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Summary

This area zoning study was conducted in response to a docket request for properties along Snoqualmie Parkway at the intersection of SR-18 and I-90.  This docket, submitted on behalf of the City of Snoqualmie and the owners of about 85 acres of land immediately north of the SR-18/I-90 intersection, requests an urban land use designation for the interchange area for the purpose of commercial development.  Currently these properties are designated as Rural Residential and zoned RA-5, one home per five acres.  After the docket for this proposal was submitted, a representative of a property owner pointed out that the three tax lots at the east margin of the study area, totaling about 20 acres, are no longer part of the proposal.  This modification has no effect on the findings and conclusions of this area zoning study.

Background

North of the study area is the Snoqualmie Ridge development within the City of Snoqualmie.  East of the study area are Rural Residential properties with RA-2.5 zoning (Rural Area, one home per 2.5 acres).  Interstate 90 is to the south with publicly held land across the interstate highway.  The study area is within the Mountains to Sound Greenway, the corridor along I-90 that has been the focus of a major effort to preserve the natural scenic character of this area.

The area between I-90 and the incorporated area of the City of Snoqualmie was identified as an area for future review of long-term land use by King County and the City of Snoqualmie by the 1990 Interlocal Agreement that preceded the Snoqualmie Ridge annexation.  This agreement also recognized this study area as the potential gateway to the City of Snoqualmie, but did not commit to a future urban land use designation.  
The current docket request is very different from the unsuccessful 2008 proposal.  Instead of institutional uses such as a hospital or a community college with ancillary commercial development, commercial development is now the primary use that is proposed.  There is also no proposal for the use of transfer of development rights and the creation of at least four times as much nearby open space as new urban land that would be created.  Instead, the proponents are citing recent amendments to the Growth Management Act, which they interpret to allow expansion of the Urban Growth Area (UGA) boundary when an individual city conducts a study that determines that there is a shortage of land for commercial, industrial or institutional purposes.
The City of Snoqualmie authorized a consultant study to determine whether such a shortage of available land exists within Snoqualmie, and whether there are reasonable measures that could be undertaken by the City to alleviate any shortfall of land capacity.  If no reasonable measures are identified, the City believes an expansion of the UGA boundary should be allowed.
King County has reviewed the City of Snoqualmie’s study and reached the following findings and conclusions:
Snoqualmie’s UGA study identifies a need for 25 acres of additional commercial development, 20 acres of additional land for institutional uses, and the need for a site for a new park and ride lot.  The study calls for all land at the interchange to be added to the UGA to accommodate these needs as well as perimeter buffers to screen the new commercial area from the I-90 Greenway.  
A “reasonable measures” analysis is included in the Snoqualmie study.  The purpose of this analysis is to determine whether measures can be taken by the city, such as rezoning land within the existing urban area, to satisfy the demand for new commercial or institutional land.  This analysis systematically reviewed all land within the existing city and its potential annexation area due for the most part, to environmental constraints or commitments already made through development agreements with Snoqualmie Ridge developers.  The conclusion of this analysis is that the identified need for new commercial and institutional land could not be accommodated within the existing UGA.
It is significant to note that on pages 9 and 10, the Snoqualmie study states that the existing neighborhood retail center was downsized from 17 acres to 11 acres by means of a plan amendment by the city “before Phase II was contemplated”.  Presumably, this is a reference to Phase II of Snoqualmie Ridge, which was anticipated by the 1990 King County Snoqualmie Valley Community Plan and the interlocal agreement between King County and Snoqualmie that preceded the Snoqualmie Ridge development.  The study then links the land use decision to downsize their commercial area with the existing lack of retail capacity that contributes to the “leakage” of shopping activity by Snoqualmie residents that will be addressed later in this analysis.  Snoqualmie’s UGA study also notes that the Snoqualmie Ridge business park has grown slowly but steadily with about 1/3 of the land yet to be developed.  In 2005, the city modified its development standards to allow certain retail uses on four vacant lots fronting on the Snoqualmie Parkway.  However, no new retail uses have taken advantage of that opportunity.  The decision to downsize the existing retail center and the lack of interest in the commercial development opportunity along Snoqualmie Parkway could be interpreted as indicative of a lack of demand for additional commercial land and does not support the presumption that there is a lack of retail capacity at this time.
A key part of the Snoqualmie UGA study is the methodology used to determine whether or not additional land should be added to the UGA.  Under the Countywide Planning Policies and a recent amendment to the Growth Management Act, an analysis is required to determine whether there is sufficient capacity within the existing UGA to accommodate adopted household and employment targets, including institutional and other non-residential uses.  Instead, the Snoqualmie UGA study is based on a policy decision made by the city that two-thirds of the documented “retail leakage” or shopping done by Snoqualmie residents in other jurisdictions, should be captured within city limits.  To do this, the study argues that all the city needs is more commercial land.
It is useful to consider the traditionally accepted measures to determine whether there is sufficient capacity within the existing UGA.  On page 25 of the Snoqualmie study, it is accurately noted that the existing employment target to year 2031 for Snoqualmie is 1050 new jobs.  It is pointed out that this target is lower than previous targets for several reasons, including consistency with Vision 2040, which directs a higher proportion of growth to Urban Centers and larger cities in western King County.  No argument is made by Snoqualmie that the UGA should be expanded due to lack of development capacity to meet adopted employment targets, including institutional and non-residential uses.
Also on page 25 of the study, there is a 20-year population projection “based on the 2010 census and in-city calculations”.  The in-city calculation must be the existing population plus a forecast, which may or may not be consistent with the adopted household target.  A low end population of 14,807 and high end of 16, 046 is shown in the study.  Not shown is the adopted household target for Snoqualmie, which is1615 new units by year 2031.  The adopted target of 1615 new units will house about 3400 additional people.  If the 3,400 is added to Snoqualmie’s 2010 Census population (10,670), the resulting 14,070 population forecast is close to the study’s 14,807 low end, but not near the high-end figure of 16,046. No argument is made by the City of Snoqualmie that the existing UGA should be expanded based on a lack of development capacity to meet adopted household targets.
The central premise of the Snoqualmie UGA study is that the city’s policy goal of capturing two-thirds of its retail leakage, and the claim that retail leakage is caused by a lack of commercial land, is valid justification to expand the UGA under the Growth Management Act and the Countywide Planning Policies.  However, close review of GMA and the CPP’s does not support this position.  In fact, the concept of retail leakage is not even mentioned as a criterion to evaluate proposed UGA changes.
It is important to consider the implications of retail leakage from one city to another as justification to amend the UGA in King County.  In this case, Snoqualmie points out it is losing 99% of vehicle purchases and 91% of clothing, shoes, jewelry purchases to other cities.  Unanswered is the question:  Does the demand exist within Snoqualmie to support an auto row or department store?  This case has not been made and probably can not be made.  
Nor has the case been made that Snoqualmie residents’ demand for retail services is not being met; only that it is being met outside Snoqualmie.  Without an increase in total demand, adding retail capacity in Snoqualmie would therefore produce a zero-sum result where the additional development in Snoqualmie reduces demand currently being met in other areas at no aggregate net gain.  

Additionally, what if several cities adjacent to the UGA made similar claims, each basing a request for rural land to be changed to urban because their residents purchase vehicles in Issaquah and shop for clothes at Bellevue Square?   If approved, the cumulative result would be a substantial loss of rural land and competing auto rows and department stores in multiple edge cities.  A more likely outcome is that highway-oriented commercial development such as fast food, motels and gas stations will locate at the Snoqualmie Interchange should this request be granted.  

Executive staff Recommendation:

Retain the existing rural land use designation and zoning for the study area.
