King County Task Force on Regional Human Services 
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1.
Introductions/Announcements

The meeting was held in the Training Room, 7300 Building at Boeing Field-King County International Airport.  Task Force Co-Chair Bruce Brooks called the meeting to order. 

2.
Goal Area Presentation South Region 

City of Renton Councilmember Toni Nelson and Linda Rasmussen, South King Council of Human Services President attended the meeting to represent South King County and provide information on services provided in south King County in the five goal areas.  Both noted the increasing south county population and the increasing need for a variety of human services.  Both noted there is not enough money or services to meet the needs of south county.  They also spoke to the changing demographics of the region, particularly the numbers of refugee and immigrant populations.  They distributed position papers on food, homelessness intervention and prevention, housing, early childhood and school readiness, youth intervention, health care, and employment.   They also spoke briefly to the costs to south county cities (combined totals of Auburn, Burien, Des Moines, Kent, Federal Way, Renton, SeaTac and Tukwila) of providing human services (see handouts).  

  3.
Questions/Answers/Discussion – South County presentation
Questions were asked how high a priority human services are for south county cities.  The response was that human services are a high priority to south county cities and many devote considerable funding, but human services are not a mandated responsibility, unlike police, fire and street maintenance and that when funding is tight, discretionary services (e.g., human services, parks) are most likely to be cut.  A question was asked how south county works with tribal nations; the response was that south county jurisdictions work collaboratively with the local tribes to provide services.  There were questions about housing availability and eligibility requirements; the response was that there are three housing authorities in King County (Seattle, King County and Renton) and each has different resources and operates differently.  Steve Norman, task force member and Executive Director of King County Housing Authority offered to provide information on KCHA at a future meeting if that would be helpful.  The last discussion point was on funding coming from other jurisdictions to help pay for the needs of south King County and had that ever been discussed by the regional partners?  The response was a brief discussion of the Human Services Roundtable, now disbanded at least in part because the members of the roundtable had such diverse needs and priorities.  The breakup of the Roundtable yielded the South King County, East King County and North King County Forums, more focused on regional issues and service planning.    

4.
Financing Presentation:  Funding Options for Human Services 
Chris Haugen of the King County Budget Office gave a presentation on Funding Options for Human Services.   In his opening remarks, he noted that every government looks first to what they are mandated to provide.  Human services are discretionary not because they are not important but because they are not a required function of county government.  His presentation was designed to provide an overview of the financing structure, mechanisms and options for funding human services.  It covered property taxes, sales taxes, municipal taxes, levy lids, legislative issues, and impacts of initiatives on county government.    

A question and answer period followed the presentation.  

Q:  What constitutes “new construction”?  

A:  Any brand new building or structure or any significant change to a current structure.  A minor remodel would not be defined as new construction but a major renovation or add-on would likely be counted.  

Q:  Is county able to collect or add to a gas tax?

A:  King County does not collect a local option tax on gasoline.  If the county did, these  funds could only be used for transportation; they could not be used for human services.  Gas tax authority may be part of a future tax package the county proposes for transportation.

Q:  Would this free up any general fund dollars?

A:  General fund dollars are generally not used for roads; would likely have little/no impact on human services. 

Q:  Where are the cities where people are taxed the least?  What’s the tax burden across the county?  When the county/the cities say they have no money is it because they have taxed the maximum they can or is it because they have chosen to keep taxes low? 

A:  King County has utilized the tax authority available; any additional tax authority would require voter (or legislative) approval.  Many cities have not used their available tax base and there are a variety of reasons why.  Task Force members were reminded of the February 26 presentation by David Cline of the city of Burien and the chart he provided comparing city revenue mechanisms.  His presentation discussed the factors that cause wide disparities among municipal governments in the amount of revenue that can be raised.

Q:  What’s on the horizon?

A:  Sales tax is already nearing 10%; most aren’t looking there for raising revenues.  Coming up:  1% for education, renewal of the City of Seattle’s Children and Families Levy, renewal of Automated Fingerprint Identification System (AFIS). 

Q:  Do we know the receptivity to targeted human service funding in King County?

A:  We know the “latte tax” failed.  We know the City of Seattle fairly consistently votes to tax itself for housing and human services for children and families.  We know the unincorporated areas tend to vote anti-tax and Seattle voters tend to pull King County levies to passage.  

Q:  Isn’t the county ahead on payment of some of its bonds?

A:  The county was ahead but the last three years of sales tax revenue losses and the recession ate up the gains the county had made.  The expiration dates for the bonds noted on the slides presented are current estimated dates for fulfilling those obligations.  

In closing the discussion, co-chair Bruce Brooks reminded the task force members and the audience that the task force is not necessarily looking for new taxes, though they are not yet ruling them out either.  The role of the task force is to look at current structures and current resources and make sure the regional service system is using those resources to the best possible advantage. 

5.
Overview of County Roles and Special Purpose Financing for Health and Human Services 

Barbara Mauer researched county roles and special purpose financing in other western states with regards to health and human services and prepared a handout and presentation on both topics for this meeting.  She noted that each of the governments she studied had similarities and differences to King County and that none of them was a “match” for our funding or organizational structure.  In looking broadly at models in the Western US and across the country, Barbara found wide variances.  

Barbara noted there are examples of award-winning models for government services but most are program specific, such as mental health courts or juvenile justice alternatives.  She reminded task force members that King County has received many of these regional and national awards.   Barbara also spoke of special purpose financing options, both local and in the western regions (see handouts.) 

In the question and answer period that followed, Barbara was asked if there was a “most efficient” or best practice model for human service organization.  She responded that there was no evidence to show one model is “better” than another, but it was noted in the discussion that the shift to regional services for mental health was considered to be a stronger system of care than one provided at the state level and that local housing programs have proven better able to respond to local housing needs.  Barbara reminded task force members of the “Human Services Milestones” document distributed at an earlier meeting that provides a timeline of King County’s evolution.    

6.
Report on voter polling – King County Alliance for Human Services 

Laura Wells, Chair of the King County Alliance for Human Services gave a brief report on the initial findings from a poll the Alliance conducted last month to gain information on voter knowledge and attitudes about human services.  In her opening remarks, she noted the recent passage of Proposition 10 in California and the leading voice of actor and director Rob Reiner, saying that “the unlikely messenger can be very effective” in reaching voters.   The poll reached out to likely voters (those who had voted in 3-4 of the last elections) and were geographically representative.  Summarizing some of the results, Laura said the poll showed:

· A particular gap of understanding between those who identified as Republicans and those who identified as Democrats on who gets human services and what sorts of services are provided.  

· 92% of those who identified as Republicans did not know human services funding had been cut.

· Average citizen has very little knowledge or understanding of human services.

· Very limited support for a new tax for human services.

· Human service community is not doing a good job of communicating why human services are important. 

Laura said the Alliance has committed to conduct a two-year communications campaign to build broader community understanding and support for human service programs and funding.  In the discussion that followed, a question was raised as to whether the Alliance thought the people polled didn’t support human services or perhaps didn’t support how services are currently provided.  The response was that we need to show how human services are making a difference and counteract the perception that human services is a “black hole” where funding is poured but nothing changes.  It was also noted that many feel if it doesn’t directly affect or impact them, why should they care?  The response was that the human service community needs to show that services have a positive impact on all our residents, for example, that early intervention programs improve the chances that a child will not need more intensive services later in life.     

7.
Closing 

Bruce Brooks reminded members that the next meeting of the Task Force was the upcoming all day retreat in Bellevue on Thursday, May 13, 2004.  He urged all task force members to attend.  Final agenda and supporting materials will be sent soon.  Both Bruce and Barbara promised the members excellent materials and presentations and a day well spent.  Following this item, the meeting adjourned.  
