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Metropolitan King County Council
Growth Management and Unincorporated Areas Committee

Staff Report
	Agenda 

Item No.:
	4
	Name
	Rick Bautista

	Action:
	Briefing on DDES Fire Marshal Funding Proviso
	Date:
	June 3, 2003

	Attending:
	Jason King, Deputy Director, DDES
	


Background:   HIS 
During the review of the Department of Development and Environmental Services (DDES) 2003 Budget request, the executive-proposed elimination of the position of King County Fire Marshal was of concern to local fire protection service providers and districts.  In response to those concerns, the council adopted Ordinance 14517, in which Section 79 contained two separate provisos relating to the continued funding of the Fire Marshal.  

The first proviso required that DDES allocate one FTE and $75,000 specifically for the position.
The second proviso reads as follows:

           “The department shall initiate discussions with all fire protection districts or fire departments serving the cities and the unincorporated areas of the county.  These discussions shall evaluate the possible efficiencies resulting from the creation of a unified fire marshal office that would serve all jurisdictions within King County.  The discussions shall also include a review of possible future options for the joint funding of such an office.
            The department shall provide a report describing the discussions with fire protection service providers and outlining steps necessary to implement any recommendations resulting from these discussions.  The report shall be transmitted to the council no later than May 1, 2003….”
REPORT SUMMARY:

As required by the second proviso, the department submitted the attached report dated April 28, 2003.  The report provides an overview of discussions between DDES and local fire protection service providers and districts, regarding possible unified fire marshal services and to consider alternative funding proposals

The report highlights include:

· A general overview of the duties of King County Fire Marshal,
· Surveys of other jurisdictions offering fire marshal services, and
· Discussions of operations and funding alternatives.
Duties of King County Fire Marshal

Unlike cities, which control all phases of fire services (i.e. fire prevention, suppression, and investigation), fire services in unincorporated area are divided between the county and fire districts.  The county is responsible for prevention (e.g. permit design review, permit and annual inspections) and investigations (arson).  Fire districts (28 in unincorporated King County) provide all other fire services.  Staffing and equipment resources vary dramatically in the 28 fire districts.  The larger districts sometimes overlap into county responsibilities while the small districts may be hard pressed to provide the mandated service levels.  A detailed description of the responsibilities of the King County Fire Marshal is included as Appendix 1 of the DDES report.  
Jurisdictional Surveys

The department surveyed other local jurisdictions as to: organization structure, frequency of fire safety inspections, and program funding.  In general, fire marshal programs within cities are part of the fire department and those unincorporated areas are housed with the local building or planning department.  The jurisdictions annually inspect all buildings, except single family residences.  In all cases, program funding is generally a combination of permit fees and general expense funding, although to varying proportions.  It is noted that none of the jurisdictions contacted participate in a unified or regional fire marshal office.
Operations and Funding Alternatives

Operations
Throughout the discussions, it was clear that the local fire service providers would not support:

· Moving the fire marshal function outside of DDES to another county agency (for instance Pierce County which houses the fire marshal in their Emergency Operations Office), or

· Creating a regional fire marshal service area or reassigning the county fire marshal authority to local fire service providers.

 Funding Alternatives
The discussions include a wide variety of alternatives, including:

· New or increased county fees to businesses,

· Changes to state law to allow greater county taxing authority, or

· Increased support from the county general expense fund.

These were not considered to be realistic funding alternatives, given the limitations of the county current expense fund and the negative climate for increasing fees and taxes.
CONCLUSIONS:   HIS 

Although the report did not provide for sweeping organizational changes or identify new local funding sources for the fire marshal program, staff notes that the report does touch upon some several smaller steps that could be undertaken, including:

· Adopt interlocal agreements with the larger fire districts that conduct fire inspections so that these inspections can be coordinated to avoid redundant visits,
· Combine fire inspection fees with the county’s business licensing fees, and 

· Pursue existing federal grants intended for fire safety public education.
Attachments:
1.   Fire Marshal Services Budget Proviso Response
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