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PROBLEM/ISSUE STATEMENT:  
Watershed Investment Districts (WID’s) is a concept floated by existing Water Resource 
Inventory Areas (WRIA’s) as a mechanism to provide consistent and stable funding for 
WRIA’s.  WRIA funding is in question due to the existing funding mechanism (through 
the King Conservation District (KCD)) being struck down recently by the Courts, 
resulting in the suspension of KCD revenues for 2012.   
 
WRIA’s were subsequently funded in 2012 by the King County Flood Control District 
(FCD), and will likely be funded in 2013 by the FCD as well.  However, it is unclear 
whether this is a long term home for WRIA funding, or a short term stop-gap. 
 
The concept of WID’s began in 2011 through collaboration with existing WRIA’s in the 
Puget Sound region, which provides an integrated approach to funding stormwater 
management, flood protection, drinking water, salmon habitat, and conservation.  The 
WID proposal creates a new special purpose district organized along watershed 
boundaries and authorizes it to raise and disburse funds for the aforementioned 
purposes. 
 
As this issue was raised at the August meeting of the Suburban Cities Association 
(SCA) Public Issues Committee (PIC), there will be a staff presentation at the 
September 12th PIC meeting for discussion and feedback.  SCA is completing a staff 
report to provide context for the discussion, including the history of WRIA funding and 
the genesis of WID’s.  SCA is finalizing the report, and staff will provide that report by 
the end of the week as additional background. 
 
RESOURCE/FINANCIAL IMPACT:  
There is no direct cost to the City; however a new special purpose government would 
be created, which would come with some type of taxing authority that would impact 
Shoreline taxpayers. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 
This presentation is provided for discussion purposes only to provide direction to 
Councilmembers and staff.  Staff is seeking feedback from Council on next steps, and 
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whether Shoreline would support the creation of a WID, or would Council prefer WRIA’s 
to be funded through existing resources. 
 
Approved By: City Manager DT City Attorney ___ 
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INTRODUCTION 
A Watershed Investment District (WID) is a concept floated by existing Water Resource 
Inventory Areas (WRIA’s) as a mechanism to provide consistent and stable funding for 
WRIA’s.  WRIA funding is in question due to the existing funding mechanism (through 
the King Conservation District (KCD)) being struck down recently by the Courts, 
resulting in the suspension of KCD revenues for 2012.   
 
WRIA’s were subsequently funded in 2012 by the King County Flood Control District 
(FCD), and will likely be funded in 2013 by the FCD as well.  However, it is unclear 
whether this is a long term home for WRIA funding, or a short term stop-gap. 
 
The concept of WID’s began in 2011 through collaboration with existing WRIA’s in the 
Puget Sound region, which provides an integrated approach to funding stormwater 
management, flood protection, drinking water, salmon habitat, and conservation.  The 
WID proposal creates a new special purpose district organized along watershed 
boundaries and authorizes it to raise and disburse funds for the aforementioned 
purposes. 
 

BACKGROUND 
 
For the past 12 years, KCD has funded WRIAs through part of its $10/parcel special 
assessment; however, the funding mechanism was struck down earlier this year by the 
courts, which meant that 2012 KCD revenues were suspended.  KCD managed to fund 
their other programs in 2012 through fund balance; but did not provide funding for 
WRIA’s.  The FCD Board of Supervisors (also the King County Council) decided to fund 
WRIA’s in 2012 through FCD revenues as an interim measure. 
 
In response to the court decision, KCD developed a new system of rates and charges 
along with a new work program that was submitted to the County in early August that 
continues a similar level of funding as previous years ($6.3 million); however, the 
proposal entirely eliminates funding for the WRIA’s, a program it had funded in prior 
years at approximately $3 million a year.  Staff’s have heard that WRIA funding will be 
included in the FCD budget for 2013, but has not received confirmation as yet. 
 
At the August 8, 2012 meeting of the PIC, during the discussion regarding King 
Conservation District Funding, Councilmember Bill Peloza of Auburn brought forward 
the need for consistent and stable future funding for the WRIAs. WRIA 9 has been 
working with Washington State legislators for passage of Watershed Investment 
Districts legislation that provides that stable funding source. 
 
The proposed legislation allows creation of WID’s organized around watershed 
boundaries and provides a funding mechanism, but would require state legislation to 
implement.  There are two potential models (more details in the attached memo); 1) a 
WID without taxing authority, which would act collaboratively; or 2) a WID with taxing 
authority with a board made up of elected officials.  WID’s would be created by the 
County passing an establishing ordinance.  Within seven years of creation, the WID is 
required to submit a funding proposition to a vote.  If the proposition fails two times, the 
WID must be dissolved. 
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Changes to state legislation normally take two to three years to pass, so this is not an 
immediate solution to the problem, but could be a potential long-term solution.  
However, if Shoreline wants to support such a proposal, now is the appropriate time to 
add this to the City’s legislative agenda for 2013. 

RESOURCE/FINANCIAL IMPACT 
 

There is no direct cost to the City; however a new special purpose government would 
be created, which would come with some type of taxing authority that would impact 
Shoreline taxpayers. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 
 
This presentation is provided for discussion purposes only to provide policy direction to 
Councilmembers and staff.  Staff is seeking feedback from Council on next steps, and 
whether Shoreline would support the creation of a WID, or would Council prefer WRIA’s 
to be funded through existing resources.  
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September 12, 2012 

SCA PIC Meeting 
Item 7:       
Watershed Investment District 
Discussion Item       
 

 
SCA Staff Contact  
Monica Whitman, Senior Policy Analyst, office 206-433-7169, monica@suburbancities.org.   
 
 

 

This item has been scheduled for discussion and feedback.  At the August 8, 2012 meeting of 
the PIC, during the discussion regarding King Conservation District Funding, Councilmember Bill 
Peloza of Auburn brought forward the need for consistent and stable future funding for the 
WRIAs. WRIA 9 has been working on watershed-based funding mechanisms for the past several 
years to address unpredictable and unsustainable funding of its $300 million salmon recovery 
plan.  During 2010 and 2011, WRIA 9 worked with other WRIA Forums to address funding policy 
issues of mutual concern and develop draft state legislation that would enhance 
implementation of the WRIA salmon recovery plans.  For the past year, conversations about the 
draft legislation were held with watershed groups from throughout Washington, the Puget 
Sound Partnership, and Washington State legislators.  
 
SCA staff is seeking feedback from the PIC regarding next steps and what SCA’s role should be in 
this process? Options include: taking a future policy position or forming a subcommittee to 
further examine the implications of forming a Watershed Investment District.  Members may 
also be interested in a future study session.   
 
Doug Osterman, Green/Duwamish and Central Puget Sound (WRIA 9) Watershed Coordinator 
will be available to answer questions that members may have.   
 

 
Introduction: 
In 2010, in collaboration with WRIAs 7, 8, 10, and 12, WRIA 9 began drafting legislation to 
address the significant barriers identified by the watersheds to effectively implement the 
salmon recovery plans and improve the health of the watersheds.  Draft legislation, completed 
in July 2011, authorizes watershed groups to identify the most important regional actions to 
take in the watershed and access to funding mechanisms that would enable integrated 
approaches to funding and investing in regional stormwater management, floodplain 
management, , and salmon habitat. The governance and funding concept embodied in the draft 
legislation was termed as Watershed Investment Districts (WID’s).  
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Currently, activities affecting the watershed’s ecosystem services are inefficiently delegated 
across diverse institutions. Many cities have separate storm water systems in which 
jurisdictional boundaries matter more than watershed boundaries. Increased storm water 
contributes to flooding and current stormwater management methodologies lead to 
unacceptable levels of pollution in Puget Sound. This trend requires more flood protection and 
pollution remediation expenditures and reduces groundwater recharge for drinking water and 
salmon. Better coordinated, these investments could be less costly, more effective and longer 
lasting. The overall tax burden would be reduced with greater services provided. 
 
Watershed Investment Districts (WIDs) One Leg of a Three-Legged Stool 
The Puget Sound Partnership Action Agenda identified three strategic initiatives that, to be 

effective in cleaning up Puget Sound, should be implemented on a watershed basis and for 

which funding from local, state, and federal entities needs to be increased.  The strategic 

initiatives have significant implications to all local governments within Puget Sound:   

1. Prevention of pollution from urban stormwater runoff 

2. Protection and restoration of habitat  

3. Recovery of shellfish beds  

 

The Puget Sound Partnership is charged with working closely with federal, state, local and 
private partners to pursue state legislation or other mechanisms to provide adequate funding 
for the Action Agenda.  A Funding Subcommittee has been working since last October to 
develop funding and legislative strategies to recommend to the PSP Leadership Council. The 
WID would be an important strategy to ensure that implementation of the strategic intitiatives 
will be grass roots, driven by local government partnerships. 

 
The policy framework of the draft WID legislation would help local governments address the 
strategic initiatives of the Puget Sound Action Agenda, for example: 

 A WID establishes sufficient and dedicated resources to effectively implement 
watershed salmon recovery plans, regional stormwater improvements, and other 
watershed priorities. 

 A WID would break down existing funding silos and better coordinate investments to 
address watershed issues and priorities across landscapes. 

 Empower local decision makers to prioritize and make investments that improve 
watershed health, staving off top-down approaches. 

 Leverages significant funding from others, particularly state and federal sources 
 
Highlights of the draft legislation: 
Watershed-Based Partnerships for making targeted, prioritized investments based on science 
The draft legislation allows creation of special purpose "watershed investment districts" 
comprised of city and county elected officials within watershed boundaries and authorizes 
them to raise and disburse funds to conserve and restore lands and waters.  It authorizes WIDs 
to seek funds to implement watershed and salmon habitat recovery plans, as well as other 
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regional watershed needs such as shellfish bed protection and regional stormwater retrofits. 
While the legislation was developed by WRIAs in Central Puget Sound, the draft legislation was 
purposely made flexible to make it of interest to and applicable to watersheds statewide. 
 
Process to Create a District 
The boundaries of a district may include all or a portion of a single Watershed Resource 
Inventory Area (WRIA) or all or portions of contiguous WRIAs. One or more counties (within 
which a Watershed Investment District was located) would pass an ordinance to create a WID. 
Cities with a majority of the population within a proposed WID could petition a county or 
counties to create a WID. 
 
Locally-Based Governance Modeled after our Watershed Forums 
The board of a WID would include existing elected officials of counties and cities that are wholly 
or partly within a WID. Each WID board may appoint non-voting advisory members 
representing stakeholders' interests directly to the board or appoint a separate advisory 
committee.  
 
Activities Funded by a District 
The primary purpose of the proposed legislation is to create local funding, leverage state and 
federal funding, and coordinate priorities for implementation of watershed and salmon habitat 
plans. WIDs could also apply for and accept federal, tribal, state and private funds. A few 
examples of activities, programs and projects that could be funded include: acquisition of high-
value aquatic and upland habitat; restoration of key aquatic habitat; and projects and programs 
to address regional problems related to storm water; outreach and education; and multi-
benefit projects such as floodplain management.  
 
To the maximum extent possible, WIDs must seek other sponsors (such as cities, counties, 
tribes or non-profit organizations) to carry out activities, programs and projects. A WID itself 
could carry these out if it finds that it is specially qualified to do so. 
 
Optional Funding Sources 
Types of funding that a WID could incorporate into a funding plan and a funding proposition 
could be selected from a menu of optional funding mechanisms including: 

 General property tax 

 Sales and use tax 

 Utility fee 

 Per parcel assessment 

 Real estate excise tax; and 

 Pollution discharge tax 
 
Watershed Funding Plans 
Within three years of creation of a WID, the WID board must adopt a watershed funding plan 
for future activities, programs and projects. The board must consider allocating up to 10 
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percent of the funding to activities, programs and projects identified by individual participating 
cities and counties. 
 
Watershed Funding Propositions; Voter Approval 
Within seven years of creation of a WID, the WID must prepare a funding proposition for 
submittal to the voters within the WID. The funding proposition would include a list of 
activities, programs and projects (from the WID's funding plan) and proposed increases in taxes, 
fees or charges to support their implementation. Each participating county within the WID must 
submit the funding proposition to voters in the WID who reside in that county at either a 
special or general election. 
 
If the voters fail to approve a WID's first funding proposition, the WID may submit additional 
funding propositions to voters. If voters fail to approve two consecutive funding propositions, 
the counties that created the WID must act to dissolve it. 
 
Attachments:  

a. Earth Economics Policy Briefing on Funding Mechanisms for Salmon Habitat and 

Watershed Health. 

b. Draft Watershed Investment District Legislation 
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WRIA 9 Policy Briefs: Funding Mechanisms for Salmon Habitat and Watershed Health 

Brief 1: Project History • Brief 2: Funding Need • Brief 3: Flood District • Brief 4: Assessment/Fee • Brief 5: Investment District 
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Overview 

The Green/Duwamish Central Puget Sound Watershed, WRIA 9, is one of sixty-two Water Resource Inventory 
Areas (WRIAs) in the state. In 2005, WRIA 9 completed a ten-year Salmon Habitat Plan, which identified salmon 
habitat restoration and conservation projects costing about $300 million. Earth Economics researched ways to 
fund implementation of the plan. Twenty-three funding mechanisms were identified, and the WRIA 9 Ecosystem 
Forum narrowed these to seven, and further to three.  
 
The purpose of this Policy Brief is to provide project history (Brief 1). Other briefs describe current funding (Brief 
2) and discuss three funding mechanisms  
(Briefs 3, 4 and 5).   

Why Invest in the Watershed? 

 
The benefits (salmon, flood protection, 
recreation, clean water) derived from “natural 
capital” (forests, wetlands, riparian areas, lakes 
and rivers) in WRIA 9 have been estimated at 
$1.7 billion annually. The Salmon Habitat Plan 
helps preserve this natural capital by investing in 
the restoration of critical salmon habitat and the 
recovery of endangered Chinook salmon 
populations.   
 
Recovery of salmon habitat also will improve 
water quality and increase recreational, 
commercial, and tribal fishing opportunities and jobs. The science has been studied, projects identified and 
some implementation is completed. Yet funding sources sufficient to implement the entire plan are lacking.    

History of Process Used to Identify Funding Mechanisms 
 
A workshop in August 2008 generated 23 possible funding mechanisms. Earth Economics evaluated each 
mechanism for its funding potential, feasibility, and potential as either a disincentive for actions that damage 
salmon populations, or an incentive for benefiting salmon, reducing the list to 21. From this list, seven 
mechanisms were selected by the WRIA 9 Watershed Ecosystem Forum (See Figure 2).  
 
Evaluation criteria were then developed, adopted and applied by the WRIA 9 Watershed Ecosystem Forum, 
ranking the mechanisms in the spring and summer of 2009. In February 2010, the Forum voted and selected 
three mechanisms for detailed research: 1) Flood control levy increase; 2) Per parcel assessment/fee; and  
3) Creation of a Watershed Investment District. For further information see the April 2009 draft report. 

Project History 

Figure 1: Water Resource Inventory Area 9 encompasses the 
Green/Duwamish and Central Puget Sound Watershed. 

Item 7 - Watershed Investment District



WRIA 9 Policy Briefs: Funding Mechanisms for Salmon Habitat and Watershed Health 

Brief 1: Project History • Brief 2: Funding Need • Brief 3: Flood District • Brief 4: Assessment/Fee • Brief 5: Investment District 

 

Page 2 of 2 

 
     Figure 2: The seven funding mechanisms selected for analysis in the April 2009 Draft Report. 

 

Criteria Used to Evaluate and Further Prioritize Funding Mechanisms 
 
Rather than use political viability as a selection criterion, the Watershed Ecosystem Forum opted to apply that 
criterion to ongoing discussions about funding mechanisms. The final Forum votes are highlighted in the dark 
blue row at the top of the chart, and indicate selection of funding mechanisms #1, #3, and #7. 

 
     Figure 3: Criteria used to evaluate and further prioritize potential funding mechanisms in 2009. 

Version 6/24/10 
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Funding Need 

An Example 
 

The Green/Duwamish and Central Puget Sound Watershed 
(WRIA 9) Salmon Habitat Plan is based on years of study. With 
the best available science, priority projects were identified and 
implementation began, though momentum has been impeded 
by lack of funding. Still, WRIA 9 has implemented flagship 
restoration projects, such as the North Wind’s Weir estuary 
restoration.  Though this project was identified as being critical 
for saving salmon, it took 10 years to patch together sufficient 
funding to complete the project. The recovery process is 
jeopardized, the chance of success is diminished, and Federal 
regulation more likely when mission critical projects such as this 
cannot move forward due to lack of funding. Persistence in 
finding funding for the North Wind’s Weir estuary restoration 
has paid off. 

Current Funding Mechanisms  
 

Today, there are three primary funding sources to implement the Salmon Habitat Plan: 
 

 Interlocal agreement among the 16 cities of the watershed and King County provide annual operating support. 

 King Conservation District grant program provides operating and capital project funding. 

 Grants from local, state and federal agencies provide operating and capital projects funding. 
 

Issues with Current Funding Mechanisms  
 

These sources have brought us this far. Yet, they are uncertain and insufficient for funding implementation of 
our Salmon Habitat Plan.  

 Salmon Recovery Funding Board (SRFB) grant funding to 
WRIA 9 has declined overall by 84% in ten years to 
$327,000 in 2010.   

 

 Green/Duwamish Ecosystem Restoration Project  
(U.S. Army Corps of Engineers) and several grant sources 
will provide operating and project funding around $5 
million in 2010, including stimulus grants. Future grant 
funding is highly uncertain, however.  

 King Conservation District funding will provide $1.2 
million to WRIA 9 in 2010. Long-term funding from this 
source is uncertain, however. 

In short, current grant funding is far less that the amount 
needed to implement the $300 million Salmon Habitat Plan 
over the next 10 years.   Figure 2: Salmon Recovery Funding Board grants received 

by WRIA 9 partners. 

 

Figure 1: The North Wind's Weir Estuary Restoration Project 
increased the watershed's ecological value by as much as $6 
for every $1 invested (Earth Economics 2005).  
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Putting Funding Needs into Perspective 
 
 

To raise $30 million per year, all of which would be invested in this watershed, would 
cost each person within WRIA 9 about $30 per year or 58 cents per week.  
 
Restoring salmon habitat restores the health our watershed. The watershed provides 
clean drinking water, flood protection, waste assimilation, aesthetic and recreational benefits and other 
ecosystem services. As these services are lost, benefits are reduced and costs to residents increase. As the 
watershed is restored to health, our quality of life rises and the costs of watershed degradation decline.  

Watershed Restoration Requires a Dependable, Sufficient Funding Source 
 

A funding mechanism providing $30 million per year for 10 years would enable operating capacity and 
implementation of capital projects. It would provide matching funds for grants from outside the watershed. 
These funds would be spent in WRIA 9, providing jobs and economic development. Staff time in grant writing 
and uncertainty in funding and project implementation would be eliminated. Chinook salmon could be restored 
for present and future generations, creating a healthy watershed that would be enjoyed by all.  
 
The WRIA 9 Watershed Ecosystem Forum has advanced from study, planning, project identification and 
prioritization to implementation. 

 
It is critical to establish a funding mechanism sufficient to get the 
job done . . . Now. The salmon – and all who depend on the health 
of this watershed – cannot wait. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Version 6/24/10 
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Flood Control District Levy Increase 
Overlap between the project objectives of the WRIA 9 Salmon Habitat 
Plan and those of the King County Flood Hazard Management Plan 
represents approximately $38.4–72.1 million in projects, a major 
portion of the total $300 million of projects in the WRIA 9 Salmon 
Habitat Plan. Revenues from an increase in the King County Flood 
Control District (KCFCD) levy could fund overlapping projects and be 
leveraged as the local match for federal and state grants. 

Background 

In 2007 King County Council (KCC) passed Ordinance 15728 to form the 
KCFCD, an independent special purpose district, to implement the Flood 
Hazard Management Plan that outlines $334 million in priority repairs 
over 10 years. The Flood Hazard Management Plan is funded through a 
property tax assessment of $0.10 per $1,000 of assessed valuation. 

Contemporary approaches to flood management, such as the projects 
included in the King County Flood Hazard Management Plan, can 
provide flood protection and benefit salmon habitat at the same time. 
These projects contribute to improving habitat health and are critical to 
recover the Green River Chinook salmon population. 

Opportunity 

The KCFCD could prioritize overlapping projects between the WRIA 9 Salmon Habitat Plan and the Flood Hazard 
Management Plan. There is an allowance in State law for 10% of KCFCD funds to be dedicated to wider 
watershed activities related to flood protection. A one penny increase could be dedicated to WRIA 9 with 
KCFCD and County Council approval providing stable funding. The levy is applied at the county level and thus 
WRIA 7 and 8 also would receive additional 
revenue while implementing flood 
management goals.  

Two alternatives for increasing revenues 
are presented below, a $0.01 or a $0.10 
levy increase per $1,000 of assessed value.  

Either increase could be implemented 
through the same process. Since the KCFCD 
levy is currently below the maximum rate 
of $0.50 per $1,000 of assessed value, the 
KCFCD’s Board of Directors does not need 
voter approval to increase the levy. 
      

Figure 1: WRIA 9 100 year floodplain. 

 

 Snapshot 

Authority: New state legislation, 
King County Flood Control 
District (FCZD2007-03.2),  
Special District Special 
Assessment (RCW 85.38.150) 

Scale: Levy increase applied to all 
taxable assessed property in King 
County 

Decision Maker: King County 
Flood Control District/King 
County Council for $0.01 
increase, Legislature for allowing 
more than 10% of flood district 
funds for watershed work 
Revenue: $1.68 million with a 
$0.01 increase of the KCFCD levy, 
$16.8 million with a $0.10 
increase of the KCFCD levy  
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The KCFCD would need to have the levy increase approved by the KCFCD Board of Directors and then certified 
by the King County Council. The King County Council serves as the KCFCD Board of Directors. In order to provide 
more than 10% of KCFCD funds for watershed work, the state legislature would need to change state law. 

KCFCD Levy Increase of $0.01  

A penny increase to the KCFCD’s current $0.10 levy per $1,000 of assessed value would generate $1.68 million in 
additional revenue and could be applied under the 10% rule toward WRIA 9 (assuming that the KCFCD uses a  
40%-40%-20% distribution of funds among WRIA 9, 8, and 7 and that the WRIA 9 projects were flood-related).  

Pros: The additional $1.68 million could leverage funds from federal and state sources, such as the Green 

River Ecosystem Restoration Project between WRIA 9 partners and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. By 
funding overlapping projects, WRIA 9 staff would have more time available to work on grants and other 
salmon habitat restoration projects. This is a relatively small increase in the levy and may be acceptable to 
property owners.  

Cons: This funding source alone will not fully fund the gap in revenue needs to implement the WRIA 9 

Salmon Habitat Plan. 

KCFCD Levy Increase of $0.10  

A ten cent levy increase would generate an estimated $16.8 million annually. The levy increase could not be 
placed into a WRIA 9 account as an independent funding mechanism unless additional state legislation was 
passed. The Legislature would need to change the law to allow more than 10% of flood control district funds to 
be used for watershed projects. 

Pros: This can fund a significant portion of the Salmon Habitat Plan in the near term. Funds could be used 

to leverage federal and state funding for the overlapping projects. 

Cons: The $0.10 levy increase may be difficult to achieve with other funding mechanisms moving forward. 

Additionally, the $0.10 increase could put some districts close to the $5.90 aggregate rate limit. The KCFCD, 
as a junior taxing district, would need to decrease its levy rate to ensure that the $5.90 limit is not exceeded. 
Currently, some districts in King County are as close as $0.18 from the $5.90 limit and could reach the limit in 
the near future due to regional decreases in assessed property value.  

Recommended Next Steps 

Earth Economics recommends that the WRIA 9 Watershed Ecosystem Forum seek a $0.01 levy increase for 2011. 
This increase could be approved in November 2010 as a first step toward a larger and more secure funding 
mechanism. We recommend that WRIA 9 partners immediately meet with KCFCD to gain support for the levy 
increase.  

Regardless of the funding mechanism, we also recommend that KCFCD prioritize implementing the salmon 
habitat and flood protection overlap projects under current funding levels.   

Version 6/24/10 
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Assessment/Fee 

Background 
One potential mechanism for funding Salmon Habitat Plan projects and 
programs is the creation of a new taxing district. In this scenario, property 
owners would pay either a small per parcel assessment/fee or a new 
property tax.  
 
One method of creating a new taxing district is instituting an assessment 
or fee on properties throughout WRIA 9. Another method would be 
creating a salmon habitat restoration taxing district with the authority for 
an additional property tax levy.   
 
Justification for an assessment or fee is twofold: 

1. Development and changing land use in the watershed have 
contributed to the significant need to restore habitat to 
recover salmon and watershed health in general, and 

2. Residents will gain economic benefits from salmon habitat 
investments that improve the health of the land and water of 
the watershed. 

Opportunity 
 

An assessment or fee could be implemented by King County. Under 
Washington State law, special assessment districts can be created if 
they provide a new service or increased service provisioning to a 
local area. Water Resource Inventory Areas (WRIAs) could be 
authorized to levy a special assessment by an act of the Legislature, 
just as conservation districts were given this power in 1989. In this 
case, healthy salmon populations would be the primary service 
provided through restoration, though many other benefits would 
accrue to residents as well, such as better water quality, flood 
protection and recreational opportunities. 
 
A levy rate of $10 per parcel in the watershed would generate an 
estimated $1.86 million annually in direct revenue for WRIA 9. The 
King County Council could approve such a levy rate for the duration 
needed to implement the Salmon Habitat Plan (10-20 years depending on aggregate revenues). While this 
mechanism alone will not be sufficient to fully fund the restoration plan, it would provide a relatively simple and 
reliable source of funding. 
 

Figure 1: Typical impacts of urbanization on watershed 
health (WRIA 9 Salmon Habitat Plan, 2005). 

 

 Snapshot 

Authority:  New state law 
required to create WRIA tax 
authority 

Scale: King County 

Decision Maker: King County 
Council, WRIA 9 

Revenue: $1.86 million to  
$21.2 million annually  
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The per parcel property assessment or fee would draw revenue from all landowners in the taxing district, 
whether rural or urban, regardless of property value, parcel size or the extent of direct benefit from or negative 
impact upon ecosystem services. It provides consistent revenue, even with changing macroeconomic conditions, 
unlike a tax on property value. The number of parcels does not decrease even if property values do change.  
 
As an alternate proposal to the per parcel assessment or fee, a new increment of the property tax could 
generate funding for implementing the Salmon Habitat Plan. A district could be established at the WRIA level, 
but the current legal precedent for property taxation does not extend to WRIA jurisdictions (except under a lid 
lift from an existing tax district, Policy Brief #3).   
 
To generate $21.2 million in funding for WRIA 9, it would be necessary to set a new property tax levy at the rate 
of $0.20 per $1,000 of property value applied to $106 billion in estimated property value within WRIA 9 (Earth 
Economics, 2009). A property value tax has the potential to provide substantially more revenue than the per 
parcel fee. 
 
These options should be considered only in place of the options in Policy Brief #3.  Establishment of a tax district 
under a new property tax levy could be the first step toward a Watershed Investment District (Policy Brief #5).  
 

Pros: Both funding mechanisms would raise funds for WRIA 9 using existing collection systems that would 

be efficient. The per parcel assessment is immune to economic booms and busts. The tax levy raises more 
funds.  

Cons: The per parcel assessment is not sufficient for funding the Salmon Habitat Plan. The new levy would 

require state legislation.   
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Watershed Investment District 
 

Background 
 

The Green/Duwamish and Central Puget Sound Watershed (WRIA 9) covers 
664 square miles of land and water where nearly 700,000 people make 
their homes, and where many thousands more people work, commute and 
play.  Jobs, services and economic development are provided by thousands 
of businesses, non-profits, 15 cities, the Port of Seattle, King County, 
federal agencies, and many other public institutions. All these people and 
institutions affect, and are affected by, the watershed they share. 
 
This shared watershed provides natural capital goods and services to all of 
these stakeholders.  These goods and services include salmon (such as 
threatened Chinook and steelhead) and other fish and wildlife, flood protection, water production, floodwater 
storage, stormwater conveyance, carbon sequestration, biodiversity and recreation. Yet, there is no institution 
responsible for making sure, at the watershed level, that these goods and services are being managed in a 
coordinated, efficient way that reduces overall costs and increases overall benefits.  

 
Problem 
 

Currently, activites affecting the watershed’s ecosystem services are inefficiently 
delegated across diverse institutions. Many cities have separate storm water 
systems in which jurisdictional boundaries matter more than watershed 
boundaries. Increased storm water contributes to flooding and current 
stormwater management methodologies lead to unacceptable levels of pollution 
in Puget Sound. This trend requires more flood protection and pollution 
remediation expenditures and reduces groundwater recharge for drinking water 
and salmon. Better coordinated, these investments could be less costly, more 
effective and longer lasting. The overall tax burden would be reduced with 
greater services provided.  
 

Opportunity 
 

The WRIA 9 Watershed Ecosystem Forum brings many watershed stakeholders to a common table, resulting in 
reduced conflict, increased collaboration, secured sustainability and improved efficiency for participants. Natural 
evolution of the WRIA 9 partnership would involve working with these stakeholders on salmon habitat restoration 
and improvements in additional closely-related ecosystem services to ensure that watershed investments are 
mutually beneficial and not at odds with each other. Improved coordination could save of hundreds of millions of 
dollars and ensure the more effective provisioning of ecosystem goods and services. 
 
 

 

Figure 1: Investments in salmon habitat 
restoration, potable water, flood 
protection, storm water systems, 
recreation, agriculture and other areas 
can be mutually supportive or in 
conflict. 

 

 Snapshot 

Authority: New state legislation 
needed, but consistent with RCW 
86.15.035 and 39.34.200 
Scale: WRIA 9 

Decision Maker: WRIA 9 
jurisdictions, State Legislature 

Revenue: Flexible depending 

upon design options.  Efficient--
fully meets restoration needs of 
Salmon Habitat Plan and other 
ecosystem goods and services. 
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Watershed Investment District 
There are two design options for a Watershed Investment District. Each would implement salmon habitat 
restoration, facilitate communication and coordinate investments in improving watershed health. 
 

OPTION 1: Watershed Investment District without taxing authority, having a collaborative 

structure, like the WRIA 9 Watershed Ecosystem Forum, where existing jurisdictions and other key stakeholders 
meet to coordinate investments to improve the lands and waters of the watershed. This design could be 
approved at the county level or with an interlocal agreement. A stable funding mechanism based on Policy 
Briefs #3 or #4 could be utilized to fund the Salmon Habitat Plan and other actions to improve the health of the 
watershed. 
 

OPTION 2: Watershed Investment District, empowered as a taxing authority, implementing 

salmon habitat restoration projects by providing funding support and matching funds and hosting data 
management tools for use by all jurisdictions within the watershed. This design would require action by the 
Washington State Legislature to create a Watershed Investment District as a separate tax district. The creation 
of such a district also may require a vote of approval by people in WRIA 9. A tax authority funding mechanism 
could be structured as described in the Analysis section below.  

 
Further dialogue and development are needed to see which option would be best for WRIA 9. A target date for 
legislation could be early 2012.  
 

A Watershed Investment District would improve efficiency by aligning  the management scale of a watershed with 
watershed scale natural and built capital. For example, better, less costly flood control could be established by 
using funding to help cities throughout the watershed and King County redesign stormwater systems to recharge 
groundwater. This integrated management approach would attenuate peak flows, resulting in reduced flooding 
and greater groundwater resources for salmon and drinking water. 
 

State legislative action would be required to establish 
Watershed Resource Inventory Areas (WRIAs) as 
independent taxing districts and expand the 
jurisdictional mandate beyond protecting and 
restoring salmon habitat. This integrated approach is 
consistent with RCW 86.15.035, which provides 
specifications for flood control districts and 
cooperative watershed management actions. It is 
also consistent with RCW 39.34.200, which 
establishes a general precedent for watershed 
management partnerships. 
 

 
 

Figure 2: Green/Duwamish and Central Puget Sound Watershed  
(Water Resource Inventory Area 9). 
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Watershed Investment District Analysis 

A Watershed Investment District with tax authority could be funded more fairly than an addition to property taxes. 
The provisioning, beneficiaries and impairments of ecosystem services can be mapped at the watershed scale. Each 
ecosystem service has a different provisioning map (landscape area that provides the benefit), beneficiary map 
(who gains from the service) and impairment map (what damages the service). For example, drinking water is 
provisioned by rainfall, forests, wetlands, Howard Hanson reservoir, permeable soils and aquifers. The beneficiaries 
are those who receive water for residential, agricultural or industrial use. Impairment is caused by pollution and 
impermeable surfaces. Flood protection, salmon restoration, carbon sequestration and recreation also can be 
mapped across the land- and water-scapes. With this information, funding mechanisms can be generated. In 
addition, the overlap of benefits from potential projects can be revealed, providing co-financing opportunities such 
as flood protection, stormwater, aquifer recharge and salmon habitat restoration. The district could bill 
beneficiaries and those causing impairments and pay provisioners for the benefits they provide. This would likely 
increase rural incomes where ecosystem services are provided and provide benefits to urban areas.  

Pros: A Watershed Investment District is an economically efficient system offering incentives to those who 

provide benefits, and charging fees to those who receive benefits and/or cause impairments. 

Cons: A Watershed Investment District is a new structure requiring legislation and a significant amount of 

planning and development time.  
 

Recommended Next Steps 

 Set salmon restoration needs - Done! 

 Map, quantify, and evaluate ecosystem services for the potential benefits they provide across 
jurisdictions to design the Watershed Investment District 

 Develop necessary legislation for the Watershed Investment District 

 Work with Washington State legislators for passage of needed legislation and vote of the people, or for 
county level Watershed Investment Districts  
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WATERSHED INVESTMENT DISTRICT DRAFT LEGISLATION 
SECTION-BY-SECTION SUMMARY 

July 20, 2011 
 
 

Sec. 101 Intent  
States the legislature's rationale for allowing creation of watershed investment 
districts and allows creation of districts. Provides that investments in watershed 
health can be made most efficiently and effectively by having the governing body 
of the new special purpose district consists of elected officials from local 
governments within the boundaries of the district. 
 
Sec. 201 Definitions 
Provides that a watershed investment district may include all or a portion of a 
single WRIA, and all or portions of contiguous WRIAs. 
 
Sec. 301 Creation of a District 
Describes the process for a county or counties to create a district. A district's 
boundaries must be generally contiguous with the boundaries of participating 
water resource inventory areas.  Gives districts taxing authority. Cities containing 
a majority of the population within a WRIA may petition a county legislative 
authority requesting a hearing on the formation of a district and requires that 
county to consider the petition within the form of a proposed ordinance 
establishing a district within three months of receiving such a petition. 
 
Sec. 302 Governance 
Provides that a district will be governed by a board made up of elected officials of 
counties and cities that are wholly or partly within the district.  Board members 
will include the elected county executive or, if the executive declines, one elected 
county legislative member appointed by the legislative body from each 
participating county and the mayor or, if the mayor declines, one elected 
legislative member appointed by the legislative body from each participating city. 
Districts with more than 15 participating local governments may choose through 
execution of an interlocal agreement to create a representational board equal to 
or less than 15 members.  Specifies membership in such a case. Provides for 
rotating seats for non-permanent members of the board. Provides that each 
board may appoint an advisory committee of stakeholders or include 
stakeholders as non-voting members on the board itself. 
   
Sec. 303 Watershed Activities, Programs and Projects  
Authorizes a district to use funds for activities and programs to restore and 
conserve lands and waters and to reduce water pollution within its boundaries.  
Also allows a district to use funds for its operations and to enter into contracts 
with public and private entities to carry out activities and programs. 
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Sec. 304 Watershed Funding Plan 
Requires a district to prepare a watershed funding plan within three years of the 
district’s creation. Requires a district board to consider allocating up to 10 
percent of the funding to activities and programs identified by individual 
participating cities and counties.  Provides that this allocation be divided among 
participating cities and counties in proportion to revenues generated within their 
boundaries.  Provides that a funding plan address how it will contribute to the 
objectives of related efforts aimed at watershed health in the WRIA or WRIAs.  
 
Sec. 305  Watershed Funding Proposition 
Within seven years of a district’s creation, requires the district to present a 
watershed funding proposition to voters within the district for approval.  Requires 
each county participating in the district to submit a proposition to voters that 
describes proposed watershed activities, programs and projects and a 
description of the specific nature and amounts to be charged under a proposed 
funding mechanism. 
  
Sec. 306 Revenue Sources 
Authorizes a district board to fix or impose a fee, tax, surcharge or assessment 
as approved by a majority of voters within the district and lists a menu of options, 
including general property tax; utility fee; sales and use tax; real estate excise 
tax; per parcel assessment; and pollution discharge tax. 
 
Sec. 307 Voter Approval of Watershed Funding Plan 
Describes the process for proposing a watershed funding proposition to voters 
within a district.   If voters fail to approve its first funding proposition, allows a 
district to submit another funding propositions to voters.  If voters reject two 
consecutive funding propositions, the district will be dissolved by ordinance of the 
participating county or counties that formed it.  Provides that the dissolution of a 
district will not preclude re-establishment of a district with the same boundaries in 
the future. 
 
Sec. 308   Continued Funding 
Describes the process for a district to seek continued funding for activities, 
programs and projects. A district may present a new funding proposition to 
voters.  It must be based on an updated funding plan.  If approved by voters, the 
funding proposition would be effective for seven to 10 years.  
 

Sec 309 Start-Up Funding for a District 
Authorizes the district and participating counties and cities to enter into interlocal 
agreements under which the counties and cities can provide start-up funding to 
the district for its administrative costs.  Provides that the district must repay these 
funds.  Authorizes districts to receive grants for start-up purposes from federal, 
state, tribal and private sources. 
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Sec. 310  Purposes and Powers of a District 
Describes the purposes and powers of a district.  Among these, a district may 
maintain an office; receive funds and in-kind services from federal, state, tribal 
and private sources; sue and be sued; engage consultants and advisers; contract 
for services with other governmental entities; hire employees; acquire and hold 
real or personal property; make grants; and enter into interlocal agreements. 
 
Sec. 311 Defense and Indemnity 
Provides for defense and indemnification of directors, employees and agents of a 
district. 
 
Sec. 312 Treasurer 
Allows the treasurer or comparable officer of a participating county or city to 
serve as the ex officio treasurer of a district. 
 
Sec. 401-407 Authorization to Utilize Specific Types of Taxes, Fees or 
Assessments 
These sections amend current state statutes or add language to authorize 
districts to propose specific assessments, taxes or fees to support 
implementation of the district’s programs and activities as proposed to voters in a 
watershed funding plan.   
 
Sec. 501 Application of Funding  
Provides that—to the maximum extent possible—watershed activities, programs 
and projects that are funded in whole or in part by a district, must be carried out 
by an activity, program or project sponsor.  Allows a district itself to carry out 
programs and activities if it finds that the district is specially qualified to do so.  
Otherwise, a district may designate a public or private entity to function as a 
activity, program or project sponsor, based on criteria developed by the district. 
 
Sec. 502 Oversight and Evaluation 
Provides that districts monitor and evaluate performance of project sponsors, and 
for allowing audits of contract requirements. 
 
Sec. 503 Dissolution of a District 
Describes the process for dissolving a district and distributing assets.   
 
Sec. 601-607 Miscellaneous 
Adds watershed investment districts to statutes on special purpose districts. 
Addresses: applicability of public laws to districts; legal challenges to the 
formation of a district; and severability. 
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