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State Authorization 

In the early 1970s, the Washington State Legislature authorized the county-wide property tax called 
Conservation Futures Tax (CFT). The legislation stated that it was a “fundamental and inalienable right” 
of citizens to have a healthy and pleasant environment.1   

RCW 84.34.230 authorizes collection of a property tax of up to 6.25 cents per $1,000 of assessed value, 
countywide, “[f]or the purpose of acquiring conservation futures and other rights and interests in real 
property pursuant to RCW 84.34.210 and 84.34.220, and for maintaining and operating any property 
acquired with these funds.”  (See below for excerpts from the two statutes cited.) The authorizing 
statute further states:  “Any rights or interests in real property acquired under this section …must be 
located within the assessing county. Further, the county must determine if the rights or interests in real 
property acquired with these funds would reduce the capacity of land suitable for development 
necessary to accommodate the allocated housing and employment growth, as adopted in the 
countywide planning policies. When actions are taken that reduce capacity to accommodate planned 
growth, the jurisdiction shall adopt reasonable measures to increase the capacity lost by such actions.” 
King County growth capacity is analyzed through the county’s comprehensive planning process and the 
Buildable Lands Report.2  

• RCW 84.34.210 allows use of these tax revenues to “protect, preserve, maintain, improve, 
restore, limit the future use of, or otherwise conserve, selected open space land, farm and 
agricultural land, and timberland as such are defined in chapter 84.34 RCW for public use or 
enjoyment.” 
 

• RCW 84.34.220 allows use of the tax revenues to “purchase or otherwise acquire, except by 
eminent domain, rights in perpetuity to future development of any open space land, farm and 
agricultural land, and timberland which are so designated under the provisions of chapter 84.34 
RCW and taxed at current use assessment as provided by that chapter. For the purposes of 
chapter 243, Laws of 1971 ex. sess., such developmental rights shall be termed "conservation 
futures."  

RCW 84.34.240 states two additional important limitations on expenditure of CFT funds: First, the 
amount of revenue used for maintenance and operations of parks and recreational land may not exceed 
fifteen percent (15%) of the total amount collected from the tax levied in the preceding calendar year. 
Second, revenues from the tax may not be used to supplant existing maintenance and operation 
funding.  

  

                                                           
1 http://www.kingcounty.gov/services/environment/stewardship/conservation-futures.aspx 
2 http://www.kingcounty.gov/~/media/depts/executive/performance-strategy-budget/regional-planning/buildable-lands-report/king-county-
buildable-lands-report-2014.ashx?la=en  

http://www.kingcounty.gov/services/environment/stewardship/conservation-futures.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/~/media/depts/executive/performance-strategy-budget/regional-planning/buildable-lands-report/king-county-buildable-lands-report-2014.ashx?la=en
http://www.kingcounty.gov/~/media/depts/executive/performance-strategy-budget/regional-planning/buildable-lands-report/king-county-buildable-lands-report-2014.ashx?la=en
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County Adoption 

In 1982, King County became the first county to approve CFT collection. Between 1982 and 2012, there 
were $330 million in CFT funds expended, which leveraged $150 million in matching funds. CFT funding 
has helped purchase 111,000 acres of open space, trails and shorelines including: 99,000 acres of 
forested Cascade foothills; 3,200 acres of urban greenbelts and parks; four miles of Puget Sound 
shoreline; 4,700 acres of riparian habitat on rivers and creeks.3 

The annual collections are currently about $18 million per year.  The County’s practice is to allocate this 
funding as follows:  

• About 50% of annual revenues are set aside to support repayment of CFT bonds.  Typically these 
bonds are issued to pay for large acquisitions (e.g. Snoqualmie Forest). 

• The remaining 50% is allocated between King County and the Cities based on the applications 
received and rough jurisdictional equity over time. 

Eligible Projects/Allowable Uses 

CFT is allowed to be spent on open space lands as defined in RCW 84.34.020. This definition describes 
lands with the following type of characteristics: natural or scenic resources; streams or water supply; soil 
conservation; wetlands, beaches, tidal marshes; adjacent parks or natural areas; recreation 
opportunities; historic sites; scenic corridors or views; urban natural areas; farm and agricultural land. 
Lands may be purchased in “fee simple or any lesser interest, development right, easement, covenant, 
or other contractual right” (RCW 84.34.210). 

King County Council Motion 11144 adopted the following policies for use of CFT funds (these restrictions 
were not part of state legislation authorizing the CFT tax): 

“Future use of CFT-funded property is restricted to low impact, passive-use recreation. This is 
determined to mean that development of facilities to support organized/structured athletic 
activities such as ballfields, courts and gyms is not allowed.  Future use is further limited to non-
motorized use, except as is necessary for maintenance or staging areas, including roads or 
parking to control site use and protect open space resources. 

A maximum of 15% of the total surface area of a proposed acquisition project area may be 
developed or maintained with non-vegetative impervious surfaces, if shown necessary for the 
protection of the open space resources of the property.  Trail Surfaces are not included in the 
calculation of this restriction.  This restriction may be waived in instances where the King County 
Council determines, after requesting a recommendation from the King County Conservation 
Futures Citizens Committee, that parking or other staging areas are necessary for the protection 
of the open space resources of the site and will exceed the 15% limit.” 

  

                                                           
3 http://www.kingcounty.gov/services/environment/stewardship/conservation-futures.aspx 

http://www.kingcounty.gov/services/environment/stewardship/conservation-futures.aspx
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Match Requirement 

For the CFT annual jurisdiction allocations, King County Ordinance 14714 requires the applicant 
jurisdiction commit to providing a matching contribution of no less than the amount of CFT funds 
awarded to the project before CFT funds may be used to reimburse the jurisdiction for an approved 
project. 

The use of CFT bond funds does not have a match requirement.  

Based on discussion with some city staff, it can be challenging for jurisdictions to produce matching 
funds in order to qualify for annual CFT awards. The existing County Parks Levy is an important source of 
matching funds for CFT acquisitions. Some cities also have parks levies that provide matching funds; 
state, federal, and other grants are sources of match as well. A new tax levy or REET 3 would also 
generate funds that could be used as matching funds for CFT projects.  

The match requirements for CFT awards would need to be considered if a CFT increase is recommended 
as a new funding source to implement the Executive’s land conservation and preservation initiative. 

Use of CFT for Maintenance 

As noted above, RCW 84.34.240 allows up to 15% of the total annual amount collected to be used for 
maintenance purposes; and prohibits the tax revenues from supplanting existing maintenance funds. 
Research by CFT staff and the CFT Citizens Oversight Committee chair suggests that maintenance dollars 
may only be used on CFT-funded properties. 

King County Code specifies that CFT may be allowed for open space acquisition, and does not address 
whether or not funds may be used for maintenance.  Thus in practice, CFT funds in King County have not 
been used for maintenance.   If maintenance were to be an allowable use in the future, there may need 
to be a process to equitably allocate the funding, and ensuring that the funding is used only to maintain 
eligible CFT-funded properties, if that requirement applies. 

Current King County Collections 

The CFT collection rate was initially approved in 1982 at the maximum statutory rate of 6.25 cents per 
$1,000 of assessed value (AV). Due to limits on property tax collection over time, the current tax rate is 
now 4.45 cents per $1000 AV.  This rate will continue to decline over time; King County budget office 
staff estimate that in 30 years the rate would be between 2 and 2.5 cents per $1000 AV. 

Effects of Lifting CFT Collection Rate Back to 6.25 cents 

State initiative limits the rate at which total collections from a property tax levy may increase from year 
to year by 1% plus the value of new construction. Any increases above 1% plus new construction must 
be approved by a vote of the people. The CFT tax is exempt from the $5.90 limit on local government 
taxes, but is part of the statewide 1% Constitutional limit. 
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King County voters could raise the rate back to the previously authorized 6.25 cents with a 50% “yes” 
vote. Should such a proposal fail to be approved, collections would continue at the current rate. Any 
effort to raise the collection beyond 6.25 cents would require a change in state law.   

Restoring CFT collections to 6.25 cents per $1,000 of Assessed Value would yield approximately $7.5 
million more a year, based on current data. Over 30 years, approximately $340 million in additional 
funds could be raised. 

Starting Levy Rate 
(¢/$1,000) 

Est. Annual 
Collection (based on 
current data) 

Est. Total 30 year 
Revenue  

Annual Cost to Avg. Household  
(2016 median residence AV = 
$416,000) 

4.45¢ $18,000,000 $848,000,000 $17.47 
6.25¢ $25,500,000 $1,190,000,000 $26.00 

Increase: $7,500,000  $340,000,000 $8.53 
 

Councilmanic Bond Capacity 

The increased funding leads to new capacity to bond against those funds. The county would need to 
determine how much of the total and/or new CFT revenues should be used to service bond debt versus 
annual allocation of funds. The increase in revenues could yield a significant amount of councilmanic 
bonding capacity to fund an acceleration scenario (assuming we continue to use 50% for debt service, 
we could for example issue a bond on the order of $100M up front). 

Effects of Another Re-Set of CFT Collection Rate at Year 15 

If the CFT rate is lifted by voter approval back to 6.25 cents, collections will decline over time to a tax 
rate of approximately 3 to 3.5 cents at the end of 30 years. The vote to re-set the rate cannot also 
include a provision to automatically lift and re-set the rate; a new ballot proposal must be placed back 
before the voters to do any subsequent rate re-set.  

If the voters approved an initial increase of CFT of 6.25 cents, and then 15 years later voters approved 
another re-set of the rate to 6.25 cents, this could generate an additional $290 million in the 30-year 
period. Total funds generated over 30 years with this midpoint rate increase would be $340 million + 
$290 million = $630 million. Figures are approximate values based on long-term projections. 
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A diagram of how these CFT rate lifts may work is shown in Figure 2: 

                                      Figure 2: Potential CFT Rate Lift Scenarios (Approximate Values)                               

Year 1    Year 15    Year 30 

Keep at 
4.45 cents        2-2.5 cents rate in 30 years 
        $850 million collected in 30 years 
 
Increase to 
6.25 cents       3-3.5 cents rate in 30 years 
        Additional $340 million collected in 30 

 years ($1.19 billion total) 
        Accelerate with new bonding capacity 
 
Increase to   Increase to 
6.25 cents    6.25 cents   4-4.5 cents rate in 30 years 

Additional $630 million collected in 30 
years ($1.48 billion total) 

        Accelerate with new bonding capacity 
 


