid Waste Division (SWD) and the Department 
of Executive Services’ Procurement and Payables Section (P&P) are the overall leads for this 
goal area. Strategies related to waste prevention, recycling, reuse and partnering with schools, 
businesses and others on related efforts are led by the Solid Waste Division’s Recycling and 
Environmental Services section. Strategies related to transfer stations and operation of King 
County owned landfills are the responsibility of the SWD’s Engineering Services and Operations 
sections. 

Strategies related to sustainable consumption, purchasing, and reducing waste are led internally by 
P&P’s Environmental Purchasing Program and the Solid Waste Division’s GreenTools Program. 
The Department of Information Technology leads the effort to standardize computers and servers. 
The Wastewater Treatment Division is the lead for efforts related to reuse and repurposing of 
byproducts of government operations through its Resource Recovery Program.

http://your.kingcounty.gov/solidwaste/index.asp
http://www.kingcounty.gov/operations/procurement.aspx
http://directory.kingcounty.gov/GroupDetail.asp?GroupID=12380
http://directory.kingcounty.gov/GroupDetail.asp?GroupID=12380
http://directory.kingcounty.gov/GroupDetail.asp?GroupID=12140
http://directory.kingcounty.gov/GroupDetail.asp?GroupID=12250
http://www.kingcounty.gov/operations/procurement/Services/Environmental_Purchasing.aspx
http://your.kingcounty.gov/solidwaste/greenbuilding/green-tools-program.asp
http://www.kingcounty.gov/environment/wtd.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/services/environment/wastewater/resource-recovery.aspx
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

➤	Due to local forest types and a temperate climate, forests in King County store more carbon 
than forests almost anywhere in the world.

➤	Forests and farms create a “green wall against sprawl” that helps minimize the region’s 
transportation-related GHG emissions. 

➤	Farms are a source of local food supply, which helps reduce the region’s reliance on food 
imported from regions that may be more affected by climate change.

➤	Forests and farms in King County are vulnerable to projected climate change impacts, such 
as flooding, wildfire, drought, and pests.

➤	Among other things, this goal area describes King County’s commitments to:

•	Permanently conserve remaining high-priority farm, forest, and other open spaces 
throughout King County within 30 years.

•	In cooperation with public and private partners, plant at least one million trees in  
King County over the next five years and develop a 30-year plan to re-tree King County 
to the maximum extent practical while accommodating population growth and multiple 
land uses.

•	Steward and restore more than 25,000 acres of existing King County-owned forestland.

•	Provide incentives and technical assistance to private landowners to support forestry and 
agriculture while encouraging integration of climate issues into management decisions.

King County owns and stewards more than 25,000 acres of forest lands.
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INTRODUCTION
There are substantial carbon and climate benefits to maintaining, protecting, restoring, and 
expanding forests and farms in King County. 

Forests and farms absorb and store carbon dioxide in trees and soils. As trees grow, they absorb 
carbon dioxide from the air and convert it into carbon, which is stored in tree trunks, roots, foliage 
and soil. Due to local forest types and a temperate climate, forests in the King County store more 
carbon than almost anywhere else in 
the world. There are more than 800,000 
acres of forest land in King County, 
and approximately 800,000 to 900,000 
additional MTCO2e were sequestered and 
stored over the last decade by new local 
forest growth. This total does not include 
all the rural residential and urban forests, 
which also contain significant carbon. 
Agricultural soils also store significant 
amounts of carbon, especially if treated 
with soil amendments such as compost  
or biosolids that add nutrients and  
organic matter.

Farming can result in GHG emissions associated with managing soils, using manufactured 
fertilizers, managing manure, operating farm equipment, transporting products, and animal 
digestive processes. Sustainable farming practices can minimize these emissions. Additionally, 
some crops, including many fruits and vegetables, results in fewer GHG emissions compared to 
other foods.

Protecting rural forests and farms from development also eliminates the risk of those lands 
converting to uses, such as housing or commercial development. By helping to limit sprawl, future 
increases in transportation-related GHG emissions associated with new development are avoided.

Producing more locally-grown food can also help offset potential climate change impacts on 
food production. For example, as California’s central valley becomes hotter and drier, it likely will 
produce less food, which affects food prices and availability. Although California’s central valley 
covers about ten times as much land as King County, maintaining and increasing local sources of 
food can help offset the loss of agriculture production elsewhere.

Maintaining healthy forests and farms in King County also will require adapting to the local impacts 
of climate change. Likely climate change which may affect King County’s forests and farms  
include:

•	 Higher temperatures may cause a northward shift in optimum growing conditions for local tree 
species, an increase in invasive species and pests, and increased agricultural irrigation needs. 

•	 More frequent summer droughts may result in increased risks of forest fires and increased 
irrigation needs.

•	 Increased large storm and wind events may cause more tree damage, especially on steep 
slopes when the soil is saturated.

Conifer trees like this giant cedar in King County’s Grand Ridge 
Park store more carbon than almost anywhere else in the world.
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•	 Increased flood sizes and frequencies might affect farm structures, animals, crops, and 
equipment, which would decrease farm incomes and increase risks to farm viability.

Increased temperatures may also have some positive impacts on local agriculture. For example, the 
growing season in King County could lengthen and specialty crops not feasible in King County’s 
current climate could be grown in the future. Refer to Section Two: Preparing for Climate Change 
Impacts, for more information about local climate change impacts.

CURRENT COUNTY ACTIONS AND PROGRAMS 
King County has taken significant action to protect forest and agricultural land and to practice 
and encourage careful stewardship. To date, more than 200,000 acres of large acreage private 
forest land has been protected through acquisition of conservation easements and development 
rights, 161,000 acres of small acreage private forest and farmland have been protected through 
tax incentives and implementation of stewardship plans, and 14,000 acres of farmland have been 
protected through the Farmland Preservation Program.

Protecting forest land and managing forests for health and resilience can increase the quantity of 
carbon stored on these lands. These actions can also reduce the risk of catastrophic loss of carbon 
through wildfire, windfall, and mortality caused by insects or pathogens. Sustainable farming 
techniques can enhance soil health, reduce use of fossil fuel-based resources, and add carbon to 
agricultural lands. In addition, the production of some types of food, such as fruits and vegetables, 
results in fewer GHG emissions than the production of other crops. Efforts to increase access 
to and availability of these locally produced low-impact foods can help reduce GHG emissions 
associated with food consumption. Local forests and farms are vulnerable to local climate change 
impacts, so developing and incorporating forest and farm adaptation strategies into existing 
programs is essential to ensure the long-term economic viability of forestry and agriculture in King 
County.

County Services   

Sustainable Agriculture and Forestry Practices

•	 Local Food Initiative. Launched in 2014, King County’s Local Food Initiative is taking 
bold steps to support the local food economy, including to (1) better connect local 
farms to consumers, (2) increase access to healthy, affordable foods in underserved 
areas, (3) support farmers and protect farmland, and (4) create a sustainable farm-to-plate 
pipeline more resilient to the effects 
of climate change. In early 2015, 20 
priority actions were identified for 
implementation in King County Local 
Food Economy final report.

•	 Assist forest owners. The Water and 
Land Resources Division’s Forestry 
Program promotes healthy forests 
and forest stewardship and supports 
private forest landowners through 
forest stewardship planning courses 
and workshops and on-site forest 
management assistance to non-industrial 
private forest landowners. The Forestry 

King County’s Local Food Initiative is supporting a 
sustainable and resilient local food economy.

http://your.kingcounty.gov/dnrp/local-food/documents/2015-KC-Local-Food-Report.pdf
http://your.kingcounty.gov/dnrp/local-food/documents/2015-KC-Local-Food-Report.pdf
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Program also works with communities and fire districts on community Firewise plans to reduce 
the risk of wildfire. The County also offers property tax incentives that support privately-owned 
forests.

•	 Assist farmers. The Water and Land Resources Division’s Agriculture Program 
provides technical assistance and cost sharing to support sustainable farming 
practices and promotes local production of and access to fruits and vegetables.  
The County also offers property tax incentives that support privately-owned farms. The 
Wastewater Treatment Division will work with farmers who need water to provide recycled 
water where distribution is possible.

•	 Improve soils. The Wastewater Treatment Division uses its soil amendment Loop® biosolids 
on private and state-managed forests in King County to increase tree growth, store carbon 
in forest soils, and replace use of fossil 
fuel-based fertilizers. The Wastewater 
Treatment Division is pursuing 
opportunities to increase use of Loop 
biosolids within King County, thereby 
improving the local ecosystem and limiting 
GHG emissions from transportation of 
the material beyond the county. The 
Wastewater Treatment Division is planning 
projects with private land owners to 
restore areas of mined or degraded soils to forestland using Loop biosolids or compost. King 
County is pursuing opportunities for soil management and restoration projects on King County-
owned forest and agricultural lands, including using biosolids, compost, and other organic 
materials that are byproducts of County operations.

Protection of Agriculture and Forest Lands

•	 Preserve farmlands. King County has protected farmland through the designation and zoning 
of 42,000 acres in Agricultural Production Districts and has ensured long-term conservation 
of more than 14,000 acres in the Farmland Preservation Program. Since 2011, the County has 
augmented its farmland preservation efforts by expanding its Transfer of Development Rights 
program with a focus on protecting additional farmland.

•	 Reduce flood impacts to farms.  
King County offers technical 
assistance and logistical support 
for the construction of farm pads in 
the Snoqualmie Valley Agricultural 
Production District. Farm pads are 
elevated areas where livestock,    farm 
machinery and other agricultural 
equipment and supplies can be 
stored safely during a flood. Properly 
designed farm pads and other 
elevated flood refuges can help 
mitigate flood damages to farming 
operations. 

Carbon stored from the use of Loop® biosolids across the 
state reduced GHG emissions by 39,000 MTCO2e.

As the service provider for the King County Flood Control 
District, King County supports the construction of farm 
pads like this one, near a flooded Snoqualmie River in 2009, 
which protects farm equipment and animals.
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County Operations  

Sustainable Agriculture and Forestry Practices

•	 Restore King County-owned forests and parks. Between 2010 and 2012, the Parks Division 
completed an initial assessment of the forest types on all 25,000 forested acres it owns and 
manages. The Parks Division has developed Forest Stewardship Plans for 5,796 forested 
acres at 11 sites that are 200 acres or larger, and in recent years, has conducted nine harvests 
for long-term forest health. By 2020, the division will develop or update Forest Stewardship 
Plans for at least ten Parks-owned sites.  The Parks and Water and Land Resources Divisions 
will also continue to develop opportunities for volunteers to plant native trees and shrubs and 
remove invasive species from County-owned lands. 

K4C Pathway: Reduce sprawl and associated transportation-related GHG 
emissions and sequester biological carbon by focusing growth in urban centers 
and protecting and restoring forests and farms.

County Services

Goal: King County will protect and support healthy, productive farms and privately-owned forests 
that maximize biological carbon storage, promote public health, and are resilient to changing 
climate conditions.

CATEGORY STRATEGIES

Protect Agriculture 
and Forest Lands 

 

 

Strategy A: Protect and conserve agriculture and forest lands 
through zoning and land use planning and regulations.

Strategy B: Protect and conserve remaining high-priority forest, 
agriculture, and other open space lands through strategies such 
as transfer of development rights to urban areas, purchase of 
development rights, conservation easements, and covenants, con-
sistent with any policies adopted in the 2016 Comprehensive Plan.  

Sustainable 
Agriculture and 
Forestry Practices 

Strategy A: Provide forestry and agricultural-related technical 
assistance and incentives to private landowners to support and 
enhance sustainable farming and forestry, including information 
about increasing carbon sequestration and preparing for local 
climate change impacts.

Strategy B: Coordinate and streamline forestry and agricultural 
support services between King County, state and federal 
agencies, universities, and the King Conservation District.

strategies &goals targetsmeasures
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➤	Measure 1: Privately-owned rural acreage that has stewardship plans or is enrolled in Open Space 
(RCW 84.34) and Forest Land (RCW 84.33)-designated current use taxation incentive programs.

★★ Target 1: 500 additional acres per year of privately owned rural acreage that has 
stewardship plans or is enrolled in current use taxation incentive programs. 

❍❍ Status

In 2014, 660 new acres were enrolled in Open Space- and Forest Land-designated current 
use taxation incentive programs or completed stewardship plans, exceeding the annual 
target. At the end of 2014, there were approximately 161,000 privately-owned rural acres 
enrolled in these programs, which provide significant property tax incentives to encourage 
landowners to voluntarily conserve, protect and manage open space and forestland.

GHG Emissions Reduction: By 2020, King County will develop an approach for 
quantifying increased carbon sequestration associated with enrollment in current 
use taxation incentive programs and for estimating the amount of carbon 
sequestration associated with the completion and implementation of 
stewardship plans.

➤	Measure 2: Privately-owned forest lands permanently conserved through easements that 
remove the development rights. 

★★ Target 2: Permanently protect and conserve remaining unprotected high-priority 
forest, agriculture, and other open space lands within 30 years. A specific target will be 
developed in close coordination with the Council and consistent with the King County 
Comprehensive Plan and anticipated 2016 updates.

❍❍ Status

In 2014, King County, in cooperation with the Muckleshoot Tribe, achieved the 2012 SCAP 
target to permanently protect more than 200,000 acres of forestland through transfers 
of development rights, purchase of conservation easements, or purchases in fee. The 
Conservation Futures Tax Levy was an important funding source for achieving this target. 
Significant acres of high-priority farm, forest, and other open space lands in King County 
remain unprotected and are at risk of future development or conversion to other land 
uses, a risk that is expected to increase with future population growth.

GHG Emissions Reduction: In 2011, King County and the Sightline Institute 
estimated the expected annual GHG emission reductions associated with its 
Transfer of Development Rights program. This analysis showed that the transfer 
every rural housing unit to downtown Seattle results in about 272 metric tons of 
GHG emission reduction over 30 years. Using a similar approach, it is estimated 
that preserving the remaining high value conservation lands in rural King County 
from additional development would reduce GHG emissions by over one million 
MTCO2e over a 30 year time frame.

➤	Measure 3: Additional acres of agricultural land in food production.

★★ Target 3: Through the Local Food Economy Initiative, King County set a target of adding 
400 net new acres in food production per year through 2024.

❍❍ Status

In 2013, King County purchased the former Tall Chief Golf Course, with the aim of 
restoring food production to this 191 acre site. Efforts to expand the amount of acreage in 
food production will increase in 2015 and 2016. 

➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤➤

➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤➤
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GHG Emissions Reduction: Purchase of the Tall Chief Golf Course by King 
County avoided the proposed construction of 18 homes on the property. Based 
on the analysis of GHG emission reduction for the Transfer of Development Rights 
program, this would result in about 5,000 MTCO2e of GHG emissions reduction 
over 30 years. Conversion of the property to farm land will also increase local food 
production.

➤	Measure 4: Number of farms in the 100-year floodplain with raised agricultural structures and 
farm pads for protection of animals and equipment during flood events.

★★ Target 4: King County currently anticipates completing five or more projects per year to 
elevate agricultural structures or support the construction of farm pads.

❍❍ Status

Between 2007 and 2013, King County elevated three agricultural structures and 
supported the construction of 26 farm pads in the Snoqualmie Valley. In 2014, King 
County supported the construction of four additional farm pads in the Snoqualmie Valley.

GHG Emissions Reduction: Construction of farm pads and elevation of farm 
structures helps ensure the long-term economic sustainability of an agricultural 
economy in King County. This has multiple climate benefits, including providing a 
source of local food production and helping to limit sprawl into rural areas, which 
helps reduce GHG emissions. However, the GHG benefit is hard to quantify. 

County Operations

Goal: King County will manage and restore its parks and other natural lands in ways that 
maximize biological carbon storage and increase resilience to changing climate conditions.

CATEGORY STRATEGIES

King County-owned forest, 
agriculture, and other 
conservation lands 

Strategy A:  Assess, maintain, enhance, and 
restore forests and soils on King County-owned 
lands, including developing and implementing 
Forest Stewardship Plans for forested sites.

➤	Measure 1: Percentage of forested sites larger than 200 acres managed by the Parks Division 
that have Forest Stewardship Plans.

★★ Target 1: 100 percent by 2025.

❍❍ Status

The Parks Division has 33 forested sites that are at least 200 acres in size. Through 2014, 
11 of these sites, representing 28 percent of the area, had developed and implemented 
Forest Stewardship Plans. 

GHG Emissions Reduction: By 2020, King County will develop an 
approach for quantifying increased carbon sequestration associated with 
implementation of Forest Stewardship Plans, including estimating the 
amount of carbon sequestered.

➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤➤

➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤ ➤➤
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➤	Measure 2: Number of native trees planted by King County and public and private partners.

★★ Target 2: Plant one million native trees between 2015 and 2020 and develop a sustainable  
30-year plan to maintain and enhance tree cover countywide that identifies specific approaches, 
including public and private partnerships, geographic focus areas, and number of trees. 

❍❍ Status

In 2013, King County, in part through the Parks Division’s Volunteer Program, planted 
more than 67,000 trees and more than 118,000 shrubs. In 2014, King County staff and 
volunteers planted about 83,200 trees and 74,500 shrubs. Starting in 2015, King County 
will begin tracking the number of trees and shrubs planted by its partners.

GHG Emissions Reduction: King County uses conservative assumptions on tree 
survival rates and tree carbon content when estimating the expected amount of car-
bon to be sequestered by tree-planting activities. King County estimates that trees 
planted in 2014 are likely to sequester about 231,000 MTCO2e during their lifetimes.

County Services

Protect Agriculture and Forest Lands

✔✔ Protect open space. Develop a plan to permanently conserve remaining high-priority 
but unprotected farm, forest, and other open space throughout King County within 
30 years. Building on a history of 
protecting forest and farm lands, 
including permanent protection of 
more than 200,000 acres of forest 
land and 14,000 acres of farm land, 
King County will develop a 30-year 
plan to permanently preserve the 
remaining high-priority unprotected 
conservation lands throughout the 
county, including agriculture land, 
forestland, and other open space 
lands, such as land protected for 
habitat or land for regional trails.  
This land is currently unprotected and at risk of future development or conversion 
to other land uses, a risk that is expected to increase with future population growth. 
Protecting this land will have significant climate benefits, through carbon sequestration, 
focusing development and reducing sprawl, and helping to reduce local climate 
change impacts, such as flooding. 

Sustainable Agriculture and Forestry Practices

✔✔ ReTree King County. As part of a new initiative called ReTree King County,  
King County and partners, such as city, state and federal agencies, Tribes,  
non-profit organizations, businesses, and the public, will collectively plant at least  
one million new native trees between 2015 and 2020 across King County in both  

actions 2020priority by

The 90,000 acre Snoqualmie Tree Farm near North Bend 
is an example of how King County has successfully 
permanently protected more than 200,000 acres to date 
of private forest land.
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urban and rural areas. Restoration projects that plant native trees and shrubs on 
previously cleared, non-agricultural land have multiple benefits, including wildlife 
habitat, reduced stream 
temperatures due to increased 
shade, and increased carbon 
sequestration. To maximize 
these multiple benefits, plantings 
along river and stream corridors 
will be prioritized for the next 
five years. In order to facilitate 
collaboration on tree planting, 
by 2020, King County will 
work with multiple partners 
to develop a detailed 30-year 
plan for maximizing the percent 
of tree cover in both urban 
and rural King County while 
accommodating population 
and economic growth and meeting goals and needs for local agriculture and food 
production, wildfire prevention, and working forests. The plan will include methods to 
identify the number of trees needed,  track progress, map locations for tree planting, 
monitor tree survival, achieve multiple benefits, and coordinate extensive public 
outreach and engagement on the initiative. The plan will also evaluate the appropriate 
type of trees to be planted, including consideration of impacts to pollen allergies. 

✔✔ Streamline support for forests and agriculture. King County will coordinate with 
federal, state and local agencies and university researchers to implement “one-stop 
shopping” for forestry and agricultural assistance and incentives to streamline and 
simplify technical assistance and regulatory processes. For agriculture, this will focus 
on assistance with production, marketing and business planning, which will make it 
easier for farmers to spend more time growing food rather than navigating the complex 
regulatory environment. 

✔✔ Expand the local food economy and address the food, 
energy, water nexus. King County and its public and private 
partners will expand the local food economy by implementing 
the recommendations of 
Executive’s Local Food Initiative 
Kitchen Cabinet.  
These recommendations 
include agriculture support 
and incentives to increase 
the number of acres in food 
production by 4,000 acres by 
2024, to increase the variety of 
crops grown in King County, to 
increase farm productivity, to 
expand the distribution system 
for locally-produced food, and  

King County will help plant one million new native trees 
throughout the county in the next five years with the help of 
partners and volunteers.

One way the Local Food Initiative is increasing access to 
healthy, sustainable, affordable food is by supporting markets 
such as the Burien Farmers Market.
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to expand access to locally-produced food. In implementing practices that support 
sustainable agriculture, King County will consider and address the nexus between 
food, energy and water and how agricultural practices can minimize the use of fossil 
fuels and fossil based fertilizers that contribute to climate change.

✔✔ Develop framework to provide greater certainty for irrigation while protecting 
instream flows for fish. Water laws in Washington State, as with all western water 
law, are built on the concept of the allocation of water rights based on seniority of use. 
Many farmers irrigate their crops during summer months, and climate change is likely 
to result in increased irrigation needs due to warmer summers and increased incidence 
of droughts. However, some farmers have no or tenuous legal rights to the irrigation 
water they use. As irrigation needs increase, there is the potential that farmers may be 
prevented from irrigating if legal rights are not established. King County will support 
development of a framework in the Snoqualmie Valley to assist with the management 
of agriculture water rights and supplies and agricultural drainage. 

✔✔ Research the benefits of commercial compost on crops. The Solid Waste Division 
is collaborating with Washington State University to demonstrate the benefits of 
commercial compost on crops in King County agricultural areas. Potential benefits 
include increased carbon sequestration in soils, increased water holding capacity, 
resistance to erosion, decreased use of synthetic fertilizers, and increased productivity. 
These benefits would contribute to increased agriculture resilience to the changing 
climate conditions predicted in King County. The project is working with six farms in 
King County over a three-year period, and is also conducting a cost-benefit analysis 
that will include farmers’ ability to pay for compost and the composters’ ability to sell 
compost.  

ACCOUNTABLE AGENCIES
The Department of Natural Resources and Parks is the overall lead for this goal area. The Water 
and Land Resources Division is responsible for strategies focused on working with private forest 
and farm owners. This work is led by staff in the Forestry and Agriculture Programs. The Parks 
and Recreation Division leads efforts related to acquiring, managing and restoring County-owned 
parks, natural areas, and working forestlands. The Wastewater Treatment Division is responsible for 
producing Loop biosolids, and the Solid Waste Division supports the production of food waste 
and yard waste compost.

 

http://kingcounty.gov/environment/wlr.aspx
http://kingcounty.gov/environment/wlr.aspx
http://kingcounty.gov/parks
http://kingcounty.gov/parks
http://www.loopforyoursoil.com/
https://your.kingcounty.gov/solidwaste/index.asp

