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Welcome and Introductions. Mr. De’Sean Quinn convened the meeting at 4:35pm. Mr. Quinn 
noted that there is a lot being asked of the group, and the group is rising to the challenge. 
There was a round of introductions. 
 
Facilitator Karen Reed provided an overview of this evening’s meeting agenda. Ms. Reed invited 
questions from Advisory Group members if there are areas where more information or 
additional discussion is needed on a topic. 
 
Meeting 3 Summary. Ms. Reed reviewed four edits to the minutes suggested by Louise Miller. 
Members voted unanimously to approve Meeting #3 Summary, with the proposed edits. 
 

Advisory Group Roadmap. Ms. Reed asked the group to read through the Advisory Group 
Roadmap before the next meeting; she will send it out by email. 
 
Review of Conservation Categories. Ms. Reed said that based on Advisory Group input, we are 
adding a placeholder for a new sixth conservation category of “urban open space” that is yet to 
be defined, and yet to have criteria set. Questions/comments from the group: 

• Would be helpful to get a more granular version of priority maps to see how criteria are 
applied. Might not be parcel-level data but more refined than what we have seen. 

• What King County zoning and comp plan provisions does the County use to maximize 
protection on parcels? 

• Can urban open space include active recreational uses? A:  Possibly, but may depend on 
the funding sources used for acquisition. 

• Urban lands may have characteristics of all the other conservation categories. 
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• May be cheaper to redevelop/restore existing lands in cities; acquisition costs for new 
land may be prohibitive. 

 
Benefits/Values Handout.  Ms. Reed and Mr. Bob Burns shared an updated table outlining 
benefits of preserving or protecting the five categories of land in the Executive’s proposal.  The 
table is revised to expand the headings under which benefits are grouped, and a placeholder is 
added for urban open space. Mr. Burns noted that the need to incorporate social equity in this 
chart has yet to be addressed. Questions/comments from the group included: 

• What about benefits we don’t think of as typical of open space but which could be 
created through partnership – e.g. affordable housing? In response, Mr. Burns 
commented that this work completes a regional growth management vision – 
preserving open space and resource lands, and focusing growth and development in 
urban areas. Having conservation work in partnership with development is important to 
the region’s growth management vision. 

• The table is useful to help make more explicit the benefits of conservation categories. 
We may be able to get more details about the benefits when looking at a smaller scale 
of geography. 

 
Review of Meeting #3 Topics. Ms. Reed covered the key cost model variation factors that were 
discussed last week: 

1. Percentage of acreage remaining in fee or easement. Group comments included: 
• Advisory Group may not know what scenarios are best to apply.  
• Could the Advisory Group receive data about how much acreage in the 

agriculture and forest areas is being recommended to be acquired in easement? 
• Fee purchase would be recommended for lands needing capital improvements 

(for example, setting back a levee, a habitat restoration project, addressing 
repetitive loss from flooding, building a trail, supporting public access).  

• Agricultural and forest lands are primarily proposed for protection by easement. 
2. Operations and maintenance funding levels.  

• Ms. Ingrid Lundin noted that the “optimal” Operations and Maintenance (O&M) 
funding level represents work that has to be done on the lands. Selecting a lower 
O&M funding level means that the funding for the necessary work has to be 
found from another funding source, such as the County Parks Levy. 

3. Current Use Taxation (CUT) enrollment.  
• Mr. Burns noted that there are 260,000 acres enrolled in CUT; half of that 

acreage is covered by easements already and will likely never leave the CUT 
program. The County is targeting 40,000 acres which are part of the CUT 
inventory and which are not already protected by easement.  

• Staff analyzed the threat on the landscape using proximity to roads and existing 
development as a proxy for development threat. Roughly half of the target 
40,000 acres lies within 200’ of a county road; 60% is adjacent to development. 
About 20-25% is fairly remote from developed infrastructure: staff suggest that 
this acreage would likely be of lower risk of withdrawing from the CUT program. 
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Staff will continue to analyze these factors in relation to the specific properties 
targeted in the model. 

• Information on exit rates suggests that in times of stronger real estate markets 
more properties are pulled out of CUT.  

4. How much land is protected overall? 
• Adding city lands will increase costs; it will also increase revenues that are 

available for acquisition. 
 
Ms. Reed noted that we discussed existing revenues last week.  Group comments included: 

• Do any of the new revenue options being considered affect access to existing funding 
sources? 

• Is it possible to phase our acquisition approach so that we use new private funding for 
Phase 1 and new public funding for Phase 2? 

• How are we maximizing the existing funds shown on the chart? 
• Could King Conservation District be a source of funds for acquisition? 

Group response was positive when Ms. Reed asked how the members feel the Advisory Group 
process is going overall. 

 
New Revenue Options Presentation. Mr. Michael Murphy briefly reviewed slides about the 
existing revenues and potential new funding sources that the group saw last week. Mr. Murphy 
introduced Mr. Dwight Dively, Director of King County’s Office of Performance, Management, 
and Budget, to discuss new funding options.  A summary of Mr. Dively’s presentation follows: 
 
1. Bonds 

• Voter-Approved Bond: A ballot measure requires a 60% yes vote to approve a specified 
amount of money for a particular purpose; voters are agreeing that their property taxes 
over a certain number of years will be used to pay back the debt on the bonds. Turnout 
has to be at least 40% of what it was in the previous general election, which could be a 
challenge in years that follow a presidential election. 

• May only fund capital purposes – purchasing or building something (not operating 
expenses, not equipment replacement).  

• There must be “rational unity” – a cohesive purpose to the proposal in order to adhere 
to the “single subject” rule. 

• Bonds don’t have to be issued all at once. Likely there would be series of bonds issued 
over the total time period to fund acquisitions (e.g. three $100M bonds rather than a 
single $300M bond). 

• These are typically tax exempt bonds. 
• Governments can refinance their bonds to take advantage of favorable interest rates. 
• The total amount of debt that a government can have outstanding at any one time is 

calculated as a percentage of assessed value (AV). King County AV is about half a trillion 
dollars, therefore the County has “nearly infinite capacity for bond debt.”  
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• Voted bonds present no suppression of other taxing jurisdictions’ ability to levy property 
taxes. Bonds are excess levies, which are applied beyond all other limitations on tax 
rates. 

• Council-Issued/Councilmanic Bond. The County can issue bonds against existing revenue 
sources without going to the voters, under the authority of the legislative body. Debt 
service must come from existing funds. Conservation Futures Tax (CFT) bonds are this 
type of issue (with debt repaid by steady CFT revenue stream over time). Council-issued 
bonds provide a model for funding our accelerated model – to borrow against a steady 
long-term funding source. 

• Most bonds have a “call provision” (e.g. 10 years on a 30-year bond) at which time the 
issuer is allowed to repurchase and retire the bonds. There can be action taken by a 
jurisdiction to respond to changes in the financial climate prior to the 10-year bond call; 
for example, to issue new bonds at lower interest rate several years ahead of time, and 
use accrued funds to pay off bonds at the time of the bond call. 

• There are not restrictions on how King County can share proceeds of bonds with cities, 
except that sharing must be consistent with the stated purposes of the bonds.  There 
are limits on benefitting private parties (“private use test”). 

 
2. Property Tax Levy Lid Lift 

• Each kind of government in Washington has a maximum property tax rate that it can 
charge, calculated as dollars of tax per thousand dollars of AV.  The County can levy 
$1.80 of tax per $1000 AV; it is far below that limit.  

• Funding that jurisdictions can raise through property taxes is limited in growth to 1% per 
year, plus taxes on new construction.  

• A voter-approved levy lid lift can allow a jurisdiction to exceed that rate growth limit and 
raise taxes -- as long as the jurisdiction is within the overall maximum tax rate (e.g. 
$1.80 per $1000 AV for King County).  

• A levy lid lift requires a 50% “yes” vote; there are no minimum voter turnout 
requirements.  

• A levy lid lift can be for a combination of things (operating & capital; police & parks; 
etc.). 

• There must be an explicit time limit and purpose stated for a levy lid lift. If the time limit 
on the levy lid lift is for longer than six years, it’s subject to a 1% growth limit (1%/year 
plus new construction). However, if a levy lid lift is for six years or less, then the 
measure can incorporate any specified growth rate. 

• Councilmanic debt can be issued against revenue from a lid lift that is not more than 9 
years in length. 

• There is an overall limit of $5.90 per $1000 AV of all local government taxes (cities, 
county general fund, county roads, local parks districts, local fire districts, etc.). King 
County property tax levy lid lifts could reduce the taxing capacity of junior taxing 
districts such as parks districts.  

• There is also a 1% state Constitutional limit, which restricts the total amount of property 
taxes that may be imposed on an individual parcel to 1% of its “true and fair” (i.e., 
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market) value. The 1% limit applies to all regular levies.   Based on the five-year average 
relationship between assessed value and market value of property, the effective 1% 
constitutional limit is $10.19 per $1,000 AV for 2017-2018. 

• King County maps areas where property tax authority is has reached allowable limits. 
Currently, cities are not at risk of having their property taxes reduced as a result of the 
1% state Constitutional limit or $5.90 local government aggregate limit, but this is an 
issue in unincorporated areas where there are many overlapping local governments 
(e.g., in Snoqualmie Valley there are two park districts that often are at risk of having 
their taxes reduced because the $5.90 limit is exceeded). The recent Best Starts for Kids 
initiative had language in the ballot measure specifying that an “allowable purpose” was 
to use proceeds to compensate junior taxing districts adversely affected by the new levy 
lid lift.  

• With an improving economy, suppression issues are less likely. As property values 
increase quickly, the tax rates go down.  

• During discussion the point was raised that if there was a catastrophic economic or 
environmental event (earthquake) that reduced assessed value significantly across the 
region, property tax suppression issues become much more likely and prevalent. 

• There is a state Constitutional requirement for taxing uniformity – within the boundary 
of any government, the government has to levy the same tax rate everywhere.  

 
3. REET 3 

• Real Estate Excise Tax (REET) is tax on sale of real estate – a transaction tax. State 
statutes allow local governments to levy four different REETs in addition to the one that 
the state levies. 

• King County has REET 1 (1/4 of 1%) and REET 2 (same).  Proceeds may only be spent on 
capital and maintenance activities.  Allowable uses are set by state law. Today, REET 1 
and 2 are collected by King County only in the unincorporated areas. Virtually every city 
in the County has its own city collection of REET 1 and usually REET 2. Dwight guesses 
that REET 1 and 2 collects about $100M a year in Seattle; for King County collections are 
about $18M.  

• REET 1 & 2 are paid by the seller. 
• REET 3 would be a county-wide REET at a tax rate up to 1%.  The funds generated can be 

used for conservation purposes--not for active recreation. Authorization requires 50% 
approval by voters.  

• REET 3 is paid by the buyer. 
• San Juan County is the only county that passed REET 3 (one supposition about that is 

that a significant portion is likely paid by individuals purchasing vacation homes). One 
group member commented that there is a sunset clause on the San Juan County REET 3 
and voters there have extended it.  

• King County tried to pass REET 3 in the 1990s and it failed.  
• REET 3 is arguably more progressive than other taxes because much of it would come 

from commercial transactions and higher value real estate transactions.  
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• REET revenues are highly volatile.  Currently it’s very powerful as a funding source, but 
during recessions, revenues drop significantly. 

• We may be able to bond against REET 3 but it needs to be done thoughtfully to 
accommodate fluctuation in revenues. Bonds would likely have to be backed by a 
general obligation pledge as well, and would therefore have a certain amount of risk to 
the County’s general fund. 

• Would REET 3 suppress transactions? Mr. Dively’s response was that REET 3 would have 
only a minor suppression effect at the margins, and probably not affect commercial 
transaction rates at all. That may depend on the rate levied, as the impacts of 1/10 or 
1/100 of 1% would be quite small.   

• REET 3 must be applied equally across all transactions—the County could not exempt 
any portions of transaction, target specific types of sales, or exempt low income 
housing. Only the purchase of conservation property by the government can be 
exempted. 

• REET 3 would be collected and distributed by King County – not the cities. 
• REET 4 is a type of REET that can be used for affordable housing.  However, by state law 

a jurisdiction had to impose REET 3 by Year 2000 to be able to impose REET 4. It would 
take a change in state law to open up REET 4 as an option.  In order for a jurisdiction to 
adopt both REET 3 and 4   separate ballot measures would need to be approved, in 
order not to violate the single subject rule. There has always been very active opposition 
by the real estate industry to these proposals. 

• Questions remaining: 
o More detail about the proposed REET 3 proposal in the 1990s: why did it fail?  
o More info on allowable uses under REET 3 
o More conversation about politics of the different options discussed today 
o May need verification as to whether REET 3 costs can be rolled into a mortgage  

 
4. Conservation Futures Tax (CFT) 

• This is a separate property tax, not part of general property tax that the County levies. It 
was approved at 6.25 cents per $1000 AV. Due to impacts of the 1% revenue growth 
limit on property taxes, over time the effective tax rate has declined to 4.45 cents per 
$1000 AV.  

• Voters could approve an increase of CFT collections back up to the original rate of 6.25 
cents. This is a common action to take in order to correct collection rates over time (e.g. 
the King County Library district periodically has a levy lid lift to restore the value of its 
levy). If King County asked voters to increase the CFT levy back up to 6.25 cents and it 
failed, the County could continue collecting CFT at the current tax rate. 

• CFT is not part of the $5.90 local levy limitation. It is part of the 1% limit in the state 
Constitution. Which jurisdictions lose tax capacity first if the 1% state limit is exceeded is 
different than the list of which jurisdictions lose if the $5.90 local limit is exceeded. 

• CFT is a reliable source of funds that we can bond against. 
• CFT can be spent on both acquisition and maintenance – within certain limits in the law. 
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• CFT has restrictions on how funds can be spent on the types of lands – must be passive 
recreation, similar to REET 3. 

• Questions remained: 
o Need to verify the current CFT collection rate (4.45 cents or 4.2 cents, both are 

cited in the presentation) 
o Need to verify calculations to determine what new revenue could be collected by 

King County if the CFT rate is raised back up to 6.25 cents. 
 

5. Private Sources 
• Public human services agencies may have partnering experience.  
• Could consider using the Parks Foundation or creating a foundation. 
• At the next meeting in 2 weeks we will have presentations by a panel on private funding 

sources.  
 
6. Acceleration 

• Councilmanic debt could be issued against steady funding sources, to raise the funding 
right away and pay back debt over time. 

• If using a levy lid lift option, could use up to a 9-year levy lid lift if we are going to 
borrow against it by issuing bonds. 

• Question asked of what the likelihood is that the County Council would approve bonds 
for an acceleration strategy?  In King County, as long as risk issues are identified, the 
County has been very willing to do this type of financing.  The County Council has also 
been willing to pledge the backing of the general fund on councilmanic bonds to be 
repaid from other sources in order to lower the interest rate.  

• Comment from group:  
o Remember that we need flexibility and balance in accelerating money up front 

while also maintaining an annual stream of other available funds as we chip 
away at property purchases and finally get willing sellers after many years of 
work. CFT is a model we could follow – where we use 50% of the revenues to pay 
back bonds, and 50% for annual revenue stream. 

 
7. Other Topics 

• All of these funding sources are county-wide. Proceeds can be spent anywhere in the 
county (though not in another county). There may be limitations on the types of 
property acquired, but geographic boundaries of where property can be acquired within 
the county are flexible. 

• Almost all the money for any of the funding sources would come from urban areas 
(including both the urban incorporated & urban unincorporated areas). Rural areas 
generate very little – AVs are lower, and there are relatively few transactions. Probably 
about 95% of funding is generated in urban area, with the remainder in rural area. 

• Rural homes pay higher taxes relative to an urban parcel with the same assessed value. 
In urban areas there are many more high-value properties paying a larger share. In rural 
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areas there are many taxing districts (school districts, fire districts, etc.) – this also 
contributes to higher tax rates. 

• A 1% annual rise in the tax rate overall does not apply equally to all properties. 
Individual tax bills depend on how an individual property’s value increased relative to 
the average increase in property values. 

• Are there any other public funding sources we should consider? Probably not - there is 
no existing sales tax authority that is available to this under current state law. There is 
no income tax in this state. 

 
Break. The group took a break from 6:13 to 6:23. 
 
Discussion on City Involvement. Mr. Quinn reconvened the meeting stating that he hopes we 
can get a sense of how, when, and in what form we are engaging cities and their partners. He 
sees that anything innovative is difficult to adopt – but important to figure out.  
 
Ms. Reed said that the County has started working with cities but is a long way from having full 
data on city priorities.  Bob Burns noted that the County staff has met with groups including 
cities (Water Resource Inventory Areas (WRIAs), city parks directors, city managers, Sound 
Cities Association Public Issues Committee, etc.), as well as with individual cities. The County 
wants to deepen city engagement on this initiative through individual meetings.  The County 
proposes as a next step sending a letter asking each city to identify one point of contact and to 
meet with County staff. It is likely that several meetings will be required with different groups 
of staff and elected officials in each jurisdiction.  The letter would also include a set of questions 
for the cities and a summary of the work plan. Ms. Reed reviewed the questions the County has 
proposed. Group feedback included the following questions/comments: 

• It is helpful to have guidance on how long cities have to identify lands. 
• Cities may just cite their comprehensive plan/open space plan priorities.  
• There could be a two-pronged approach to working with cities: fund identified priorities 

and also have an annual application process similar to CFT with an ongoing revenue 
stream to address evolving priorities over time.  

• Ask whether cities have trail as well as open space plans. 
• It is good that these are open-ended questions which don’t assume that cities are in any 

particular place with regard to this topic.  Cities may have a variety of issues such as 
O&M, health issues, etc., which lack programming dollars and present funding 
challenges. 

• Add to Question 6 – do existing parcels need development or restoration to be enjoyed 
by the community? 

• These questions can build reciprocal understanding. Also consider questions about: Is 
there possible synergy between the County’s proposal and a city project? Is there 
anything proposed by the County that would create a conflict with your city? 

• It may be most helpful to approach cities after having researched recent CFT spending in 
those cities. 
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• Question #7 – cities use some funding sources (REET 1 and 2) for infrastructure, so it 
may be helpful to understand how cities spend their funds. 

• Question #8 – sometimes cities end up in competition with one another when they 
apply for regionally generated funds. How do we support partnerships between cities – 
e.g. to look across boundaries along river systems; to share information on what 
adjacent cities have identified as important? 

• It would be helpful to capture what cities are spending on conservation and build that 
same pie chart for available/existing funding.  

• It is helpful to know what cities prioritize as the most urgent actions – and whether the 
County prioritizes in the same way. 

• Our work on the criteria and values for rural-focused conservation priorities may help 
cities refine their own criteria. If criteria are aligned, then the rural and urban priorities 
may develop along similar lines. 

Next steps: Staff will take in this feedback and integrate it into the letter and attached 
questions for city outreach. 
 
Review Homework Responses from Meeting 3 – re: Polling. Ms. Reed reviewed the handout 
with responses from the homework. Mr. Burns said that polling is not recommended between 
now and the election, and even shortly thereafter. Best time to get information is right after 
Thanksgiving. Please provide any additional feedback you have regarding polling. Comments 
from the group included: 

• Can work be done on the value proposition as part of the polling – to get feedback on 
components of the Executive’s proposal? 

• Questions should include the “What? How? Why?” – i.e., the values of conservation. 
• Mo McBroom from The Nature Conservancy (TNC) noted there may need to be several 

rounds of polling between now and the time a measure is put on the ballot.  We need to 
map out timing for different types of information to be gathered. TNC has polling data 
nationally – and two polls recently on willingness to pay for conservation (statewide 
polls, can select data in King County). She offered that TNC can help on polling work. 

• Questions about the work that the County has done to date with non-governmental 
organizations?  A:  County staff met with staff from Forterra, Trust for Public Land, 
Vashon Maury Island Land Trust, TNC, CFT Oversight Committee, Mountains to Sound 
Greenway. Would still like to have non-governmental organization help with city 
outreach as well. 

• How are we reaching community members from immigrant, refugee, people of color, 
low income populations?  How are we touching those organizations who are serving 
these people to help reach these populations?  

 
Mr. Quinn adjourned the meeting at 6:59 p.m. 
 


