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SUBJECT

An ordinance that would make changes to sections of King County Code (K.C.C.) Chapter 3.04 related to county employee code of ethics.

SUMMARY

Proposed Ordinance 2026-0126 would update the King County Ethics Code, Chapter 3.04, to improve specificity and clarity in application.  

BACKGROUND

King County's Code of Ethics, K.C.C. Chapter 3.04, was originally adopted in 1969 (Ordinance 204).  It contained core elements that exist in code today, including some of the general prohibitions on use of county property, conflicts of interest provisions, requirements for disclosure of financial information, penalties, and the creation of an advisory Board of Ethics (which had investigative powers).

In 1990 (Ordinance 9704), the King County Council approved comprehensive changes by adding definitions, additional prohibited conduct, additional conflicts of interest, and provided investigative powers to the King County Office of the Ombudsman (Ombuds).  

In 2011, the Board of Ethics and Ombudsman began identifying areas of the Ethics code in need of updating.  A workgroup consisting of staff from the Prosecuting Attorney’s Office, Council, Board of Ethics, and the Ombudsman met monthly in 2012 to work on this issue.  Council ultimately approved Ordinance 17504 in 2012, which clarified provisions and reorganized subsections, updated out of date references, and outlined new procedures.

In April 2026, a Seattle Times news article[footnoteRef:1] highlighted areas in which the county’s code of ethics contained vague or unclear provisions.  Proposed Ordinance 2026-0126 would add specificity and clarity to certain sections of the code. [1:  Seattle Times, April 26, 2026.] 


ANALYSIS

The proposed ordinance would make the following changes to K.C.C. 3.04:

	Type

	Proposed Change

	New Definition 
K.C.C. 3.04.017.P
	Creates a new definition of "Significant Relationship" to mean a relationship between a county employee and any individual when the nature of the relationship may impair the employee’s objectivity. The nature of a "significant relationship" may include:
	  1.  A history of shared address or domicile between the employee and the individual or immediate family members of the individual;
	  2.  A romantic, sexual, or cohabitating relationship between the employee and the individual, regardless of marital status; or
	  3.  A familial relationship between the employee and the individual if the individual is not a "close relative" as defined under K.C.C. 3.04.017.B. or "immediate family" as defined under K.C.C. 3.04.017.J.


	Adding Specificity 
K.C.C. 3.04.020.A
K.C.C. 3.04.020.C 
K.C.C. 3.04.020.D 
K.C.C. 3.04.020.H
	Explicitly calls out “a close relative or an immediate family member of the employee, or an individual with whom the employee has a significant relationship” as persons who cannot financially benefit from decisions county employees make in the course of their official duties.  


	New Subsection 
K.C.C. 3.04.020.E 
K.C.C. 3.04.020.F

	E.  Except as may be authorized under K.C.C. 3.04.037, no county employee may supervise a close relative or an immediate family member of the employee, or an individual with whom the employee has a significant relationship, who is also a county employee.  For purposes of this section, "supervise" includes participating in the management or overseeing of county contracts or grants when the contractor or grantee is:
	  1.  A close relative or an immediate family member of the employee, or an individual with whom the employee has a significant relationship; or
	  2.  The person is an employee, agent, officer, partner, director, or consultant of contractor or grantee doing business with the county.

F.  Except as may be authorized under K.C.C. 3.04.037, no county employee may influence county action related to employment-related decisions, including hiring or compensation decisions, involving a close relative or an immediate family member of the employee, or an individual with whom the employee has a significant relationship. For purposes of this section, county action also includes participating in any selection or award process for county contracts or grants in which either a close relative or an immediate family member of the employee, or an individual with whom the employee has a significant relationship, is:
 	  1.  Seeking to do business with the county; or
	  2.  An employee, agent, officer, partner, director, or consultant of any person seeking to do business with the county.


	Adding Specificity
K.C.C. 3.04.030
K.C.C. 3.04.035.E
	Adds actions that benefit “a close relative or immediate family member of the employee, or an individual with whom the employee has a significant relationship” to what constitutes conflicts of interest for a county employee, where applicable.


	New Requirement
K.C.C. 3.04.037
	Newly requires any employee who becomes aware that the employee might have a potential conflict of interest that arises in the course of the employee's official duties to notify the employee's supervisor or appointing authority of the potential conflict “immediately upon becoming aware of the potential conflict.”  Notification is not currently required immediately.  

Newly requires a supervisor or appointing authority to, at minimum, inform the Office of the Ombuds of the potential conflict.  The supervisor or appointing official may also request an advisory opinion from the Board of Ethics before disposing of the potential conflict.  


	Adding Specificity
K.C.C. 3.04.050.D
	Adds “a close relative of the employee, or an individual with whom the employee has a significant relationship” to persons whom the employee must list in the statement of financial and other interests required under county code.




The proposed ordinance will need a technical amendment to correct minor drafting errors.
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