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REVISED STAFF REPORT

As reported out of the Budget and Fiscal Management Committee

Proposed Substitute Ordinance 2009-0384.2 received a Do Pass recommendation from the Committee.  The transmitted ordinance was amended in Committee as delineated in the section titled “Changes to Transmitted Legislation” that appears below.  

SUMMARY

Proposed Ordinance 2009-0384 would make a supplemental appropriation to Public Health of $1,186,710.  The appropriation is backed with federal and state family planning revenues that are higher than were anticipated in the 2009 adopted budget, which included only nine months of appropriation authority for family planning services.  The additional revenues and appropriation authority will allow the family planning program to operate for all of 2009, removing it from its nine-month “lifeboat”.  However, the program is likely to face continued financial challenges in 2010.  

Striking Amendment S1 would add to the proposed ordinance a proviso on the Public Health budget related to preparation and response to the H1N1 influenza pandemic.  The proviso requires the executive to transmit a written update to the Council by August 17, 2009 that would detail:  

1) Known essential costs related to preparation for an H1N1 outbreak in King County during the winter influenza season;

2) Funds currently available within the Public Health fund that may be appropriated or placed in reserve for H1N1 preparation and response; 

3) Information on federal funding that may become available for local H1N1 preparation and response.

BACKGROUND

The Family Planning “Lifeboat”

King County operates 10 Public Health Centers (PHCs).  All but one PHC offers family planning services that include birth control, pregnancy testing, sexually-transmitted disease testing and treatment, and reproductive health services to low-income women, men and teens.  In 2007, the PHCs served 17,200 family planning clients.  

Compared to other health services offered through the PHCs, there is limited federal and state funding available to support family planning.  Continued operation of the family planning program has required the County to support these services with a significant amount of County General Fund and allocations of State Public Health flexible funding (MVET backfill).  The 2009 adopted budget for family planning of $7.8 million is supported with $3.7 million in these flexible funds, or more than 40% of the family planning budget.  

In 2009, the County’s General Fund financial challenge resulted in the County not being able to fully fill the 2009 gap in dedicated family planning funding.  The 2009 adopted budget therefore includes only nine months of appropriation authority and revenue for family planning services.  The County placed the family planning program in this nine-month “lifeboat” in the hopes that additional dedicated funding for the program might become available.   The Council also added a proviso to Public Health’s budget asking for options that would allow the program to operate for the full year.

The Adopted ”Lifeboat” Legislation:  Ordinance 16590

On July 13, 2009, the Council adopted Ordinance 16590, providing supplemental appropriation authority for several programs that were placed in a six-month “lifeboat” in the 2009 adopted budget.  Without this supplemental appropriation, these programs would have been eliminated for the remainder of 2009.  Because the programs required County General Fund for their continuation, the Council had to identify other General Fund savings or reductions in programs in order to fund the supplemental appropriations.  These included savings from a State reduction in the required Public Employees’ Retirement Systems (PERS) contribution and significant reductions in the budgets of the legislative branch and the Executive’s office.  

In the ordinance as transmitted, the executive proposed restoration of three Public Health lifeboat programs totaling $840,216.  The programs were proposed for restoration based on their potential connection with preparation and response to the H1N1 influenza pandemic (several other Public Health lifeboat programs were not proposed for restored and have now ended).  The Council removed appropriation for these programs from the adopted ordinance while requiring the Department to continue to prepare for an H1N1 influenza outbreak during the winter flu season.  The Council also directed staff to work with the Department over the following week to analyze the funds needed and the funds available for H1N1 preparation and response and, if needed, to prepare amendments to the family planning appropriation ordinance based on that analysis. 
ANALYSIS

The Family Planning Appropriation:  $1,186,710; $0 General Fund

In March 2009, the executive transmitted a response to the family planning proviso, indicating that additional family planning state and Title X federal funds would be received in 2009.  The State allocates dedicated state and federal family planning funding based on a formula that takes into account indicators of need (e.g., client income levels) from the prior year.  The number and type of family planning clients seen in the PHCs in 2008 led to an unexpected increase in King County’s allocation of dedicated funding for 2009, based on the State’s formula.

In addition, the Department is implementing the following strategies to eliminate the remaining funding gap in the family planning program:

1) Adjusting clinic hours to match to service need, thereby increasing the number of completed appointments and revenue;

2) Implementing business process improvements to make more efficient and appropriate use of staff;

3) Providing more focused access and outreach to ensure clients eligible for coverage get enrolled sooner.

The additional dedicated funding and these changes in business practices will allow the family planning program to operate in all existing sites for the remainder of 2009, without any additional General Fund support.  Adoption of the proposed appropriation of $1,186,710 will thereby remove the program from its nine-month “lifeboat”. 

H1N1 Influenza Preparation & Response:   Continuing Uncertainty

The World Health Organization has now declared the H1N1 influenza virus to be a pandemic.  The virus is circulating widely in the Southern Hemisphere at this time; most public health officials believe that it is likely to cause more widespread infection and illness in the Northern Hemisphere during the winter influenza season.  The virus continues to cause illness that is broadly comparable in severity to regular seasonal influenza.  However, because influenza viruses can change relatively quickly, a great deal of uncertainty remains regarding how the H1N1 pandemic will evolve and how it will impact King County this coming winter.  

In addition to uncertainty over the impact that H1N1 will have and hence the level of resource and response that will be needed, uncertainty also exists regarding the amount of federal funding that will be available to King County for preparation and response.  On July 10, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services announced $350 million in H1N1 grants that will be distributed to States and hospitals.  Washington State is expected to receive a total of about $7.4 million, with $5.5 million of that for public health emergency response grants.  These public health grants will help State public health departments perform a variety of functions, including preparing for potential vaccination campaigns, implementing strategies to reduce people’s exposure to the H1N1 virus, and improving influenza surveillance and investigation.  The Washington State Department of Health will surely involve local health jurisdictions in carrying out these functions; however, how the State will allocate funding to local departments including King County is not yet known.

Over the past several years, the County has invested in comprehensive pandemic influenza planning, reflecting the County’s roles as regional public health service provider, essential government service provider, and large employer.  While the three public health “lifeboat” programs proposed for restoration by the executive in the lifeboat legislation do have a potential connection to H1N1 preparation and response, these programs do not constitute the full picture of pandemic preparedness and response activities or, necessarily, the highest priority activities.  While there are some essential activities that should be undertaken that are known today, the level and type of activities needed is certain to evolve over the coming months.  Council staff is working with the Department to bring before the Council a fuller picture of resource needs and availability of funding for preparation and response to the current H1N1 pandemic.
CHANGES TO THE TRANSMITTED LEGISLATION

As directed by the Chair and members of the Committee, a striking amendment has been prepared that reflects input received from the Department of Public Health over the past week.  Striking Amendment S1 would add to the proposed ordinance a proviso on the Public Health budget related to H1N1 preparation and response.  The proviso recognizes the continuing uncertainty regarding the impact of H1N1 on King County and the funding that is available.  The proviso directs the executive to transmit to the Council by August 17 a written update that details:

1) Known essential costs related to preparation for an H1N1 outbreak in King County during the winter influenza season;

2) Funds currently available within the Public Health fund that may be appropriated or placed in reserve for H1N1 preparation and response;  

3) Information on federal funding that may become available for local H1N1 preparation and response.

Council and Department staff expect that any functions related to the lifeboat programs that are essential to the County’s preparation for the H1N1 pandemic can at this time be absorbed within the Department’s existing appropriation.  However, as the disease evolves, the Department may require additional appropriation authority.

NEXT STEPS

Should the Council adopt Proposed Substitute Ordinance 2009-0384.2, Council staff will work with the Department on a briefing for the Council’s Budget & Fiscal Management Committee at the beginning of September that will provide the Committee with a broader picture of the resource needs, availability, and timing for H1N1 preparation and response.  
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