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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.

Regional and state coordination

Introduction

Many local governments are working cooperatively in some way with other jurisdictions on issues important to their region.  However, five key challenges remain:

· Counties and cities often disagree on development, revenues, and infrastructure in potential annexation areas.

· Unclear roles and conflicts between general and special purpose local governments interfere with meeting regional needs, such as criminal justice, watershed planning, salmon recovery, public facilities, infrastructure, open space, and affordable housing.

· County governments often have inadequate resources to meet regional responsibilities, such as criminal justice.

· Some kinds of essential public facilities are not being allowed where they appear to be needed. 

· Special purpose districts and state agencies sometimes do not plan consistently with cities and counties regarding growth.

Background

Governments and citizens have long recognized that boundaries drawn on a map often have no meaning when addressing complex problems such as air and water pollution, transportation, stormwater, crime prevention, and social services.  During the 1960s, federal and state laws were passed that allowed local governments to form regional organizations to develop transportation and/or land use plans and to cooperate to provide regional services.  Intergovernmental metropolitan planning organizations (MPOs) were authorized by the federal government, and federal transportation funds for urban areas were required to be allocated by MPOs.

The 1990 Growth Management Act (GMA) requires counties fully planning under the GMA, in cooperation with their cities, to adopt county-wide planning policies (RCW 36.70A.210).  In addition, multicounty planning policies are to be adopted by King, Pierce, and Snohomish counties.  Further, the GMA recognizes counties are providers of regional services and cities are providers of municipal services.  It also authorizes intergovernmental regional transportation planning organizations (RTPOs).

Regional cooperation is also fostered by these GMA requirements:  

· RTPOs prepare a transportation plan for the region and certify that transportation elements of local comprehensive plans in the region are consistent with it.  

· The comprehensive plans of local governments with common borders or related regional issues are to be coordinated and consistent (RCW 36.70A.100).  

· County-wide planning policies address the fiscal impacts of GMA implementation.

The GMA also addresses state-local relationships.  State agencies are given the opportunity to review comprehensive plans and development regulations and make recommendations (RCW 36.70A.106).  They – like citizens, businesses, and other interested parties – can appeal decisions to the growth management hearings boards (RCW 36.70A.310).  Under the GMA, state agencies are to comply with local comprehensive plans and development regulations (RCW 36.70A.103).  

Another GMA requirement relates to essential public facilities.  A process for siting essential public facilities is to be established and local governments are prohibited from precluding them (RCW 36.70A.200).  However, if a facility is perceived as less desirable to a community or it serves more than one local government’s needs, the process quickly becomes controversial.  When affected parties cannot reach agreement, they sometimes take their case to a growth management hearings board or to the courts.

During the last 10 years, significant gains have been made in city-county cooperation, joint planning for urban growth areas (UGAs), capital project agreements, and goal setting.  Some efforts also have been undertaken to unify concurrency policies, share revenue, set up transfer of development rights programs for farmland preservation, and establish fair-share housing policies (where and how to locate low-income housing throughout a county). 

Despite the fact that cooperative regional efforts are underway, local governments continue to grapple with how to meet the needs that cross boundaries.  This is complicated by the fact that limited county revenues must largely be spent on criminal justice.  Special purpose districts also impact service delivery by sometimes making plans that conflict with general-purpose governments.

Adding complexity to regional service delivery is the state’s interest in issues such as watershed planning and salmon recovery.  Local governments and citizens must figure out how to coordinate the watershed decisions and salmon strategy with their local land use and infrastructure planning efforts.  Because citizens of the state have a common interest in healthy watersheds and salmon recovery, strategies of local, state, and tribal governments need to be integrated.

Strategy options
Here are some ideas that could be considered as part of a local, regional, or statewide strategy for Smart Growth:

A. State agencies or local governments could seek mediation services to help resolve disputes with each other.

B. CTED could provide workshops and other information to showcase good examples of coordination and joint planning.

C. Legislation could be developed to increase consistency between special purpose districts and counties and cities for growth planning.

D. Regional governance models could be developed and authorized to perform specific functions, especially calculations for equitable sharing of the costs and benefits of regional service delivery.

E. An essential public facilities council could be authorized to resolve disputes.

F. Additional resources for county governments could be identified to help meet regional responsibilities including for criminal justice.

G. Local governments could consolidate or share services where it can be done efficiently and effectively.

H. Incentives could be provided to help ensure development in potential annexation areas is well coordinated between the county and city.

I. The state could develop a coordinated investment plan for capital facilities.

J. Expenditures and revenues for major transportation investments could be regionalized, with decisions made by MPOs and RTPOs.

Possible performance measures
One or more measures could be used to track the successes of regional coordination in providing for Smart Growth.  Examples include:

1. Number of interlocal disputes resolved annually.

2. Number of local governments with a process for siting essential public facilities.

3. Number of interlocal agreements in place between counties and cities for sharing costs, revenues, or services to meet government responsibilities.

4. Number of integrated, region-wide capital facilities plans for regional needs.

5. Number of regions with a region-wide tax base or tax revenue sharing.

6. Number of regions with region-wide development impact fee/mitigation systems.

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.

