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STAFF REPORT
SUBJECT:  AN ORDINANCE relating to pet licensing.

SUMMARY:


Proposed Ordinance 2008-0580 would increase pet licensing fees by 50 percent and establish a punitive fine of $125 for failure to license cats and dogs.

BACKGROUND:


King County Animal Care and Control provides shelter and field services for approximately 12,000 animals annually. The 2009 proposed budget for KCACC is $6.4 million. Of this amount, about $4 million is from licensing revenues. Executive staff estimate that approximately 32 percent of all cats and dogs in King County are licensed.  In 2007, 88,794 dog and 50,103 cat licenses were sold in King County.
Over the past two years, the council has established a new policy framework to dramatically change the quality and type of care provided at King County animal shelters. The intent of these policy changes is to establish a “model” animal services program in King County.

The executive’s proposed 2009 Budget for King County Animal Care and Control assumes an increase in licensing fees and the implementation of a punitive fine for pet owners who fail to license their pets.  According to OMB, this proposal is intended to provide a new source of revenue to recover costs associated with government provided animal services.   However, even with the increased fees, the pet licensing program does not recover the full-cost of providing animal services and the 2009 budget includes an estimated $1.9 million General Fund subsidy.

ANALYSIS:
As discussed below, Proposed Ordinance 2008-0580 would amend King County Code Chapter 11 by increasing licensing fees and implementing a punitive fine for pet owners who fail to license their pets.  

Dog and Cat Licensing Fee Increases 
As proposed in Ordinance 2008-0580, the licenses for unaltered dogs and cats would increase from $60 to $90 and licenses for altered dogs and cats would increase from $20 to $30. The budget assumes this fee increase will generate $1,199,130 annually.  Although fees are increasing by 50 percent, the budget assumes there will be no effect on the number of licenses sold as a result of the increase. This assumption has not been corroborated by any financial or market analysis. 

As shown below in Table One, these proposed fees are significantly higher than the fee structure for the City of Seattle.

Establishing Punitive Fines 

Current code does not include a fine for unlicensed animals. Proposed Ordinance 2008-0580 amends Chapter 11 of the King County Code to allow for the issuance of fines of $125 to owners who fail to license their pets, or those who fail to renew pet licenses within 135 days of their expiration.  The budget assumes this punitive fine of $125 will generate $556, 800 in new revenue.  The 2009 budget refers to this fine proposal as the “Save Lives Pet Partnership.” The same fine level was proposed in the 2008 budget as a “Zero Tolerance Policy” fine and was rejected by Council. 

Executive staff estimate 1,560 fines will be issued in 2009. KCACC will spend $69,500 to implement the Saving Lives Pet Partnership, including public outreach and communication efforts. According to executive staff, since the officers and structure are already in place, the costs of implementing this program are mostly in marketing and outreach.
As shown below in Table One, the proposed fine is at the same level as the fine in the City of Seattle.

Below, council staff have summarized the executive’s rationale for proposing the punitive fine. 

The proposed “Save Lives Pet Partnership” is not the “zero tolerance” policy that the Council rejected last year. The Save Lives Pet Partnership does allow for the program to issue a fine, but the program’s intent is now to take a “softer” approach and field officers will have more discretion when deciding to issue a fine. Accordingly, when a field officer comes across an unlicensed pet, the officer would offer to issue a license first, rather than a fine. Without the fine as a tool there is little leverage to encourage the owner to license their pet. In fact, the Executive’s proposed budget anticipates the $125 fine will lead to more voluntary compliance (in lieu of being fined) and 10,500 more licenses will be sold as a result of owners choosing to comply rather than be fined.  Executive staff report that the sale of these new 10,500 licenses will generate $315,000 in new revenue. If the Save Lives Pet Partnership is not implemented, these sales are less likely and a reduction of licensing revenue of $315,000 should be made.

However, this “softer” approach is not explicitly reflected in the code language in Proposed Ordinance 2008-0580. In addition, the proposed ordinance does not include any special provisions for a waiver in the event that a pet owner is unable to pay the fine.  In addition, it is uncertain that the existence of a punitive fine will encourage the sale of 10,500 more licenses as projected by executive staff. Lastly, the impacts to the workload of the Board of Appeals are not reflected in the 2009 budget because executive staff have assumed there will not be many appeals of the fine. 
Table One 
Comparison of King County and City of Seattle Licensing Fees and Fines
	Program
	King County (current)
	King County (proposed)
	Seattle (current)
	

	Cat
	$20 
	$30 
	$15 
	

	Cat - Unaltered
	$60 
	$90 
	$25 
	

	Dog
	$20 
	$30 
	$20 
	

	Dog - Unaltered
	$60 
	$90 
	$40 
	

	Punitive Fine
	none
	$125 
	$125 
	


Options for Licensing:

1. Approve the fee ordinance as transmitted to increase licenses by 50%.  This is anticipated to generate $1,199,130 in new revenue.

2. 
Reject pet licensing fee increases.  This would create a $1,199,130 hole in KCACC’s budget and if backfilled with General Fund would increase the program’s General Fund subsidy.

Options for Punitive Fine:

1. Approve the fee ordinance as transmitted to increase punitive fines.  This is anticipated to generate $556,800. This amount includes punitive fine revenue ($195,000) and increased licensing revenue ($361,800).

2. Reject the $125 punitive fine.  This would create a $556,800 hole in KCACC’s budget and if backfilled with General Fund would increase the programs General Fund subsidy.

3. Approve a reduced punitive fine of $75.  This would reduce the proposed punitive fine revenues by $78,000 and if backfilled with General Fund would increase the programs General Fund subsidy. However, a lower punitive fine may reduce the number of appeals and work impacts to the Board of Appeals. (Council staff assumes the additional compliance revenue assumed in the Executive’s budget as a result of the punitive fine would not change by lowering the fine to $75.) 
4. Amend code to require pet owners be offered the opportunity to license their pets before a fine is issued. 

AMENDMENTS:

Amendments have been drafted to address the options listed above.

1. Amendment A would reject pet licensing fee increases of 50% as proposed.

2. Amendment B would reject the punitive fine of $125 as proposed.

3. Amendment C would approve a reduced punitive fine of $75.

4. Amendment D would codify the “softer” approach to the punitive fine by requiring KCACC to first offer unlicensed pet owners the option to license their pets and avoid the punitive fine.

INVITED: 
Carolyn Ableman, Director, Records and Licensing Division



Yiling Wong, Budget Analyst, Office of Management and Budget
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