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SUBJECT

Proposed Ordinance 2017-0173 would increase the District Court small claims court surcharge to the state statutory limit; and amend Ordinance 12214, Section 2, and King County Code (K.C.C.) 4A.634.020.

SUMMARY

[bookmark: _GoBack]In 1984 the Washington State Legislature adopted the Court Improvement Act of 1984, which, in part, established the goal of creating a system of dispute resolution centers statewide.  This legislation established surcharges for certain types of filings whose revenues would support the operations of these dispute resolution centers. The Dispute Resolution Center of King County is the non-profit organization that provides mediation and conflict resolution services for individuals, businesses, and families in King County. The County adopted legislation to implement the surcharges to support dispute resolution centers; however, these fees have been unchanged since 1991.  This Proposed Ordinance would increase the surcharge for small claims filings to $15, the maximum allowable by statute.  All of the increase would go to support the Dispute Resolution Center of King County, as required by statute.  

BACKGROUND 

In 1984 the Washington State Legislature adopted the Court Improvement Act of 1984[footnoteRef:1], which, in part, established the goal of creating a system of dispute resolution centers statewide.[footnoteRef:2]  The statewide goal was to establish dispute resolution centers to provide alternative dispute resolution, mediation and training services.  The legislation outlined five goals for the establishment of dispute resolution centers. [1:  Washington Laws, 1984 Chapter 258, ESSB 4430.]  [2:  RCW 7.75.010.] 

1. To stimulate the development and use of Dispute Resolution Centers as an alternative to the courts for resolving certain issues;
2. To encourage community participation in local Dispute Resolution Programs;
3. To develop structures which can serve as models for other Dispute Resolution Centers;
4. To resolve disputes within the community, and;
5. To educate the community about dispute resolution and prevention. 
Those centers are mandated to provide services independent of a clients' ability to pay, guaranteeing that all citizens have access to a low-cost resolution process in lieu of more costly civil litigation or when mediation can bring about a better outcome.
Since 1984, 20 Dispute Resolution Centers have been established to provide alternative dispute resolution, mediation, and training services. These centers are mandated to provide services independent of a clients’ ability to pay, guaranteeing that all citizens have access to a low-cost resolution process when they can’t afford litigation and/or when they want to work things out directly with the others involved.  King County has the Dispute Resolution Center of King County (not a County agency) which is one of the 20 Dispute Resolution Centers statewide.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Washington Office of the Administrator of the Courts, http://www.courts.wa.gov/court_dir/?fa=court_dir.dispute] 

The Dispute Resolution Center of King County (DRC) is a non-profit organization that has provided mediation and conflict resolution services for individuals, businesses, and families in King County since 1986.[footnoteRef:4] The DRC uses professional mediators from the community who volunteer their time to help us solve over 1,000 disputes a year.  Typical cases handled by DRCs involve: [4:  Dispute Resolution Center of King County, http://kcdrc.org/] 

· landlords and tenants;
· consumers and merchants;
· neighbors;
· citizens and agencies;
· employees and employers;
· families; and
· divorcing and divorced couples.
The DRC is governed by a volunteer board of directors and managed by a paid staff. The Board of Directors is made up of community members in the fields of mediation, law, education, labor, human resources, marketing, finance, and the judiciary.  However, most of the center’s services are provided by volunteers.  The center reports that using volunteer mediators helps keep the cost of providing services low so that more individuals have access to a resolution process. 
The DRC facilitates face-to-face mediation at its office at the Good Shepherd Center in the Wallingford neighborhood of Seattle. The DRC also provides free mediation services at all four Small Claims Courts in King County in order that people can choose mediation instead of litigation on the same day of their small claims trial. In addition, the DRC offers Basic Mediation Training for people interested in becoming a facilitative mediator, customized training for organizations and businesses, and skill building training for the community.
For the purpose of funding dispute resolution centers, Chapter 7.75 RCW allows the county legislative authority to impose a surcharge of up to $10 on each civil filing fee in District Court and a surcharge of up to $15 on each filing fee for small claims actions. Surcharges are collected by the Court and remitted to the County for deposit in a separate account used solely for the dispute resolution centers.  In 1991, pursuant to this legislation, the County established a surcharge of $10 to District Court civil filing fees, the maximum allowable under state statute.  However, the County set an $11 surcharge to small claims court filing fees, which is less than the amount allowed by state statute.
ANALYSIS

This Proposed Ordinance would increase the surcharge for small claims filings to $15, the maximum allowable by statute.  All of the increase would go to support the Dispute Resolution Center of King County.  The proposed increase of $4 is an increase of 36 percent, however, this surcharge has been unchanged since 1991.

The District Court reports that it has had the following number of small claims filings since 2014.

	Year
	Small Claims Filings

	2014
	4,300

	2015
	5,456

	2016
	4,419



According to the Office of Performance, Strategy and Budget, it is estimated that the increase proposed in this ordinance would generate additional revenue of approximately $18,900 per year for the County’s DRC.  This estimate assumes that case filings will remain at these levels and the amounts generated would decrease (or increase) if filing levels change.

This ordinance has been reviewed by legislative counsel, who have identified no concerns or issues.

ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Ordinance 2017-0173

INVITED

· Hon. Donna Tucker, Chief Presiding Judge, King County District Court
· Patti Dinsmore, Executive Director, Dispute Resolution Center of King County
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