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More on the 2015 Review of the Island County Conservation Futures Program… 

We are impressed with the attention, thought and effort each of the three County Commis-
sioners put into their review of the Island County Conservation Futures Fund (“CFF”) – an in-
credibly valuable program that helps protect the quality of life we all enjoy. This was the first 
thorough program review in its 23-year history.  

Pat Powell, executive director, and Tom Cahill, volunteer and former board member, were pre-
sent at most of the work sessions during the last eight months where the Island County Com-
missioners reviewed the Conservation Futures program. Pat and Tom made numerous visits to 
each of the three Commissioners to discuss the proposed program revisions.  The Land Trust 
also presented testimony on the changes at the public hearings.  

It was abundantly clear to us that all three Commissioners believe strongly in the Conservation 
Futures program and each is committed to ensuring that the limited program funds are used to 
acquire and protect the very best conservation lands and maintenance and operation projects 
in the County. The Commissioners had healthy discussions and were open to others’ opinions.  
They reached agreement after giving nearly every factor a thorough review and due considera-
tion.  

Pat has participated in grant funding evaluations for over 25 years. She has found that, as long 
as the programs’ evaluation criteria are reasonable (which the revised criteria recently ap-
proved by the County Commissioners are) and applied consistently, the best grant projects 
nearly always receive funding. Is there room for improvement?  Certainly and, from our obser-
vation, the Commissioners will pay attention to where revisions are warranted in the future. 

From our perspective, below are the main changes to the Conservation Futures Program: 

1. Unnecessary, outdated and no longer relevant wording in the Conservation Futures section 
of the County Code were eliminated. 

2. A management plan must be created and adopted for each property purchased with Con-
servation Futures Funds (“CFF”). 

3. The two current citizen committees have been combined into one committee, called the 
Citizens’ Advisory Board (“CAB”). The previous two citizen grant evaluation committees 
were called the Technical Advisory Group (“TAG”) and the CAB. Historically, it was very diffi-
cult for the County to solicit enough members to serve on the two committees and was of-
ten difficult to secure a quorum at the meetings. Each committee’s review significantly 
overlapped with the other committee’s review.  Having two committees also created timing 
issues, especially when quorums could not be established. The 2015 revision directs the 
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Commissioners to appoint a single committee consisting of “nine (9) voting members who 
represent conservation and community planning expertise and technical knowledge.” 

4. To eliminate any appearance of fairness or conflict of interest issues, a CAB member em-
ployed by or serving as a current board member of an organization that has applied for cur-
rent funding in one of the two categories must recuse him/herself from the CAB evaluation 
of that category. 

5. Each County Commissioner is permitted to put forth his/her Annual Commissioner Goal for 
evaluating the upcoming year’s grant applications. This revision provides transparency for 
applicant organizations so they can, if they so desire, ensure the applications they are con-
sidering bringing forward are ones that the Commissioners have identified as priorities. In 
the past, an applicant organization would often put a lot of work into preparing and pre-
senting a grant application only to find out that the ultimate decision-maker, the Board of 
Island County Commissioners, was not favorable to such an application.  The Commissioners 
identified their goals for the 2014 application cycle and the Land Trust found this transpar-
ency to be very helpful in deciding which projects to bring forward, all of which were ap-
proved.  The statement of these goals does not necessarily mean that the Commissioners 
will not approve an application for something that is not addressed but merely gives appli-
cants a better understanding of the projects the Commission is most interested in funding. 

6. The timeframe for decision-making has been shortened and made more effective by having 
the appropriate county departments provide their comments on applications before the 
CAB meets to discuss and evaluate the applications. In the past, there were often delays be-
fore the Commissioners had all the information they needed to make the final funding deci-
sions.  

7. Grant contract requirements are specified.  Interim and final progress reports are required.  

8. Revised project evaluation criteria were adopted for both categories – land acquisition and 
maintenance and operations (“M&O”).  The adopted M&O criteria were generally the same 
criteria the 2014 CAB and TAG recommended to the Commissioners.  The land acquisition 
criteria generally followed the TAG and CAB recommendations but were more fully dis-
cussed and there were more revisions to this evaluation instrument.  

9. Acquisition Evaluation Criteria Highlights: 

a. Acquisition projects are separated into three types and scored differently for Scoring 
Item A.1-4: Conservation and Resource Values. The three types are Habitat, Working 
Farm and Working Forest properties.  The Land Trust believes this will make projects that 



 
CFF Details 
Page 3 of 3 
 

have components of two or more project types much more difficult to appropriately 
score.  We are interested in the outcome of the 2015 scoring to see if revisions may be 
necessary to appropriately score projects with multiple conservation values. 

b.  Scoring Item A.1-4: Conservation and Resource Values is now pre-scored by county de-
partments. At the request of the Land Trust, the Commissioners did include in the Proce-
dures element that the CAB can express concerns regarding selection criteria values that 
have been pre-scored by County Departments.  The Land Trust had recommended that 
only Item A2, Water Resources, be pre-scored as the criteria require a professional analy-
sis. We have asked the Commissioners to be open to comments by the 2015 CAB on 
whether Item A.1, 3 and 4 should be scored by staff or the CAB.  

c. Scoring Item E, Potential for Loss:  The State of Washington requires counties to deter-
mine if acquisition projects would “reduce the capacity of land suitable for development 
necessary to accommodate the allocated housing and employment growth, as adopted in 
the countywide planning policies” (RCW 84.34.230).  The Island County Planning Depart-
ment has been doing this review on each conservation futures acquisition project for 
many years. Its review has been written up and given to the citizens’ review committees 
and Commissioners. The recent revisions make the review a part of the evaluation crite-
ria; this seems appropriate to us and allows the reviewers to consider the possible ef-
fects.  This criterion is now pre-scored by the Planning Department from 0 to minus 10 
points.  Of the four acquisition projects submitted in the 2015 cycle, two received a score 
of 0 (no deductions) and the other two received a score of -1.  The intent of this scoring is 
to ensure that the CAB and Commissioners know whether a proposed project could have 
a significant impact on areas meant for growth.  Given the minimum effect on the overall 
scoring of a possible 145 points, a minus 1to minus 10 score is unlikely to remove a pro-
ject from consideration but does give all reviewers a “heads-up” that due consideration is 
needed.   

 


