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SUBJECT
AN ORDINANCE relating to King County district court electoral district boundaries; and amending Ordinance 10476, Section 2, as amended, and K.C.C. 2.68.085.
COMMITTEE ACTION

At its April 6, 2010 meeting, the Government Accountability and Oversight Committee approved Substitute Ordinance 2010-0222 with a do pass recommendation with three ayes, no nos and one excused. The committee amended the legislation to change the method of identifying District Court Electoral Division boundaries by enumerating precincts in King County Code with language that allows for the division boundaries to be identified in attachments to the ordinance.  This method allows the District Court Plan to conform to the same method the county identifies precincts as part of the overall County Precinct Plan.

SUMMARY
State statute sets the requirements for electoral and district court boundaries.  RCW 3.38.050 states that a city shall not lie within more than one district of the district court.  Similarly, RCW 3.38.070 applies the same standards to separate electoral districts—including electoral districts for judges of the district court.  Consequently, when annexations to existing cities occur, or new cities incorporate, the county is required to examine its electoral and district court boundaries.  Often these new boundaries cross city lines or electoral districts necessitating a realignment of precinct and electoral district boundaries.

According to the County Code:

“Precincts shall be divided, new precincts created, and boundaries of existing precincts altered, as necessary, to implement precinct balancing, and to accommodate the incorporation and annexations of unincorporated county areas into incorporated cities and for the convenience of the voters.  In addition, new precincts shall reflect the appropriate boundaries for district courts.” 

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 requirements and structure of the District Court are established 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.  That structure is contained it the county’s District Court Plan, King County Code 2.68.

The adopted District Court Plan establishes as policy that the county, under state law, is a unified, countywide district court.  Nevertheless, the county has adopted the statutory option of creating electoral districts that divide the county into smaller areas to allow for a more “local” election of judges.  Since 1988, the county has identified the electoral districts in King County Code by listing the actual voter precincts in each district. The current plan has five electoral districts each with an assigned number of judges.  The county is required to amend its District Court Plan whenever there is a change in electoral boundaries or the number of Judges.  

ANALYSIS

On March 16, 2010, the county’s Districting Committee met to review proposed changes to the county’s District Court Plan as required by state statute and county code.  At the meeting, the committee unanimously agreed to keep the existing electoral boundaries for the current five Electoral Districts, except for one minor ministerial change in the Southwest District boundary.  The change to an existing Electoral Division boundary was recommended by Elections to implement changes in precinct boundaries resulting from an annexation in the City of Tukwila (Tukwila South Annexation).  The needed ministerial changes to adopt this recommendation is contained in this Proposed Ordinance which adjusts the court boundary and would approve administrative or descriptive changes to the electoral divisions of the King County District Court that are ministerial in nature but are statutorily required.  The other change to the county’s District Court Plan is contained in Proposed Ordinance 2010-0190, which implements SB 3155 adding new judicial positions.  This legislation received a Do Pass recommendation from the Law, Justice, Health and Human Services Committee on March 23rd, and is currently being advertised, prior to final council consideration.
The executive has informed us that there is no fiscal impact for this legislation.  This proposed ordinance is a companion to the proposed 2010 precinct alteration plan, Proposed Ordinance 2010-0194 (heard today as agenda item #5).  Adoption of the proposed legislation will adopt needed changes for the election of District Court judges.  Adoption of the proposed striking amendment will achieve the same goal and have the District Court Plan conform with the county code related to precincts.
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