Benton County Park Board
August Meeting Minutes
August 19, 2025


Board Members present
Dave McNeal, Chair
Robert Emmingham, Vice Chair
Michael LeCompte, Secretary
Kit McBurney
Frank Cooper (via video)
David Cannon
Ismael Mendoza-Jimenez

Meeting in the Benton County Administration Building was called to order at 6:30 p.m. The agenda for the August meeting and minutes from the July meeting were approved as presented.


Chair Report
Chair McNeal informed the board that bird watchers have been active above Wanawish Dam and that two snowy owl sightings have been reported, a melanistic heron has been spotted below the dam and barn owls are becoming more common.

Chair McNeal broached the subject of a training session on county/parks budget management systems and processes for any interested board members. The training would help members gain an understanding of line items and policies concerning various budgets in order to offer guidance/advice in budget development.

To finalize the park ordinance revisions and adopt the comprehensive parks plan by October 22, Chair McNeal also urged that drafts of both documents be distributed to board members for review as soon as possible.

Chair McNeal then reminded the board of the priorities adopted in 2024, including, developing a staffing plan, developing a finance/implementation strategy for that plan, revising the parks ordinance, developing a restroom policy, completing the Two Rivers boardwalk and the Hover Park parking improvement project.


Committee Reports
None


Staff Report
Adam didn’t have much to add beyond the written staff report, other than sharing that Jim Langdon of Friends of Badger Mountain recently found an interesting rock on Candy Mountain that could possibly be a tool or petroglyph. The Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation (CTUIR) plan to document the rock in regards to any possible historical or cultural significance.


Business

Discussion of the possible acquisition of WDNR property
Ben Floyd with White Bluffs Consulting, presented a proposal to procure for Benton County a 269-acre parcel of state-owned land in Badger Canyon that is managed by the Department of Natural Resources.

Mr. Floyd presented the plan as an opportunity to acquire an open space corridor of mature shrub steppe habitat that the DNR currently has no plans for, for the purposes of preservation and recreation, mainly for the development of mountain bike trails, through a DNR Trust Land Transfer.

There is similar longer-term interest in an adjoining Bureau of Land Management property of about 160 acres, according to Mr. Floyd.

Under a DNR land transfer, funded by the State Legislature to keep special/natural places under public ownership, the DNR would get paid for replacing trust land and the County would get the 269-acre parcel if there was an approved recreation/preservation plan in place for it.

The plan proposed for the parcel by Mr. Floyd and the Evergreen Mountain Bike Alliance is for shrub-steppe mitigation and recreational mountain bike trails.

The parcel is full of sagebrush, bunchgrasses, desert buckwheat, purple sage, lichen, and other natural elements that would be protected as mountain bike trails are built through the area, according to Mr. Floyd.

Julie Nelson, President of the Columbia Basin Chapter of the Evergreen Mountain Bike Alliance explained that there is a strong demand but limited opportunities for mountain biking in the area, and informed the board that the mountain biking community is ready and willing to be a partner on the project in terms of building and maintaining trails.

In addition to presenting to the Park Board, Mr. Floyd and the mountain biking community have talked to the county and a meeting to gauge public interest for the project is scheduled for August 27 at 6 p.m. in the Benton County Administration Building.

Mr. Floyd reiterated that the acquisition of the DNR parcel would be carried out with resources granted by the State and the project carried out by volunteers.

Mr. Floyd finished his presentation by explaining that the proposal application to acquire the DNR land is due September 30 and is a two-year process, with applications evaluated in the spring.

The Board had a few questions for Mr. Floyd, mainly concerning access to the parcel and whether motorized bikes or other vehicles, such as ATVs would be allowed, but generally felt that the proposal was sound.

Vice Chair Emmingham introduced a motion to support the proposed application for Benton County to acquire a 269-acre parcel of DNR property in Badger Canyon.

The motion was seconded and unanimously approved by the board.

Discussion of parks maintenance operations with Tom French
Tom French, the Fairgrounds Manager, talked with the board about maintenance operations in county parks and the budget and staffing shortcomings he’s dealing with.

Mr. French explained how razor-thin the maintenance budget is and how hard Mark Finkbeiner and Carson Robson, the two Parks Department employees, work.

Spread over all county parks and dealing with the overwhelming issue of garbage and graffiti/vandalism, Mr. French explained that there just isn’t enough budget to go around or hire more staff. He highlighted the ongoing issues of garbage collection and the irrigation system at Two Rivers Park.

The two main issues regarding parks maintenance operations are staffing and deferred maintenance, according to Mr. French, with one issue directly leading to the other.

Vice Chair Emmingham voiced his frustration with a sprinkler that has been broken all season and the overgrown beach at Two Rivers and Mr. French promised to look into them.

The board asked questions concerning funding for staff and maintenance in the parks, including whether grant funding is available or if the Park Development Fund could possibly be used.

Overall Mr. French is proud of the work his small staff does in the parks and is receptive to whatever can be done to address staffing and maintenance issues.


Public Comment
George Hager: Reported that everything is going smoothly at the shooting range.


Poll of the Board
Kit McBurney: Felt the presentation on the possible DNR land acquisition was great and expressed excitement for the mountain bike trails.

Michael LeCompte: Feels the opportunity to acquire the DNR land for a series of mountain bike  trails is a good opportunity.

Robert Emmingham: Said it would be wonderful if the plan to acquire the land came to fruition and hopes the Evergreen Mountain Bike Alliance is as diligent as Friends of Badger Mountain.

David Cannon: Excited for the future and the possible land acquisition.

Ismael Mendoza-Jimenez: Loves the mountain bike trail opportunity, but wondered if there was something that could be done about mini [motor] bikes in Finley.

Frank Cooper: Said he is looking forward to the possibility of mountain bike trails and though the presentation to the board was very good. Expressed a desire to resolve the staffing issue and wondered if just one or two more staff wouldn’t rectify the situation.

Dave McNeal: Thanked everyone and reminded the Board that nothing’s ever perfect and that there’s always room for improvement.
