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SUBJECT:  A MOTION promoting county use of electronic media in order to reduce costs and to increase access to county services and to improve customer service.

SUMMARY:
The motion encourages King County to offer more electronic media options to communicate with residents and for residents to communicate with King County and to receive services from King County. The motion recognized that traditional mail will always be needed for some communications to residents and for some services because of legal requirements or because of preferences by county residents. The motion requests a report from the Executive by July 15, 2012, describing progress toward the goal of using more electronic media and requests information on the extent to which traditional mail is still used. 
BACKGROUND:

King County residents are increasingly using electronic media to get information and services from both the private and public sectors. While traditional mail will always be needed for certain communications, it is likely that over time more and more individuals will prefer to get information and services through electronic media. King County already has initiatives to reduce paper and to promote electronic access to County services. 
It is a priority of the GAO committee’s 2011 work plan to identify opportunities for efficiencies and greater use of technology to better communicate with county residents. Therefore, at the direction of the Committee chair, staff researched current practices related to bulk mailings and the use of electronic media. The proposed motion is a result of that research.
King County has established a policy framework that supports the expanded use of electronic media for communications, to provide services, to reduce the use of paper and to save money. In the case of the subject legislation, increasing the use of electronic media for communications and services has the potential to significantly reduce postage expenditures. Council staff learned that the County’s postage budget most likely exceeds $2 million annually. That does not count the cost of printing pamphlets, letters, etc. that are mailed, nor does it take into account the staff time involved in mailings. To be sure, staff time would also be involved in preparing electronic media, but it is likely staff time would be saved compared with mailing the same material. 
Staff worked with several departments to learn how they use electronic media and when traditional mail better met the County’s or the resident’s needs. The recent committee briefing on the top five government services King County could be offered electronically found that the Office of Emergency Management has over 33,000 individuals signed up to receive a variety of emergency alerts electronically. The Solid Waste Division, the historic preservation program, economic development programs and many other county programs do use email as an outreach and communication tool for known audiences/recipients. In general, departments are increasingly using electronic media when possible and appropriate. However, as the Executive’s report on eGovernment services indicated, there are many more potential applications that could be developed. 
Cases where it is not practical or legal to use electronic media 
In a number of cases it is not practical or legal to use electronic media to conduct County business or notify residents of pending actions. Departments provided examples of these below.
· In general, departments report that members of the public are reluctant to share their personal email addresses with the County, except for very specific reasons, such as to receive emergency notifications.

· Capital projects – Typically King County will notify residents within a specific geographic area of capital projects that it intends to undertake. It would be difficult to try and gather the email addresses within specific radii for various projects. This is easily accomplished with mail. In addition, departments often hold community meetings on projects or facility operations which residents appreciate and which build good will.

· SEPA Notices – King County is often required to notify property owners within 500 feet of a proposed private development or land use action.

· Elections – Until secure electronic voting becomes a reality, ballots will still need to be mailed out via first class postage to over one million voters. Voters’ pamphlets are available online however they are still mailed out to voters using bulk rate postage.

· State law and County Code also require certain notifications to be mailed to residents. 

In summary, this legislation can be thought of as a follow up action to the motion that requested the eGovernment report. It helps move King County in the direction of providing more government services and information through electronic media. The Executive’s report required in the motion will identify legal impediments to using electronic media which can then be addressed legislatively if appropriate. 

ANALYSIS
Proposed Motion 2011-0329 commits the Council and requests the executive branch and separately elected officials to increasing electronic media options for county residents to receive information whenever practical and legal. Furthermore, the motion expresses the intent that whenever communicating with residents using mail, bulk-rate mailings shall be used whenever practical.

The motion also specifies that when implementing the motion, mail should continue to be used with county residents that do not have electronic technology available or who prefer not to receive communications electronically.

Finally, the motion requests the Executive to provide a report by July 15, 2012 to the council summarizing postage budgets by county departments, identifying those mailings for each department exceeding $10,000 in postage costs. The executive is also requested to examine whether those mailings could be done by bulk mailing or electronically and any steps taken to do so.  Separately elected officials are requested to cooperate with the executive in preparing this report.  The report should also identify legal constraints to using electronic media to communicate with residents, and make recommendations for changes to state law or county code if the executive agrees this is advisable.
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