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ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT ... a vision of strong communities, a vibrant economy, a healthy environment,
Growth Management Program and respect among people — all being achieved together.
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Discussion Paper No. 7 of 12

Note:  The purpose of the discussion papers in this series is to provide a range of strategy options to start discussions for possible solutions for some key growth and quality of life issues.  Ideas represented in each paper have been written by agency staff and do not necessarily reflect the department’s position.

Infrastructure

Introduction

Most people expect infrastructure to be adequate for public needs.  We must find smart ways to prioritize and pay for the infrastructure that will keep our environment, economy, and communities healthy.  (Infrastructure, for this paper’s discussion, includes transportation facilities, water and sewer services, and stormwater facilities.)

Background

In Washington, spending on infrastructure is great, with billions of dollars spent annually to get people to and from work and school, to supply water to homes and businesses, to take away wastewater, and to deal with stormwater runoff.  Yet budgets for public infrastructure can’t keep up with current needs or expected growth.  For example, a recent report, 1999 State of Washington Local Government Infrastructure Study, indicates that for 324 local governments, the gap between local plans and reality is about $3.05 billion over the six-year period of 1998 through 2003.  This counts only certain kinds of infrastructure – water, sewer, bridges, roads, and stormwater facilities – and does not include other public facilities or services.

About 75 percent of the state’s counties and cities are required to fully plan under the Growth Management Act (GMA).  These local governments make up about 95 percent of the state’s population.  They must plan for public facilities to meet current and future needs and designate urban growth areas where infrastructure is to be provided at urban levels of service.  These local governments are expected to coordinate with other jurisdictions, make their decisions with public involvement, and match their budget and activities to their plan.  If funding falls short, they are to adjust land uses or other parts of their plan.  

Each local plan has capital facilities, utilities, and transportation elements.  The transportation element is certified by a regional transportation planning organization (RTPO).  RTPOs set the priorities for spending certain federal funds, taking into account federal requirements.  Some local governments have met their growth management requirements very effectively and others to a lesser degree.  Likewise, some regional transportation organizations are more rigorous than others in how they certify local transportation elements.

Currently, infrastructure funds come from several state and federal programs, along with local government revenues and developer contributions.  Each state or federal program has different criteria, and project applicants compete for funding.  Every state program has more applications for infrastructure funding than money available.  The state does not have an overall strategy for how to prioritize funding.  However, state programs must “consider” whether local governments are in compliance with the GMA.  One state program, managed by the Public Works Board, also strongly considers whether a project was included in the local government’s capital facilities plan.  For state transportation projects, a blue-ribbon commission is working to develop a prioritization process by December 2000. 

Citizens and businesses often question which infrastructure projects should be built from existing funds and whether they are the smartest for their community or region.  At the local level, this happens most often through the growth management process.  Everywhere the option of new taxes or fees generally is resisted unless the circumstances are very compelling.  Recently, the enactment of Initiative 695 has affected state and local funding.

Strategy options
Here are some optional ways to prioritize or pay for infrastructure to help achieve Smart Growth.

A. Increase assistance to help local governments plan infrastructure more effectively.  State assistance could be provided for local infrastructure planning, consistent with Smart Growth.  This would require either new fund sources or the shifting of existing state funds.  CTED and the Washington State Department of Transportation are the most likely state agencies to provide assistance.

B. Develop clearer priorities for state funding to meet Smart Growth goals.  For example, Maryland’s new approach could be considered; it directs state funding for local projects to those in “priority planning areas.”  (The areas are similar to Washington’s urban growth areas.  A special definition could be developed for the 10 counties not fully planning under the GMA that do not have urban growth areas.)  Another variation is to require all state programs to give priority for funding to jurisdictions that have met their respective requirements under growth management and have a six-year capital facilities plan.  (Currently, about 75 percent of the jurisdictions have full-planning requirements under the GMA.  The other 25 percent have minimal growth management requirements.)  A third variation would be to identify new criteria that match state funding for infrastructure with achieving Smart Growth.

C. Create a new funding tool.   Authorize special property taxes to be approved at the local level and collected for infrastructure improvements in areas that are being revitalized.  This method includes community redevelopment financing, a local-option tool that is legal in most states, but not in Washington.

Possible performance measures
One or more measures could be used to track infrastructure expenditures and programs and their success in providing for Smart Growth.  Examples include:

1. Increase or decrease in the total maximum daily load of pollutants on a watershed-by-watershed basis.

2. Increase in the number of water systems in compliance with the federal Safe Drinking Water Act.

3. Percentage of state residents with adequate sewage disposal.

4. Percentage of roads in fair or better condition.

5. Percentage of state funding for infrastructure invested in priority areas (including urban growth areas).

Comments on the above topic are welcomed and should be addressed to Shane Hope, Managing Director, Growth Management Program, Washington State Community, Trade and Economic Development, PO Box 48300, Olympia, WA  98504-8300, web: http://smartgrowth.wa.gov, or by e-mail at   juliek@cted.wa.gov
