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SUBJECT

Proposed Ordinance 2012-0178 authorizes the execution of two interlocal agreements relating to fire prevention inspections. 
SUMMARY

The proposed ordinance would authorize the King County Executive to sign two interlocal agreements ("ILAs"): one with Eastside Fire & Rescue and one with the City of Kent Fire Department. The ILAs will allow those fire agencies to conduct limited fire prevention inspections on behalf of King County within the unincorporated areas of Fire Districts 10, 37 and 38, where those entities also provide fire suppression services. 

The ILAs build on a successful pilot program for fire prevention inspections, which was initiated last Fall through Ordinance 17187.
BACKGROUND

Fire Prevention Inspection Requirement. Title 17 of the King County Code (“Fire Code”) requires an annual fire prevention inspection for certain types of commercial occupancies. For commercial occupancies in unincorporated areas, these inspections have typically been conducted by the Fire Marshal’s Office (“FMO”), which is housed within the Department of Development and Environmental Services ("DDES").

Pilot Fire Prevention Program. The number of FMO staff has been reduced over the last several years as part of the ongoing downsizing of DDES. This downsizing has required FMO to make changes to its business model. The FMO identified annual fire prevention inspections as one task to review, as costs to both the County and the commercial occupancies required to obtain the inspections were rising as the FMO was downsized.

A number of local fire departments around the County have become better staffed and more highly certified over time and indicated their willingness to perform the FMO’s fire prevention inspections in addition to their own duties. To test this possibility, the County initiated a pilot program with Bellevue Fire Department and Woodinville Fire and Rescue via ILAs authorized by Ordinance 17187. Those ILAs allowed the Bellevue and Woodinville fire departments to conduct limited fire prevention inspections on behalf of the FMO in unincorporated areas located within Fire Districts 14 and 36. 
These initial ILAs were for a one-year pilot that began in December 2011. The service results were evaluated in early May 2012 and proved quite positive:
· Both fire departments were able to complete all required annual inspections (14 for Bellevue and 38 for Woodinville) in less than four months’ time.
· Both fire departments were able to complete the inspections at a lower fee cost to the regulated occupancies than the FMO would have been able to charge ($100 fixed fee for Bellevue and $140/hour for Woodinville, compared to $178.50 per hour for FMO). Over the course of the pilot, the two agencies charged an average fee of $121.75, 32% less than the fee the County would have charged. Fees can be kept lower in part because there is less travel time involved for the local fire departments.
Continued transfer of fire prevention inspections. Based on the success of the pilot program, the FMO has recommended continuing to outsource fire prevention inspections. Ordinance 2012-0178 authorizes the execution of two new ILAs, one with Eastside Fire & Rescue, and one with the City of Kent Fire Department. These ILAs are substantively identical, except that Kent would have a total of 14 occupancies to inspect (charging a fee of $122 per hour), and Eastside would have 149 occupancies to inspect (charging a fee of $125 per hour). Although Eastside will have more occupancies to inspect than the other fire departments, it has two inspectors who will be able to complete all the required inspections each year.
To provide consistency over time, and to clearly indicate that the FMO intends to permanently outsource its fire prevention inspection tasks, these new ILAs have been written for a term of 10 years.
Other than their longer term, the two new ILAs are also identical to the ILAs that were approved last fall for the pilot project:
· Authority: The County will maintain overall code authority, while authorizing the two fire departments to perform building and property inspections, handle permit applications, and conduct enforcement on its behalf. 

· Fees: The fire departments will be allowed to establish their own fee schedules for these inspections, and may keep all fees they collect; provided, however, their fees cannot exceed the County’s fee schedule.
· Implementation: To start the program, the FMO will provide each fire department a master list of properties and permits in their service areas. The two fire departments will then provide the County an updated list each year of permit applications, inspection records, and permits issued. 

· County Assistance: The fire departments will consult with the County when they need help interpreting codes, when an occupancy owner appeals enforcement of a code, or when they believe a code change is needed.
· Review and/or Termination: The FMO and fire departments will review the agreement each year and amend it as needed. The agreement can be terminated by either party with 30 days advance written notice.

ANALYSIS
The proposed ILAs for the City of Kent Fire Department and Eastside Fire & Rescue will continue what has been a successful and cost-effective outsourcing of fire prevention inspections from the FMO to local fire departments.  The pilot program with the Bellevue and Woodinville fire departments demonstrated that local fire departments can complete this work more quickly and cost effectively than the County while providing the skills and certifications needed to ensure public safety. It is expected that these results will be duplicated by other fire departments, maintaining service levels while lowering the cost of inspections to occupancy owners. The program is also expected to lower costs to the County, as the FMO’s costs to conduct inspections are not fully recouped by the fees it charges.  
Fire Chief Support. The King County Fire Chiefs’ Association was involved in both the development and evaluation of the pilot program and supports the proposed expansion. Members of the Association have been working with the County to identify other fire departments that could take on fire prevention inspections in additional unincorporated areas.
Labor Support. Although members of the Public Safety Employees Union Local 519 expressed some concerns when the idea of outsourcing fire prevention inspections was first discussed, they worked closely with the FMO to design the pilot and to review its performance, and they have indicated support for the proposed expansion. 
Measuring Success. Each ILA will be reviewed each year to ensure that the fire prevention inspections are being carried out successfully. As with the pilot project, the longer term ILAs will be evaluated along three measures: (1) the timeliness and thoroughness of the inspections, (2) the successful resolution of fire code violations, and (3) the cost savings to both occupancy owners and the County by having local fire departments conduct annual inspections near their base of operations.  
Next Steps. The FMO is working with a number of local fire departments to continue to expand the program. Following the approval of these proposed ILAs with the City of Kent Fire Department and Eastside Fire & Rescue, the FMO has indicated it will transmit ILAs for approval with Maple Valley Fire and Life Safety and the Black Diamond Fire Department for inspections in Fire Districts 43 and 44. In addition, the FMO is discussing a potential ILA with the City of Redmond Fire Department to provide inspection services in unincorporated areas east of Redmond. The FMO is also working with the King County Fire Chiefs Association to develop a plan for coverage of unincorporated areas on Vashon Island and near Federal Way.  
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