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Metropolitan King County Council

Law, Justice, and Human Services Committee

STAFF REPORT

AGENDA ITEM:  2

DATE:  June 1, 2006
PROPOSED ORDINANCE:  2006-0252
PREPARED BY:  Clifton Curry
SUBJECT:  AN ORDINANCE implementing the district court redistricting committee's amendment to the districting plan for the 2006 general election and amending the district court plan to increase the number of electoral divisions from three to five beginning January 1, 2007; making technical corrections; and amending Ordinance 9282, Section 1, as amended, and K.C.C. 2.68.010, Ordinance 8935, Section 4, as amended, and K.C.C. 2.68.070, Ordinance 9427, Section 7, as amended, and K.C.C. 2.68.078 and Ordinance 10476, Section 2, as amended, and K.C.C. 2.68.085.

SUMMARY:  This proposed Ordinance would implement needed changes to county’s Justice Court District Plan.  The plan was adopted by the Court Districting Committee on April 28, 2006.  The plan modifies the existing three electoral divisions, establishing five divisions.  In addition, the plan allocates the 21 judicial positions among the new divisions.  There are technical amendments.
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 court currently has 22 judges that operate out of three divisions at eight locations throughout the county.  Prior to 2003, the county was statutorily allowed 26 judges, however, that number has been reduced to 21. 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.

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 the same standards to 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 over city lines or electoral districts necessitating a realignment of precinct and electoral district boundaries.

According to the County Code (K.C.C. 1.12.010) “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.  This ordinance incorporates the changes needed to address precinct naming and boundary changes.
Additionally, state law sets the number of judges for each county.  RCW 3.34.010 was changed in 2003 to reduce the number of judges in King County from 26 to 21.  The county’s District Court Plan also has to be amended to address the reduced number of judicial positions.
Previous District Court Plan and Court Changes.  The current District Court plan, adopted in 2002, allowed the county’s 26 judges (the number statutorily allowed King County in 2002) to run in nine electoral divisions.  However, the council adopted a plan for three divisions to go into effect after the election.  The goal of this revision was to allow the court to incorporate efficiencies and system improvements.  For example, the reduction in divisions allowed for the closure of two court facilities and significant budget savings.  
The District Court has, in fact, undergone significant changes since the last district plan change.  The court has absorbed significant budget and staffing reductions, been re-districted from nine to three divisions, and closed court facilities.  Additionally, the county has sought to modified the contract the county has with cities that use the District Court as their “municipal” court.  In addition, the court has initiated several programs to improve its own operations or to improve the county’s criminal justice system (instituting changes that may not directly benefit the court, but have demonstrable benefits for other criminal justice agencies, such as the prosecutor and public defense).

The council has weighed in on several occasions to encourage policy and other changes to improve the court.  With the adoption of Ordinance 14265 in 2000, the council set several policies for the district court, including requiring the court to reduce its utilization of secure detention, identify system and operational efficiencies and increase court revenues.  Ordinance 14430, adopted in 2002, gave the council's approval to the Adult Justice Operational Master Plan, establishing county policies for the use of secure detention capacity and emphasizing system and process efficiencies for both the superior and district courts that would reduce the utilization of jail and reduce overall criminal justice expenditures.  With Ordinance 14797 the council required that the executive and District Court develop an updated and comprehensive operational master plan.  This planning effort was directed by an oversight committee made up of representatives of the county executive, district court, council, and cities that contract with the district court for services.  The recommendations of the oversight committee resulted from the work of consultants from the National Center for State Court and staff from the executive, district court and other stakeholders.  The Council adopted the District Court Operational Master Plan in 2005.  Additionally, in 2005, the court and the executive renegotiated the contracts with cities.  These new contracts allowed cities substantial participation in the selection of judges for city cases.  The council adopted the new contract in 2006.
Proposed District Court Plan Changes.  On April 28, 2006, the districting committee met to review proposed changes to the county’s District Plan.  At the meeting, 33 different voting agencies were represented (a list of represented agencies is attached).  The committee selected the Hon. Michael Trickey, Presiding Judge of the King County Superior Court as the committee chair.  The committee heard from a representative of the county’s Records, Elections, and Licensing Section concerning needed ministerial changes.  Afterwards, the chair entertained any proposed changes to the current district court plan of three electoral divisions.  Judge Corinna Harn, presiding judge of the King County District Court and representing the Municipal Court Judges Association, made a motion for changing the district court plan from three to five electoral divisions.  Additionally, the motion included a proposal to allocate five judicial positions among four of the divisions, leaving one division with one judge.
The proposed plan would separate the current South Division along the western boundary of the cities of Renton, Kent, and Auburn, creating a Southwest Division with court facilities in Burien and a Southeast Division with court facilities in Kent.  In addition, the plan proposes dividing the current East Division along the eastern border of the City of Lake Forest Park, thus creating a Northeast Division with court facilities in Bellevue, Redmond, and Issaquah and a Shoreline Division with facilities in Shoreline.  The plan would retain the borders of the West Division with court facilities in Seattle.  The Shoreline Division would have only one judicial position associated with it, the others would each have five, for a total of 21 judges.

Representatives of the City of Bellevue sought to amend the motion, by increasing the number of judicial positions in the proposed Northeast Division from five to six and decreasing the West Division by one judge from five to four.  The city’s representative did not, however, suggest any changes to the number of proposed divisions or to the proposed new division boundaries.  The city representative and others argued that the caseload and other factors pointed towards the need for more judicial resources in the Northeast Division over the West Division.  Nevertheless, the changes to District Court administration adopted as part of court changes, the Operational Master Planning Effort, and through the city contract have made the transfer of caseload and judicial resources much easier and not tied to electoral divisions.  Over 70 percent of the court’s caseload can be heard at any court facility in the county.  Furthermore, caseload numbers do no reflect the workload of the court’s specialty courts (primarily in the West Division) and the needs of providing judicial officers for at the county’s detention facilities (District Court Judges hold in-custody calendars in the county’s jail facilities).  Additionally, if adopted, current judges in this division might have run against each other in the upcoming election (all of the other proposed divisions have the same number of sitting judges as the proposed number of judicial positions). This proposed amendment failed.  The committee then adopted the proposed plan change as incorporated in this Ordinance.
In order to meet statutory mandates, this ordinance must be adopted concurrently or after Proposed Ordinance 2006-0234 to ensure that all precinct changes conform to the proposed precincts incorporated in the District Court plan.

Proposed Amendments.  Because this legislation reduces the number of judges—to take effect in 2007—but creates new electoral divisions in 2006 for the upcoming election, the Office of the Prosecuting Attorney has recommended an Amendment and Title Amendment that will meet legal requirements.  The proposed amendments parallel the legislation implementing the changes the county council faced as it moved from thirteen to nine members.
Attendees:

· Corinna Harn, Presiding Judge, King County District Court

· Michael Trickey, Chair, District Court Re-Districting Committee

Attachments:

1.  Proposed Ordinance 2006-0252

2.  Amendment #S-1

3.  Title Amendment #T-1

4.  Revised Code of Washington, Related to District Court

5.  Current King County Code Chapter 2.68, Justice Court District Plan

6.  Districting Committee Agenda, April 28, 2006

7.  List of Attendees and Votes

8.  Adopted Plan Change Motion
