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King County




Metropolitan King County Council

Law, Justice and Human Services Committee
STAFF REPORT

AGENDA ITEM:  5

DATE:  February 14, 2008
BRIEFING No. 2008-B0027

PREPARED BY:  Clifton Curry
SUBJECT:  Briefing on the Status of the Sheriff’s Blue Ribbon Panel Update Report.
SUMMARY:  The Committee of the Whole heard a detailed progress report from the King County Sheriff and the Chair of the Blue Ribbon Panel on the status of implementation of the recommendations of the 2006 Blue Ribbon Task Force as required by MOTION 12337.  Today, the committee will review the recommendations as part of their overall review of the Sheriff’s Operational Master Plan.
Background.  The King County Sheriff’s Office provides a variety of law enforcement services and has the largest county criminal justice budget (over $125 million and 1,000 employees).  The sheriff is responsible for certain mandated regional and local law enforcement services.  The sheriff’s office is the first response “police department” for all of King County’s unincorporated areas.  In addition, the sheriff’s office has several regional responsibilities, including the operation of the county’s Automated Fingerprint Identification System (AFIS), E-911 call and dispatch center, King County Search and Rescue, and various other regional programs.  In addition, the sheriff’s office also provides services to cities and other governmental agencies under contract.  The sheriff’s office, through full cost recovery contracts, is the “police department” for 12 King County cities, Metro Transit, King County Airport, and several other agencies (the Muckleshoot Tribe, King County Housing, and U.S. Forestry Department, for example).  
As part of a complement of reforms for the Sheriff’s Office, the sheriff convened a “Blue Ribbon Panel” to review the internal management systems within the Sheriff’s Office related to employee misconduct and discipline.  The council, along with the executive and the prosecutor were asked to identify citizens to serve on blue ribbon panel.  Ten citizens were selected to serve on this panel and had their first meeting on March 2006 and completed their work in August 2006.

This expert panel of volunteer citizens met ten times over six months, held three public meetings, reviewed the sheriff's internal management systems, model best practices, and heard testimony from labor, sheriff personnel and from the public to identify areas of needed change and developed recommendations for the sheriff and the council on needed reforms.  The panel, with the support of consultant assistance and county staff help, completed a detailed and thorough report documenting the panel's findings, conclusions and recommendations, and plan on presenting its report to the metropolitan King County council's committee of the whole on September 11, 2006.  The plan was accepted through MOTION 12337.  In addition, the Motion called for the panel to evaluate the sheriff’s efforts in implementing recommendations and report their evaluation of those efforts by January 2008. 

The Council also adopted Ordinance 15611 which created the Office of Law Enforcement Oversight as a new legislative branch agency.  The 2008 budget contains funding and FTE authority within the council’s budget to create the new office.  The Executive’s 2007 and 2008 budgets contained funding for priorities identified by the panel.  In addition, the council added to the executive’s proposed budgets additional resources to implement panel recommendations to improve supervision, evaluate human resources needs, and improve the sheriff’s personnel process.

The Blue Ribbon Panel’s Review of Progress.  The Sheriff’s Blue Ribbon Panel delivered its report to the King County Council in September 2006 concluding a review of the management and oversight of employee misconduct and discipline in the King County Sheriff’s Office.  The panel’s report presented 43 findings, six major recommendations and 36 implementing actions including a proposal the panel be reconvened to review progress made in implementing the panel’s recommendations.  At the County Council’s direction, the panel reconvened to review and evaluate the progress made to date.  The nine-member Blue Ribbon Panel met four times in late 2007 to complete their work.

The panel released its report that reviews of the progress made by the county in implementing the recommendations of the panel’s 2006 report.  Based on the Blue Ribbon Panel’s progress review, the panel believes the Sheriff’s Office has made significant progress implementing the panel’s recommendations.  Further, the Sheriff’s Office has taken the lead in implementing those recommendations over which the Sheriff has control.  Additionally, in its 2006 report, the panel understood their recommendations would require significant financial resources from County government; and, in general, the panel is very pleased with the support from the Council on the commitment of financial resources towards implementing the panel’s recommendations.
However, for several of the panel’s recommendations the county has made little or no progress towards implementation.  The panel’s progress review reveals two separate but related issues impeding the full and complete implementation of our recommendations: (1) elements of the panel’s recommendations that cannot be fully implemented until agreements are reached with the labor unions representing the Sheriff’s Office employees; and (2) issues of authority to bargain and manage working conditions with those unions.
In general, the Executive has determined that the panel recommendations that impact wages, benefits, or working conditions have to be bargained and can be potentially reflected in a new collective bargaining agreement.  The Executive has taken the position that several of the panel’s key recommendations include aspects that are subject to bargaining.  These reforms are listed below.

· Implementing performance evaluations
· Improving discipline policies and procedures

· Instituting Field Training Officer program reforms

· Implementing an Early Intervention System

· Improving policies/systems related to complaint intake, processing, and tracking

· Establishing independent oversight through the Office of Law Enforcement Oversight
The labor unions’ collective bargaining agreements with the Sheriff’s Office form the foundation and framework for how employees of that office are managed, disciplined, and compensated. The issues involved in the agreements fall under two broad categories: (1) wages and benefits, and (2) working conditions.  Wages and benefits refer to the compensation afforded employees, while working conditions cover a broader range of issues, including discipline, performance evaluations, misconduct investigations, training policies, and overtime management.

The current King County Charter authorizes the King County Executive to negotiate and manage the collective bargaining agreements with the unions representing Sheriff’s Office employees.  This authority includes bargaining working conditions, as well as wages and benefits.  While the independently elected Sheriff is consulted on bargaining issues, the Sheriff has neither the responsibility nor the authority to negotiate the agreements or settle contract disputes.  The panel concluded that this arrangement creates a structural impediment to an effective and accountable outcome that best serves the interests of the public and the employees of the Sheriff’s Office. 

Panel Recommendations from the Progress Report.  The following is a summary of the Blue Ribbon Panel’s four recommendations that address implementation issues regarding the accountability measures proposed by the panel in its 2006 report on the King County Sheriff’s Office.
 
Recommendation #1:  The King County Sheriff should continue to move forward and complete its efforts implementing the panel’s recommendations.  While it respects that the Sheriff’s Office has taken the lead in implementing those recommendations over which it has control, the panel urges the Sheriff’s Office to capitalize on the substantial changes and momentum it has created and continue to implement the necessary reforms that will sustain a culture of accountability and professionalism within the office for years to come.  The panel recognizes that full implementation of many of its recommendations will require long-term and continued commitment on the part of the sheriff’s administration and the rest of the county.

Recommendation #2:  The King County Executive and King County Council should continue to implement the panel’s recommendations, especially the recommendation to create the Office of Law Enforcement Oversight.  The panel strongly recommends that the OLEO be fully implemented without any changes.  The panel notes that an oversight office with substantially less authority or independence as specified by the panel and adopted into ordinance will not serve either the Sheriff’s Office or the citizens of King County well.  The panel exhorts the Executive and Council, both whom have signed and funded the County ordinance creating the oversight office, to maintain its integrity during the collective bargaining process.

Recommendation #3:  The King County Charter Review Commission should forward a recommendation to the King County Council to amend the County Charter to give the Sheriff the authority and responsibility to negotiate working conditions with the office’s labor unions.  The King County Executive would retain the responsibility and authority to negotiate wages and benefits as part of the collective bargaining agreements.
The panel concluded that, as an independent, elected official, the King County Sheriff should have the responsibility and authority to negotiate working conditions with all labor unions representing commissioned and non-commissioned employees of the Sheriff’s Office.  The panel noted that without this authority, it is difficult for citizens to hold the Sheriff accountable for the leadership and oversight of the office.  This arrangement will lead to a more effective and accountable management system by allowing the Sheriff to have a meaningful role in negotiating labor agreements of the employees the Sheriff is responsible for management and oversight.

Recommendation #4:  The King County Charter Review Commission should forward a recommendation to the King County Council to amend the County Charter so that King County Office of Citizen Complaints-Ombudsman should no longer have oversight responsibilities for the Sheriff’s Office.  These responsibilities should be performed by the new Office of Law Enforcement Oversight assuming the substance and intent of Ordinance 15611 is implemented after completion of the labor negotiations.

The panel’s Recommendation 6 provides: “The King County Executive and the King County Council should create and fund an Office of Independent Oversight” with a provision that the King County Office of Citizen Complaints-Ombudsman should no longer have oversight responsibilities for the Sheriff’s Office.  These responsibilities should be performed by the new Office of Law Enforcement Oversight assuming the substance and essence of Ordinance 15611 is implemented after completion of the labor negotiations.  If the ordinance is not implemented, no Charter amendment is needed.

In addition to its progress report to the council, the panel has submitted to the King County Charter Review Commission its recommendation to amend the County Charter to give the Sheriff the authority and responsibility to negotiate working conditions with the office’s labor unions.  Under the panel’s recommendation, the King County Executive would retain the responsibility and authority to negotiate wages and benefits as part of the collective bargaining agreements.
ATTENDEES:
· Hon. Sue Rahr, King County Sheriff
ATTACHMENTS:
1. King County Sheriff’s Blue Ribbon Panel Progress Report, January 28, 2008.
