Open space and greenbelts

Page 3 of 3

[image: image1.png]»

WASHINGTON STATE

w2 SMQIT Growth

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT ... a vision of strong communities, a vibrant economy, a healthy environment,
Growth Management Program and respect among people — all being achieved together.

A




Discussion Paper No. 12 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.

Open space and greenbelts

Introduction

Provision for open space and greenbelts is essential to maintaining the quality of life in both urban and rural areas.  Preservation of open space and greenbelts can be challenging, because regulatory tools are often inappropriate and resources for acquisition are limited.  Issues often raised about open space protection include:  (1) the difficulty in placing a monetary value on open space benefits; (2) a concern that open space lands may reduce local tax revenues and lock up productive property; (3) the costs of acquiring land or development rights for permanent protection; and (4) the costs of maintenance and stewardship.

Background

Open space performs a valuable function in both urban and rural areas.  It protects important critical areas and natural systems, provides active and passive recreational opportunities, and provides important habitat for wildlife and people.  Our ability to achieve urban densities within urban growth areas (UGAs) depends on providing attractive communities where people will want to live and work.  Natural areas, parks, and woodlands are essential in urban areas to sustain clean air and water and to enrich citizens’ quality of life.  They are often the best features for defining the separation between one jurisdiction and another.  In rural areas, open space helps define and protect rural character.  

Open space is many things to many people.  Although not specifically defined in the state’s Growth Management Act (GMA), it is clear that open space may come in a variety of sizes, shapes, and types and may perform different functions, benefits, and purposes.  Open space ranges from developed parks and recreation facilities to undeveloped hillsides and ravines, woodlots, and wetlands.  It may remain in a pristine state or could include land that is actively farmed or even periodically logged.

Counties and cities fully planning under the GMA must designate open space and greenbelts within UGAs to enhance urban communities and ensure urban residents a healthy and attractive living environment.  Open space and greenbelts enrich the built environment that is predominant in urban areas.  The GMA requires that rural character be protected and defines it as patterns of land use and development established by a county in which open space, the natural landscape, and vegetation predominate over the built environment.

Open space, parks, and greenbelts provide:

· Active and passive recreational opportunity (such as opportunities to enjoy nature and the health benefits of exercise).

· Direct health and public safety benefits (such as flood control, protection for water supply and groundwater recharge areas, cleansing of air, separation from hazards).

· Protection for important critical areas and natural systems (such as wetlands, tidal marshes, beaches, aquifer recharge areas, riparian areas) as well as protection of wildlife diversity and habitat.

· Commercially significant resources and jobs (such as forestry, fishery, mineral, and agricultural products) and other economic benefits, including increased property value and tourism business.

· Natural features and spaces important to defining community image and distinctive character.

· Boundaries between incompatible uses and breaks from continuous development.  They can shape land use patterns to promote more compact, efficient-to-serve development.

Although purchasing open space may seem the surest approach to permanently protecting open space, no community can afford to buy and maintain it all.  Communities have developed a balance of regulatory and non-regulatory approaches.  Local governments regulate uses permitted on property for the protection of open space with zoning, subdivision, and critical areas regulations required by the GMA, shoreline master programs under the Shoreline Management Act, and mitigation requirements under the State Environmental Policy Act.  

Zoning ordinances can help:  (1) conserve open space by setting aside areas for parks or other community facilities where acquisition is anticipated; and (2) allow only low-impact or low-density development where open space is needed to protect critical areas, such as aquifer recharge areas.  Subdivision and clustering ordinances can require or encourage property owners to set aside a certain amount of open space for public or private use.

Because regulations tend to change over time, property acquisition still promises to provide the most permanent protection.  Communities can choose to purchase full title to a property or, at somewhat lower cost, they can purchase development rights that restrict how the owner and future owners may use the land.  Tax laws also encourage donations of open space and development rights to government and nonprofit agencies.

Acquisition of land for parks is an important component of any open space program.  Parks enhance the quality of life in urban areas by creating green spaces, providing recreational opportunities and a place for people to gather, reducing impervious surface, and providing habitat for fish and wildlife.

However, as noted above, no community can afford to buy all the open space.  Local governments can take advantage of a number of other non-regulatory programs, including the public benefits rating system, open space taxation, conservation futures, transfer of development rights, and urban forestry programs.

Communities need to develop clear open space strategies and programs with a balance of regulatory and non-regulatory approaches designed to meet their specific needs.

Strategy options

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

A. Conduct a study to determine how existing regulations and open space programs are working, whether these regulations/programs need strengthening, and whether other programs are needed.  Survey a variety of jurisdictions about what tools they are currently using and how they are working.  Find out how many counties have conservation futures programs, public benefits rating systems, and open space taxation programs.  Ask how successful these programs have been in terms of land acquired or permanently protected.  Determine the revenue implications for local governments associated with open space protection.

B. Complete the mapping of public open space lands started by the Interagency Committee for Outdoor Recreation (IAC) and implement the action recommendations developed in that effort.

C. Recommend legislation and/or funding needed to strengthen regulatory requirements and existing non-regulatory programs or to create additional programs based on the study and the IAC inventory.  (For example, the Washington State Department of Natural Resources’ urban forestry program is currently only supported by federal funds.  The state could be encouraged to provide matching funds to ensure that more resources are available to local governments seeking to establish or enhance their urban forestry programs.)

Possible performance measures
One or more measures could be used to track the success of open space initiatives.  Examples include:

1. Number of jurisdictions with open space programs.

2. Number or types of programs being utilized by local government.

3. The total amount of open space protected statewide (or per capita).

4. The amount of critical habitat for salmon and other species that has been acquired for protection.

5. The extent to which regulation has protected open space and critical habitat.

6. The extent to which any one non-regulatory program has protected open space and critical habitat.

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, or web: http://smartgrowth.wa.gov, or by e-mail at juliek@cted.wa.gov.

