Committee of the Whole
Increasing Social Equity
Strategic Innovation Priority Work Plan

Introduction: The issue of social equity in King County is a complex, multilayered matter that has a multitude of components and potential focus areas. To help sort through these components and structure a review, COW hosted an introductory “needs assessment” discussion on October 20, 2014, featuring presentations by a panel of county officials, including Demographer Chandler Felt, PSB Justice Systems Manager Claudia Balducci; and ESJ Manager Matias Valenzuela. The panel presented a county-specific overview of conditions and challenges facing various demographic sectors of the regional population. This overview highlighted how these demographics are positioned on criteria such as health status, participation in the criminal justice system, high school completion, and similar indicators. These parameters were selected to provide the Council a sense of where critical shortcomings in social equity are being experienced among the county’s diverse population.  

In summary, those presentations described persistent patterns of disproportionate representation of people of color in criminal justice system involvement, negative health indicators, income inequality, educational attainment and similar concerns; African Americans and Native Americans appear most frequently as populations with problematic status on the needs indicator spectrum. The presentations also emphasized the increasing diversity of the county population—35% of the county’s population is made up of people of color, and more than 50% of students in King County school districts are youth of color.  Concurrently, communities nationally have responded to concerns about fairness within the justice system with community rallies and demonstrations, including events in King County.

To move forward with structuring an equity and social justice review, staff has prepared several optional areas of focus that could establish direction for the review, for COW consideration.  Staff seeks COW direction to support the Committee in its review.  Below, several optional focus areas are identified, and examples of questions that could be addressed are offered.  

Government Services/Internal Focus
This discussion centers on the workings of county government and how current services are addressing the needs of various sectors of the regional population.  It would look at participation rates of these populations in the respective service offerings, and centers the question on means to increase participation in progressive service offerings by underserved populations, and to limit representation of underserved populations in command or constraint services such as criminal justice.  It does not seek to understand or respond to “root causes”, but builds upon existing program offerings.  It does not distinguish between deeply entrenched social challenges versus transitional needs,  and minimizes difficult and sensitive debates regarding organic sources of social challenges experienced by selected demographic elements.  Among the questions that would be considered are the following:  
· Do current programs and services provide equal access to all?
· Do some populations need tailored access services to access programs?
· Do utilization patterns of county government services—where some demographics are heavy users of certain services, but light users of others—represent a message about the service needs of different demographics?
· Do county revenue sources spread the cost burden of services fairly?

Root Causes/External Focus
This approach focuses on the organic sources of problematic need indicators, as a means of informing the discussion about appropriate responsive strategies.  It assumes that the cause of the problem should be considered in fashioning solutions, to effectively direct those solutions.  It would include discussions by credentialed presenters from reputable academic institutions, speaking to root cause considerations—including a historical focus, and the link to currently observed indicators of social need.  Among the questions that would be considered are the following:  
· What do the Indicators of Need say:  health outcomes, educational attainment, involvement in criminal justice system income inequities.  Should need indicators help to prioritize the focus of the review?
· What are underlying causes of inequitable outcomes?  Is understanding causes helpful in shaping responses?  Does an historical view support such understanding?
· Are tailored responses appropriate for differing demographics with distinct narratives?  
· Are there useful ways of distinguishing patterns of inequity—e.g., Transitional inequity v. Multigenerational inequity—that suggest alternative responses?
· [bookmark: _GoBack]What is the county government role in responding to entrenched inequity?  Are there useful governmental responses, or joint government/community responses, that can address root cause concerns?

Geographic Focus
The Committee may wish to consider a Geographic Focus as a subset of the Root Causes focus; this could address concerns about needs of rural populations, as well as consider the impacts of “Place” as a factor in shaping the conditions experienced by underserved populations.  Questions addressed could include:
· Do the challenges faced by rural populations associated with regulatory oversight, constraints on use of property, environmental controls and similar concerns represent a key equity focus? 
· Can the prism of “Place” serve as an appropriate organizing tool for addressing issues of poverty, race, criminal justice involvement, and similar concerns?  
· Is there a historical narrative, centered on Place, that could explain differences in status on an “indicators of need” spectrum?

Fiscal Focus/Income Inequity
This approach would emphasize the fiscal needs of economically disadvantaged populations, assuming that mitigating fiscal challenges will address the needs of the underserved across lines of race, ethnicity, gender, country of origin, religion or other demographic categories. It would emphasize solutions such as minimum wage adjustments, job creation, access to employment, and similar approaches.  It would not address root causes, and would avoid consideration of social narratives that are distinguished by race, ethnicity or national origins.  Among the questions that would be considered are the following:  
· Do income inequity data say inequity is getting worse, or better?
· What are the impacts of income inequity on low-income populations?
· Is the local economy generating enough opportunity to mitigate income inequity?
· Do today’s graduates face income inequity challenges that are more persistent and entrenched?
· Is income inequity organic to the economic system?
· Is there a useful role for county government in overcoming income inequity?
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	COW Meeting Date
	Topic
	Invitees
	Accomplishments

	October 20, 2014
	Indicators of Need
	· Chandler Felt
· Matias Valenzuela, ESJ Manager
· Claudia Balducci, Justice System Manager, PSB
	· Panel presentation highlighted conditions of need faced by various demographics within the regional population
· Differences by income, health, criminal justice participation, graduation rates, life expectancy
· African American and Native American populations demonstrated persistent comparative need patterns in demographic analysis

	January 2015
	Work Plan update
	· COW discussion
	· Update of Council-initiated Strategic Innovation Priority work plans, including “Combatting Inequity” work plan

	March 2015
	Review of directional options/COW identification of study approach
	· Staff update
· Discussion led by COW leadership, membership
	· Review of Needs Indicators patterns

· Consideration of potential approaches to review, identification of questions related to each option


	May 2015
	Initial briefing based on strategic direction discussion
	· Contingent on COW direction, Possible speaker from university, or Exec program discussion
	
· Establishing the foundation:  Historical grounding to current issues
· Alternatively, identification of current program offerings, discussion of potential improvements



