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King County




Metropolitan King County Council

Law, Justice, Health, and Human Services Committee

STAFF REPORT

AGENDA ITEM:              
4
DATE: 

August 19, 2009
PROPOSED ORDINANCE   2009-0453
PREPARED BY: 
Clifton Curry
SUBJECT: AN ORDINANCE  implementing the district court redistricting committee's amendment to the districting plan implementing provisions of RCW 3.34.010 to increase the number of judges from twenty-one to twenty-three; and amending Ordinance 8935, Section 4, as amended, and K.C.C. 2.68.070 and Ordinance 9427, Section 7, as amended, and K.C.C. 2.68.078.
SUMMARY: This proposed Ordinance would implement needed changes to county’s Justice Court District Plan.  The plan changes were adopted by the Court Districting Committee on July 23, 2009.  The changes implement SB 5135 adding two new District Court Judges for 2009—thereby increasing the number of statutorily authorized judges from 21 to 23.  The plan makes no changes to the existing five electoral divisions.  
Background.  The district court is the county’s court of “limited jurisdiction” and has responsibility for traffic infractions, certain civil matters, and misdemeanor criminal offenses in the county’s unincorporated areas, cities that contract with the court, and for the adjudication of “state” offenses (violations of state statute in the county or when the arresting agency is the Washington State Patrol or other state law enforcement agency).  The county has as adopted policy that the county, under state law, is a unified, countywide district court.  Nevertheless, the county has adopted electoral divisions to allow for a more “local” election of judges.  The requirements and structure of the district court are contained in state statute, county code, and are also governed by court rules.  Generally, state law empowers the local county legislative authority with significant flexibility in the development of the court’s jurisdictional structure.
The court currently has 21 judges that operate out of five divisions at eight locations throughout the county.  Prior to 2003, the county was statutorily allowed 26 judges, however, that number was reduced to 21 for the 2006 elections.  For the state legislature’s 2009 session, the state’s Administrative Office of the Court—which advises the state legislature on the number judicial positions needed in each county--recommended that the number of King County District Court judges be increased.  District Court caseloads have increased each year since 2003 and are anticipated to increase through at least 2011.  As a consequence of the increasing workload, the legislature adopted SB 5135 which increases the number of judges by two in 2009 (from 21 to 23), another two for 2010 (from 23 to 25), and another one in for 2011 (from 25 to 26).  This legislation adopts the 2009 recommendation.
State statute sets the requirements for electoral and district court boundaries—King County’s District Court Plan implements these various requirements.  State law also establishes requirements for whenever the Districting Plan is amended.  In addition, state statute and county code require that the plan be amended whenever the number of judges change.
The court currently has five geographical divisions, each assigned a number of judges, as follows:

1. Southeast Division
5 Judges
2. Southwest Division
5 Judges

3. Northeast Division
5 Judges

4. West Division

5 Judges

5. Shoreline Division
1 Judge
Proposed District Court Plan Changes.  On August 23, 2009, the districting committee met to review proposed changes to the county’s District Plan.  At the meeting,  the presiding judge of the King County District Court (representing the Municipal and District Court Judges Association), made a motion for implementing the 2009 elements of SB 5135, by adding one judge to the Northeast Division and one Judge to the Shoreline Division.  The motion was unanimously adopted.  The proposal would be implemented with the adoption of this Ordinance.  

The Office of Management and Budget, along with the court, have informed us that there is sufficient appropriation authority in the court’s budget to add these new judicial positions in 2009.  The appointment process for the new judges could begin after adoption and would allow for the council’s selection process to take place in November 2009 and the seating of the new judges by December.
The council will be considering a more substantive revision of the county’s districting plan in 2010, as part of the preparation for the quadrennial election of judges.

Attendees:

· Hon. Barbara Linde, Presiding Judge, King County District Court

· Tricia Crozier, Chief Administrative Officer, King County District Court
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