WHATCOM COUNTY
PLANNING & DEVELOPMENT SERVICES
STAFF REPORT

STAFF RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE WHATCOM COUNTY PLANNING
COMMISSION ON TWO APPLICATIONS TO CLASSIFY LAND AS “OPEN
SPACE LAND” AS AUTHORIZED UNDER CHAPTER 84.34 RCW &
WHATCOM COUNTY ORDINANCE NO. 1995-040

Open Space Applications 2019

Introduction:

This report summarizes staff findings and recommendations on a total of eight
applications for classification of land as “Open Space Land” as authorized under the
Open Space Taxation Act, Chapter 84.34 RCW, and Whatcom County Ordinance No.
1995-040.

This report is prepared for the Whatcom County Planning Commission and staff
requests that the Planning Commission consider them and make recommendations
as to whether they should be approved in whole or in part, or denied. At the
conclusion of the Planning Commission public hearing and work session, staff will
forward recommendations made by the Planning Commission to the Whatcom
County Council acting as granting authority, for its review in making a final decision
on each application.

The report is composed of five main parts:

1. Summary of eight applications to classify land pursuant to applicable state
and local regulations;

2. Application review, staff findings of fact, proposed conclusions, and staff
recommendations;

3. Background information on the Open Space Taxation Act;

4. Role of Staff, Planning Commission, and County Council in application review,
approval or denial;

5. Open Space Land evaluation criteria: Public Benefit Rating System (PBRS).
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l. Applications Summary

1. OSP2019-00001 — Suzanne Vawter

Application to reclassify property from Open Space Farm and Agriculture to
Open Space Farm and Agricultural Conservation Land (29.94+/- OSL acres)
4400 Nordum Rd, Everson

GEO ID: 400414425020, 400414427216, 400414429094: 29.94 Open
Space Land application acres (30.94 total parcel acres)

Public Benefit Rating: 42.35

Estimated change in taxes paid by the applicant if approved: +$2.706.43.
2. OSP2019-00002 — Joan Keiper

Application to reclassify property from Open Space Farm and Agriculture to

Open Space Farm and Agricultural Conservation Land (4.1 +/- OSL Acres)
4152 Sunny Hill Lane, Lummi Island

GEO ID: 370105448229: —4.1 Open Space Land application acres (—~5.1
total parcel acres)

Public Benefit Rating: 36.00
Estimated change in taxes paid by the applicant if approved: +$141.51

3. OSP2019-00003 — Richard Kroon and Lijuan Ren
Application to reclassify property from Open Space Farm and Agriculture to

Open Space Farm and Agricultural Conservation Land (3.7+/- OSL acres)
5643 Market Rd, Bellingham

GEO ID: 390328515435: 3.7 Open Space Land application acres (4.7 total
parcel acres)

Public Benefit Rating: 32.02
Estimated change in taxes paid by the applicant if approved: +$1.253.66.

4. OSP2019-00004 — Joseph and Kelsey Maddux

Application to reclassify property from Open Space Farm and Agriculture to
Open Space Farm and Agricultural Conservation Land (17.6 +/- OSL Acres)
xx Arnie Rd, Custer
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GEO ID: 400127233103, 400127165103: ~17.6 Open Space Land
application acres (—17.6 total parcel acres)

Public Benefit Rating: 44.37
Estimated change in taxes paid by the applicant if approved: +$1.242.83

5. OSP2019-00005 — Charles and Leslie Power
Application to classify property as Open Space Farm and Agricultural

Conservation Land (34.29 +/- OSL acres)
5844 Noon Road, Bellingham

GEO ID: 390323168191, 390323159246, 390323225223, 390323225252:
34.29 Open Space Land application acres (35.29 total parcel acres)

Public Benefit Rating: 62.33
Estimated change in taxes paid by the applicant if approved: -$3.840.60.

6. OSP2019-00006 — Sharon Martin

Application to reclassify property from Open Space Farm and Agriculture to
Open Space Farm and Agricultural Conservation Land (3.5.1 +/- OSL Acres)
1206 Sunset Ave, Bellingham

GEO ID: 390234100152: —3.5 Open Space Land application acres (—4.5
total parcel acres)

Public Benefit Rating: 36.55
Estimated change in taxes paid by the applicant if approved: +$2,995.70

7. OSP2019-00007 — Ren and Connie Kamps
Application to classify property as Open Space Farm and Agricultural

Conservation Land (14.36 +/- OSL acres)
2198 Lindsay Rd, Everson

GEO ID: 400313232214: 14.36 Open Space Land application acres (15.36
total parcel acres)

Public Benefit Rating: 50.05
Estimated change in taxes paid by the applicant if approved: -$1.354.99.

8. OSP2019-00008 — Denis and Carol Delahoyde



Staff Report Open Space Applications 2019

Application to Classify property as Open Space Farm and Agricultural
Conservation Land (7.2 +/- OSL Acres)
3468 Hillside Rd

GEO ID: 380519072231: ~7.2 Open Space Land application acres (—17.6
total parcel acres)

Public Benefit Rating: 55.95
Estimated change in taxes paid by the applicant if approved: -$464.74

1. Application Review & Staff Findings

Staff findings for 2019 Open Space applications are listed in summary below.

All applications have been reviewed by staff, and have received a site
inspection.  Attached for reference at the end of this report are site
evaluation worksheets, maps, and other supporting documents. A power
point slide show of each property along with staff comments and
recommendations will be presented to the Planning Commission.

Open Space Land (OSL) Applications for Open Space Land are evaluated
by staff in accordance with Whatcom County Open Space Policy and Criteria
and Public Benefit Rating System (1995), often referred to as the Whatcom
County PBRS. A Public Benefit Rating or PBR (evaluation score) is
calculated based on overall aggregate points assigned after review with the
PBRS, based on a formula developed by the County Assessor. Applications
must receive a Public Benefit Rating of at least 45 points for a staff
recommendation of approval.

Open Space Land (OSL)

1. OSP2019-00001 — Suzanne Vawter

Discussion: On January 8, 2019, Planning & Development Services
Department received an application from Margaret Forest to reclassify
approximately 29.94 acres as Open Space Land. This application was taken
over by her daughter Suzanne Vawter. This land contains 30.94 acres
currently assessed as Open Space Farm and Agricultural Land. It is the
understanding of PDS staff that the subject parcel no longer meets the
requirements for Open Space Farm and Agriculture status and that the
applicants are applying for reclassification to Open Space Land, consistent
with RCW 84.34.020(1).

The Vawter application consists of three parcels and is subject to the zoning
regulations located in Title 20, Chapter 20.36 — Rural (R10) District, with a
density of one dwelling unit per 10 acres, and is designated Rural in the
Comprehensive Plan
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The property is located on Nordum Road —~2.8 miles east-northeast of
Nooksack city limits and ~1.35 miles north of the South Pass Road/North
Pass Road intersection.

The subject property contains a likely wetland that appears to be a
headwater to a tributary to Kinney Creek.

In accordance with Whatcom County Open Space Policy and Criteria and
Public Benefit Rating System (PBRS), 1995, as a condition of approval,
owners of open space parcels must agree to provide a certain degree of
public access. The applicants have identified an abandoned road along a
ridge on the west side of the subject properties for public access.

After evaluating this application with the Public Benefit Rating System, staff
has assigned it a Public Benefit Rating (PBR) of 42.35 (for details, please see
attached evaluation worksheet sheet OSP2019-00001). The hypothetical tax
shift if approved is a net increase to the property owner of $2,706.43. The
other tax payers within the same taxing districts would have their cumulative
taxes reduced by a comparable amount.

Information about the tax shift is listed for consideration by the Planning
Commission and County Council, so that they may consider the overall shift
in taxes relative to the merits of the application as measured with the public
benefit rating system.

A Public Benefit Rating of at least 45 points must be attained to receive a
staff recommendation of approval. The application has received a PBR less
than 45, and therefore staff cannot recommend approval of the Vawter
application for Open Space Land classification.

2. OSP2019-00002 — Joan Keiper

Discussion: On April 8, 2019, Planning & Development Services Department
received an application from Joan Keiper to reclassify approximately 4.1
acres as Open Space Land. This land contains one acre that is currently
assessed a true and fair value (market value) and 4.1 acres currently
assessed as Open Space Farm and Agricultural Land. It is the understanding
of PDS staff that the subject parcel no longer meets the requirements for
Open Space Farm and Agriculture status and that the applicants are applying
for reclassification to Open Space Land, consistent with RCW 84.34.020(1).

The Keiper application consists of one parcel and is subject to the zoning
regulations located in Title 20, Chapter 20.34 — Rural Residential-Island (RR-
1)) District, with a density of one dwelling unit per 5 acres, and is designated
Rural in the Comprehensive Plan
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The property is located on Sunny Hill Lane, ~0.37 miles east Tuttle Lane and
~1.15 miles west of the Lummi Island Ferry Terminal.

The subject property does not appear to contain regulated critical areas.

In accordance with Whatcom County Open Space Policy and Criteria and
Public Benefit Rating System (PBRS), 1995, as a condition of approval,
owners of open space parcels must agree to provide a certain degree of
public access. The applicant has identified a portion of the property for
public access north of the house.

After evaluating this application with the Public Benefit Rating System, staff
has assigned it a Public Benefit Rating (PBR) of 36.00 (for details, please see
attached evaluation worksheet sheet OSP2019-00002). The hypothetical tax
shift if approved is a net increase to the property owner of $141.51. The
other tax payers within the same taxing districts would have their cumulative
taxes reduced by a comparable amount.

Information about the tax shift is listed for consideration by the Planning
Commission and County Council, so that they may consider the overall shift
in taxes relative to the merits of the application as measured with the public
benefit rating system.

A Public Benefit Rating of at least 45 points must be attained to receive a
staff recommendation of approval. The application has received a PBR less
than 45, and therefore staff cannot recommend approval of the Keiper
application for Open Space Land classification.

3. OSP2019-00003 — Richard Kroon and Lijuan Ren

Discussion: On April 30, 2019, Planning & Development Services Department
received an application from Richard Kroon and Lijuan Ren to reclassify
approximately 3.7 acres as Open Space Land. This land contains one acre
that is currently assessed at true and fair value (market value) and 3.7 acres
currently assessed as Open Space Farm and Agricultural Land. It is the
understanding of PDS staff that the subject parcel no longer meets the
requirements for Open Space Farm and Agriculture status and that the
applicants are applying for reclassification to Open Space Land, consistent
with RCW 84.34.020(1).

The application consists of one parcel and is subject to the zoning regulations
located in Title 20, Chapter 20.36 — Rural (R5) District, with a density of one
dwelling unit per 5 acres, and is designated Rural in the Comprehensive Plan

The property is located on Market Road —0.1 miles south of Axton Road ~1
mile east of Hannegan Road.
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The subject property contains a likely wetland that appears to be a
headwater to a tributary to Dear Creek.

In accordance with Whatcom County Open Space Policy and Criteria and
Public Benefit Rating System (PBRS), 1995, as a condition of approval,
owners of open space parcels must agree to provide a certain degree of
public access. The applicant has identified a portion of the property for public
access north of the house.

After evaluating this application with the Public Benefit Rating System, staff
has assigned it a Public Benefit Rating (PBR) of 32.02 (for details, please see
attached evaluation worksheet sheet OSP2019-00003). The hypothetical tax
shift if approved is a net increase to the property owner of $1,253.66. The
other tax payers within the same taxing districts would have their cumulative
taxes reduced by a comparable amount.

Information about the tax shift is listed for consideration by the Planning
Commission and County Council, so that they may consider the overall shift
in taxes relative to the merits of the application as measured with the public
benefit rating system.

A Public Benefit Rating of at least 45 points must be attained to receive a
staff recommendation of approval. The application has received a PBR less
than 45, and therefore staff cannot recommend approval of the Kroon
application for Open Space Land classification.

4. OSP2019-00004 — Joseph and Kelsey Maddux

Discussion: On May 7, 2019, Planning & Development Services Department
received an application from Michael Etnier to reclassify approximately 17.6
acres as Open Space Land. This application was taken over by Joseph and
Kelsey Maddux. This land contains —17.6 acres currently assessed as Open
Space Farm and Agricultural Land. It is the understanding of PDS staff that
the subject parcel no longer meets the requirements for Open Space Farm
and Agriculture status and that the applicants are applying for reclassification
to Open Space Land, consistent with RCW 84.34.020(1).

The application consists of two parcels and is subject to the zoning
regulations located in Title 20, Chapter 20.36 — Rural (R10) District, with a
density of one dwelling unit per 10 acres, and is designated Rural in the
Comprehensive Plan

The property is located adjacent to the Custer railroad spur, accessed
through Creasy Road, ~0.5 miles east of Ham Road and —0.5 west of Valley
View Road.
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The subject property contains likely wetlands and is adjacent to California
Creek and Whatcom Land Trust property.

In accordance with Whatcom County Open Space Policy and Criteria and
Public Benefit Rating System (PBRS), 1995, as a condition of approval,
owners of open space parcels must agree to provide a certain degree of
public access. The applicants have indicated the property is accessible
during daylight hours with advanced notice.

After evaluating this application with the Public Benefit Rating System, staff
has assigned it a Public Benefit Rating (PBR) of 44.37 (for details, please see
attached evaluation worksheet sheet OSP2019-00004). The hypothetical tax
shift if approved is a net increase to the property owner of $1,242.83. The
other tax payers within the same taxing districts would have their cumulative
taxes reduced by a comparable amount.

Information about the tax shift is listed for consideration by the Planning
Commission and County Council, so that they may consider the overall shift
in taxes relative to the merits of the application as measured with the public
benefit rating system.

A Public Benefit Rating of at least 45 points must be attained to receive a
staff recommendation of approval. The application has received a PBR less
than 45, and therefore staff cannot recommend approval of the Maddux
application for Open Space Land classification.

5. OSP2019-00005 — Charles and Leslie Power

Discussion: On August 23, 2019, Planning & Development Services
Department received an application from Charles and Leslie Power to classify
approximately 34.29 acres as Open Space Land. This land contains —35.29
acres currently assessed at true and fair value (market value). The applicants
are applying for classification to Open Space Land, consistent with RCW
84.34.020(1).

The application consists of four parcels and is subject to the zoning
regulations located in Title 20, Chapter 20.36 — Rural (R5) District, with a
density of one dwelling unit per 5 acres, and is designated Rural in the
Comprehensive Plan

The properties are located on Noon Road, due east of the Shuksan Golf
Course, —0.65 miles south of Hemmi Road and ~1.35 miles north of Smith
Road.

The subject property contains likely wetlands.
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In accordance with Whatcom County Open Space Policy and Criteria and
Public Benefit Rating System (PBRS), 1995, as a condition of approval,
owners of open space parcels must agree to provide a certain degree of
public access. The applicants have reached out to multiple organizations to
allow for access to their property through the organization's activities. These
organizations include the Whatcom Association of Celestial Observers
(W.A.C.0.), the North Cascades Audubon Society and Engedi Refuge.

After evaluating this application with the Public Benefit Rating System, staff
has assigned it a Public Benefit Rating (PBR) of 62.33 (for details, please see
attached evaluation worksheet sheet OSP2019-00005). The hypothetical tax
shift if approved is a net reduction to the property owner of $3,840.60. The
other tax payers within the same taxing districts would have their cumulative
taxes increased by a comparable amount.

Information about the tax shift is listed for consideration by the Planning
Commission and County Council, so that they may consider the overall shift
in taxes relative to the merits of the application as measured with the public
benefit rating system.

A Public Benefit Rating of at least 45 points must be attained to receive a
staff recommendation of approval. The application has received a PBR
greater than 45, and staff recommends approval of the Power application for
Open Space Land classification.

6. OSP2019-00006 — Sharon Martin

Discussion: On September 9, 2019, Planning & Development Services
Department received an application from Gary and Debra Medearis to
reclassify approximately 3.5 acres as Open Space Land. This application was
taken over by Sharon Martin. This land contains one acre that is currently
assessed at true and fair value (market value) and 3.5 acres currently
assessed as Open Space Farm and Agricultural Land. It is the understanding
of PDS staff that the subject parcel no longer meets the requirements for
Open Space Farm and Agriculture status and that the applicants are applying
for reclassification to Open Space Land, consistent with RCW 84.34.020(1).

The application consists of one parcel and is subject to the zoning regulations
located in Title 20, Chapter 20.36 — Rural (R5) District, with a density of one
dwelling unit per 5 acres, and is designated Rural in the Comprehensive Plan

The property is located on Sunset Ave, adjacent to the Ferndale Urban
Growth Area (UGA), —0.15 miles east of Pacific Highway, —0.35 miles north
of Slater road, —0.65 miles west of Northwest Drive and —0.70 miles south of
Smith Road.



Staff Report Open Space Applications 2019

The subject property contains portions of Sunset Creek (a waterway
containing salmonid species) and associated 100-year floodplain.
Additionally, the property likely contains riparian wetlands, based on review
of National Wetland Inventory and neighboring parcel permit history

In accordance with Whatcom County Open Space Policy and Criteria and
Public Benefit Rating System (PBRS), 1995, as a condition of approval,
owners of open space parcels must agree to provide a certain degree of
public access. The applicants have not provided a clear public access plan.
This requirement may be waived by the Council when the purpose of the
open space is for wetland conservation. A fish-bearing stream and
associated wetlands are located at the base of a slope on the property.

After evaluating this application with the Public Benefit Rating System, staff
has assigned it a Public Benefit Rating (PBR) of 36.55 (for details, please see
attached evaluation worksheet sheet OSP2019-00006). The hypothetical tax
shift if approved is a net increase to the property owner of $2,995.70. The
other tax payers within the same taxing districts would have their cumulative
taxes reduced by a comparable amount.

Information about the tax shift is listed for consideration by the Planning
Commission and County Council, so that they may consider the overall shift
in taxes relative to the merits of the application as measured with the public
benefit rating system.

A Public Benefit Rating of at least 45 points must be attained to receive a
staff recommendation of approval. The application has received a PBR less
than 45, and therefore staff cannot recommend approval of the Martin
application for Open Space Land classification.

7. OSP2019-00007 — Renold and Connie Kamps

Discussion: On September 25, 2019, Planning & Development Services
Department received an application from Renold and Connie Kamps to
classify approximately 14.36 acres as Open Space Land. This land contains
~15.36 acres currently assessed at true and fair value (market value). The
applicants are applying for classification to Open Space Land, consistent with
RCW 84.34.020(1).

The application consists of one parcel and is subject to the zoning regulations
located in Title 20, Chapter 20.36 — Rural (R10) District, with a density of
one dwelling unit per 10 acres, and is designated Rural in the Comprehensive
Plan

The property is located on Lindsay Road —~1.45 miles west of Van Buren

Road, —0.5 miles south of Badger Road, —1.65 miles east of Lynden city
limits and —2.25 miles north-northwest Everson city limits.
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The subject property contains likely wetlands.

In accordance with Whatcom County Open Space Policy and Criteria and
Public Benefit Rating System (PBRS), 1995, as a condition of approval,
owners of open space parcels must agree to provide a certain degree of
public access. The applicants have indicated the wetland and pond are
accessible from 10am - 4pm.

After evaluating this application with the Public Benefit Rating System, staff
has assigned it a Public Benefit Rating (PBR) of 50.05 (for details, please see
attached evaluation worksheet sheet OSP2019-00007). The hypothetical tax
shift if approved is a net reduction to the property owner of $1,354.99. The
other tax payers within the same taxing districts would have their cumulative
taxes increased by a comparable amount.

Information about the tax shift is listed for consideration by the Planning
Commission and County Council, so that they may consider the overall shift
in taxes relative to the merits of the application as measured with the public
benefit rating system.

A Public Benefit Rating of at least 45 points must be attained to receive a
staff recommendation of approval. The application has received a PBR
greater than 45, and staff recommends approval of the Kamps application for
Open Space Land classification.

8. OSP2019-00008 — Denis and Carol Delahoyde

Discussion: On November 26, 2019, Planning & Development Services
Department received an application from Denis and Carol Delahoyde to
classify approximately 6.2 acres (subsequently amended to 7.2 acres) as
Open Space Land. This land contains —8.56 acres currently assessed at true
and fair value (market value) and 9.05 acres classified as desighated
forestland. The applicants are applying for classification to Open Space Land,
consistent with RCW 84.34.020(1).

The application consists of one parcel and is subject to the zoning regulations
located in Title 20, Chapter 20.42 — Rural Forestry (RF) District, with a
density of one dwelling unit per 20 acres, and is designated Rural Forestry in
the Comprehensive Plan

The property is located on Hillside Road between Stewart Mountain and the

South Fork Nooksack River, —1.8 miles south-southwest of the Potter Road
Bridge and —3.25 miles north of the town of Acme.
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The subject property contains likely wetlands, 100-year floodplain, and the
South Fork Nooksack River.

In accordance with Whatcom County Open Space Policy and Criteria and
Public Benefit Rating System (PBRS), 1995, as a condition of approval,
owners of open space parcels must agree to provide a certain degree of
public access. The applicants have indicated the property is accessible
during daylight hours. The property may also be used by the Whatcom
Association of Celestial Observers (W.A.C.O.) for their events.

After evaluating this application with the Public Benefit Rating System, staff
has assigned it a Public Benefit Rating (PBR) of 55.95 (for details, please see
attached evaluation worksheet sheet OSP2019-00008). The hypothetical tax
shift if approved is a net reduction to the property owner of $464.74. The
other tax payers within the same taxing districts would have their cumulative
taxes increased by a comparable amount.

Information about the tax shift is listed for consideration by the Planning
Commission and County Council, so that they may consider the overall shift
in taxes relative to the merits of the application as measured with the public
benefit rating system.

A Public Benefit Rating of at least 45 points must be attained to receive a
staff recommendation of approval. The application has received a PBR
greater than 45, and staff recommends approval of the Delahoyde application
for Open Space Land classification.

Background Information

The Open Space Taxation Act was passed by the Washington State
legislature in 1970. In part, the law was created to provide a solution to and
address a statewide concern that lands in the state were being irrevocably
converted to uses inconsistent with commercial agriculture, commercial
forestry, and the conservation or preservation of farmland, shorelines,
wetlands, scenic vistas, historical sites of importance, and recreational
opportunities.

The Open Space Taxation Act codified in Chapter 84.34 of the Revised Code
of Washington (84.34 RCW) gives counties the authority to assess the value
of property on the basis of its current use rather than what might be
considered highest and best use i.e. fair market value. Lands classified
under the open space current use program receive a significant reduction in
assessed value (tax reduction); thereby providing a financial incentive to
property owners to voluntarily conserve and preserve open space lands as
defined in state law and further defined by county ordinance.

12
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Classifications

There are three major classifications and one sub-classification authorized by
the Open Space Taxation Act (Chapter 84.34 RCW):

1. Open Space Land [RCW 84.34.020(1)]

Applications for open Space Land are received and processed by Planning
& Development Services.

Open Space Lands (OSL) are generally land which, if preserved in the

present use, would:

- Conserve and enhance natural or scenic resources; or

- Protect streams and water supply; or

- Promote conservation of soils, wetlands, beaches or tidal marshes; or

- Enhance the value to the public of abutting or neighboring parks,
forests, wildlife preserves, nature reservations or sanctuaries or other
open space; or

- Enhance recreation opportunities; or

- Preserve historic sites; or

- Preserve visual quality along highway, road, and street corridors or
scenic vistas; or

- Retain in its natural state tracts of land not less than 1 acre within an
urban growth area (UGA) and conditionally open to the public; or

A subset of OSL includes Farm and Agricultural Conservation (OSFAC) Land.
OSFAC lands are :
- Land that was previously classified as farm and agricultural land and no
longer meets the criteria for continued classification; or
- Land that is traditional farm land that has not been irrevocably devoted
to a use inconsistent with commercial agriculture.

2. Farm and Agricultural Land [RCW 84.34.020(2)]

Applications for Farm and Agricultural Land are received and processed by
the County Assessor's Office.

- Lands of a certain size that are used for commercial agricultural
purposes. Applicants may be required to demonstrate revenue
produced from commercial agriculture.

3. Timber Land [RCW 84.34.020(3)]
(Note: Whatcom County terminated its Timber Land program under
Whatcom County Ordinance No. 2014-055. As a result of this action, all
lands formerly classified as timber land became Designated Forest Land, a

13
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V.

program administered by the County Assessor in accordance with RCW
84.33.)

Staff from PDS and the Assessor’s Office work closely and function as a team
in monitoring and maintaining existing agreements on approved applications,
as well as processing new applications. Applications and fees for Open Space
Land and Farm and Agricultural Conservation Land are received by Planning
& Development Services Department.

Application Processing - Roles of Staff, Planning Commission, County
Council & Assessor’s Office in Processing Applications for Open Space
Current Use Taxation.

Applications that are the subject of this report are located within the jurisdiction
of unincorporated Whatcom County. Please note that the County also receives
and processes applications on lands within incorporated areas (cities), but in
processing applications on lands within the cities, the granting authority is
composed of members from both legislative bodies (both the county and the

city).

When land that is the subject of application is located within an unincorporated
area, Whatcom County planning staff evaluates each application in accordance
with the appropriate evaluation criteria, and based on application scores, makes
recommendations to the Whatcom County Planning Commission on whether to
approve or deny the applications. The Planning Commission in turn makes
recommendations to the County Council as to whether individual applications
should be approved in whole or in part or denied. Whatcom County Council is
the granting authority, and pursuant to state law is charged with approving in
whole or in part or denying each application.

When land that is the subject of application is located within an incorporated
area, Whatcom County planning staff evaluates each application in accordance
with the appropriate evaluation criteria, and based on application scores, makes
recommendations to the Whatcom County Planning Commission on whether to
approve or deny the applications, who in turn make recommendations to the
County Council as to whether individual applications should be approved in
whole or in part or denied. The granting authority on applications in an
incorporated area is composed of the legislative authorities of the city and
county in which the application is located, the granting authority may meet
together as one body, or by taking separate action. To approve an application
when meeting separately, actions taken by each jurisdiction must be identical.

Upon approval or denial, and upon successful execution of an open space
taxation agreement between the county and the applicant/owner, the county
assessor is notified, who then makes adjustments on the basis of the approved
current use value of the parcel, and notifies the owner of the new ‘official value’.
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As discussed earlier in this report, the eight subject applications are to classify
or reclassify land as Open Space Land or Open Space Farm and Agricultural
Conservation Land. Applications for Open Space Land are evaluated with the
Whatcom County Space Policy and Criteria and Public Benefit Rating System,
1995 (PBRS). A copy of the PBRS is attached at the end of this report for
reference. The PBRS authorizes the Planning Commission to make
recommendations to the County Council on applications for Open Space Land
after considering the potential loss/gain of revenue or shift in taxes that would
occur as a result of approval relative to the public benefit of the resource being
conserved or preserved as measured with the Public Benefit Rating System.
Because the taxing districts are primarily budget-based, the taxing districts do
not really gain/lose money. Rather, when one tax payer pays less in taxes as a
result of their assessment, the other tax payers in the taxing district pay more
so that the taxing district collects the same amount in revenue. Conversely,
when a tax payer pays more in taxes as a result of their assessment, the other
tax payers in the taxing district pay less so that the taxing district collects the
same amount in revenue. This important distinction helps define the role of the
Planning Commission in making recommendations to the County Council on
whether to approve or deny applications for Open Space Land, and in
understanding how the Public Benefit Rating System is applied.

Public Hearing

Prior to issuing a decision on an application for open space land, the granting
authority is required to hold a public hearing.

V. Evaluation Systems

Open Space Land and its sub-classification Farm and Agricultural
Conservation Land are evaluated with the Whatcom County Public Benefit
Rating System (PBRS). The PBRS was originally approved by Council in 1987
by resolution, then amended in 1989 by resolution, and adopted by
ordinance in 1995 (WC Ord. 1995-040).

Whatcom County Open Space Policy & Pubic Benefit Rating System

The Public Benefit Rating System is an evaluation tool consisting of natural
resource, recreation, historical site, and agricultural land priority resource
categories that correspond to a range of potential points that may be
assigned relative to the amount of benefit that may be provided to the public
as a result of approving each application, as measured with the Public Benefit
Rating System. Generally, resources of importance identified in the PBRS
include lands that preserve, protect, conserve or enhance farmland, streams,
shorelines and associated buffers, critical areas, ground water protection
areas, threatened or endangered wildlife and wildlife habitat, opportunities
for public recreation, scenic views and vistas, historic property, cultural
resources, and others.
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Applications for Open Space Land are also evaluated on the quality of the
applicant’s proposed public access. It is part of the Whatcom County Public
Benefit Rating System Public Access Policy to require public access unless
there is known habitat for an endangered species of wildlife, or where there
is a known archeological site, or when the purpose of the open space is for
wetland conservation.

In cases such as those listed above, when the County Council is acting as the
granting authority, the requirement of public access may be waived at
Council discretion. The Public Access Policy also contains a requirement that
owners of property approved as Open Space Land post an Open Space sign
that displays the rules of conduct for public access when public access is
required.

Although the open space current use program is a State mandate and applies
statewide, not all counties have adopted a Public Benefit Rating System. The
purpose of the Public Benefit Rating System is to assist the granting
authority in developing a measure of consistency in awarding reduction in
assessed value according to a point system that corresponds to the relative
importance of the resource being conserved. One reason a county may elect
to adopt a PBRS is because decisions made by the granting authority (County
Council), whether to approve or deny applications may only be appealed to
Superior Court for arbitrary and capricious actions, and a PBRS may help to
ensure uniformity and consistency when the PBRS is applied as a tool to
determine reduction in market value.

Local priority resources that have been identified as providing public benefit if
conserved, preserved, protected and enhanced, along with the corresponding
range of potential points awarded for preserving or conserving those
resources (i.e. the Public Benefit Rating System) were all adopted after
consideration by the Planning Commission, and adopted by Council who
heard from the public on this matter at a series of public hearings in the late
1980’s. The PBRS was originally approved by Council in 1987 by resolution,
amended in 1989 by resolution, and then later revised and adopted by
ordinance in 1995 (WC Ord. 95-040). The last revision to the PBRS in 1995
added new criteria for evaluating applications in accordance with
amendments to open space taxation act in 1993. The PBRS update in 1995
added a new sub-classification of open space land, farm and agricultural
conservation land and removed timber land from the Public Benefit Rating
System; otherwise the PBRS has not changed in the last 25 years or so.

Even though the PBRS has a point system, at its core the PBRS is a
qualitative as opposed to a quantitative system. Many observers, Planning
Commissioners, Council Members, and members of the public alike, have
commented that the PBRS is a subjective tool.
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Listed below is a brief summary of some of the resources that have been
identified in the County’s Public Benefit Rating System.

e Conserve or enhance natural, cultural or scenic resources; or

e Protect streams, stream corridors, wetlands, natural shorelines and
aquifers; or

e Protect soil resources and unique or critical wildlife and native plant
habitat; or

e Promote conservation principles by example or by offering educational
opportunities; or

¢ Enhance the value of abutting or neighboring parks, forests, wildlife
preserves, nature reservations or sanctuaries or other open spaces; or

e Enhance recreational opportunities; or

e Preserve historic and archeology sites; or

o Affect any other factors relevant in weighing benefits to the general
welfare of the public by preserving the current use of the property.

Once staff review has been completed and points are awarded, they are
computed with a formula developed by the County Assessor resulting in a
score that is called a Public Benefit Rating (PBR). A Public Benefit Rating of
at least 45 points must be attained to receive a staff recommendation of
approval. The PBR represents the degree of conformance with the county’s
adopted Basic Value and Public Benefit Value criteria that are part of the
PBRS. The Public Benefit Rating (PBR) is used as a factor applied to another
computed value to arrive at a new current use per acre value for the
property, once approved. Attached to this report for reference is a document
that gives a hypothetical example describing this formula, and also contains
a discussion of the shift or off-set in taxes resulting from approving an
application for Open Space Land. In addition, staff has also included
“estimated tax shift if approved” at the Public Benefit Rating assigned by
staff in the discussion on each individual application for open space land or
farm and agricultural conservation land. Because the taxing districts are
primarily budget-based, the taxing districts do not really gain/lose money.
Rather, when one tax payer pays less in taxes as a result of their
assessment, the other tax payers in the taxing district pay more so that the
taxing district collects the same amount in revenue. Conversely, when a tax
payer pays more in taxes as a result of their assessment, the other tax
payers in the taxing district pay less so that the taxing district collects the
same amount in revenue.

Please find attached individual evaluation sheets that include a detailed
description of the public benefit offered and assigned scores for each
criterion; the Whatcom County Open Space Policy and Criteria and Public
Benefit Rating System, 1995; and the June 2017 Department of Revenue
Open Space Taxation Act publication.

ATTACHMENTS
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e Hypothetical example of applied PBR and explanation of shift in taxes

e Individual Application Evaluation Forms and Maps(8);
e Whatcom County Open Space Policies and Criteria and Public Benefit Rating System

(PBRS);
e 2017 Department of Revenue Open Space Taxation Act Publication;
Report Prepared for the Whatcom County Planning Commission by:
Joshua Fleischmann, Open Space Administrator

(360)778-5952
jfleisch@co.whatcom.wa.us
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