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March 12, 2003

The Honorable Frank Chopp

Washington State Legislature

PO Box 40600

Olympia, WA  98504-0600

Dear Speaker of the House Chopp:

We write today on behalf of the King County Budget Advisory Task Force, a citizen group commissioned in November 2002 by King County Executive Ron Sims, to help chart a future for King County in the face of ongoing multi-million dollar general fund budget shortfalls.  We are slated to conclude our recommendations in June of this year, but feel compelled to write to you now, while there is still an opportunity for action in Olympia on the critical issue of county revenue authority. 

In brief, we write to urge you to grant urban counties the ability to impose utility taxes in unincorporated, urban areas on the same basis, and at the same rates, as cities.  The reasons for our request are straightforward:

First, it is a matter of simple tax equity.  A person living in unincorporated urban areas adjacent to a city expects the same level of urban services from the county as are provided across the street in their neighboring city.  Yet that same resident does not pay any utility taxes to the county in order to support provision of those services, unlike city residents who pay such taxes to cities to support urban services.

Second, lack of adequate revenues to fund local government services is causing a serious drain away from regional services.  King County is currently spending about $223 million per year in unincorporated King County to provide local government services, while that area generates about $182 million in revenues.  Unincorporated King County residents are not paying the full cost of the services they receive from King County.  Lacking revenue options, unincorporated King County is being subsidized by the region, at a current rate of $41 million per year.  About two-thirds of this subsidy goes to the two-thirds of unincorporated area residents living in the urban area.  Where is the money coming from to provide this subsidy?  From regional services – public health, human services, the Superior Court other regional criminal justice services, and all general government functions. 

The Honorable Frank Chopp

March 12, 2003

Page 2

The primary expenditures of dollars in the unincorporated areas are for local criminal justice functions – the Sheriff, Prosecuting Attorney, District Courts, Public Defense and jail costs attributable to unincorporated King County only.  The largest cost, $45 million, is attributable to the Sheriff's Office.  The King County Sheriff is the local police force for an unincorporated area with a population of more than 350,000.  These are critical public safety expenditures.

If services levels and population remain unchanged in the unincorporated area, expenditures in the unincorporated area will continue to increase and outstrip anticipated revenue growth in these areas as capped by Initiative747.  Thus, the subsidy will grow over time.  

Third, a utility taxing authority will promote annexations.  With tax equity, a perceived barrier to annexation on the part of the residents/voters – marginally higher tax rates upon annexation – is removed.  Second, with tax equity, King County is better able to provide services and infrastructure that will make cities more willing to annex those same areas.  

Granting this tax authority appears to us to be the single most important action that the Legislature can take to help break the stalemate around annexations in King County and help achieve the vision of the Growth Management Act.  Without new revenues, the County is forced to drain millions away from regional services to support basic local services such as the sheriff, jail, courts, and land use.  Without new revenues, cities are reluctant to annex areas with seriously degraded infrastructure.

Fourth, this addresses what we believe to be a fundamental structural problem with the revenue base of King County.  King County has cut in excess of $90 million in general fund programs in the last two years, cuts affecting general government programs across the board.  A large number of efficiency measures have been instituted in this time as well.  King County anticipates continuing general fund shortfalls in excess of $20 million in each of the next two years. 

There is no question that additional efficiencies can and must be made in King County government operations.  We are fully engaged in this task.  There is also no question, however, that the fiscal challenges faced by King County cannot be solved without new revenues.  The magnitude of the budget problem is uncontrovertibly due in part to a structural revenue problem.  Counties in Washington State today are attempting to provide 21st century regional and local government services based on revenue tools that have changed little since the 19th century.  We do not believe the public would – or should – accept the magnitude of cuts to public safety, law and justice systems that would be required to eliminate the subsidy of local unincorporated area services in King County.  
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New revenues are needed to stabilize King County’s efforts to provide both regional and local services, and this problem will simply get worse if the structural problem is not addressed.

We appreciate your consideration of this proposal, and would welcome the opportunity to speak with you further about our work.  

Sincerely

Robert C. Wallace




John D. Warner

Co-Chair
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