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ATTENDING:  Stephanie Warden, Department of Development and Environmental Services
SUBJECT:  
Briefing related to the Code Enforcement Section’s compliance with the King County Auditor’s “Code Enforcement Performance Audit Report (2008-01).”
BACKGROUND:
The Code Enforcement section of the Department of Development and Environmental Services ("DDES") investigates, in unincorporated King County, allegations of violations of King County Code related to zoning, building, shorelines, site development, and critical areas.   

Enforcement actions are undertaken on a complaint-driven basis.  The section receives complaints of violations and deploys Code Enforcement Officers ("CEOs") to investigate the complaints. Through a series of site inspections, face-to-face meetings, and written communications, CEOs work with property owners to resolve the complaints and bring the property into compliance with county code.  If that approach is not successful, CEOs may recommend pursuing legal options.
On October 20, 2008, the King County Auditor briefed the Council’s Committee-of-the-Whole about the key findings and recommendations of the Auditor's Code Enforcement Performance Audit Report (2008-01).  The audit evaluated whether then-current code enforcement management, policies, procedures, and practices promoted consistency, transparency, and accountability. In addition, the audit analyzed (1) the section’s compliance with laws, regulations, and procedures; (2) its prioritization, investigation, and tracking of cases; and (3) its communications with property owners. 

The audit noted several areas of concern and provided recommendations for improvement (See Attachment 2 for summary), such as:

· Revision of policies and procedures to help address inconsistencies in CEO approaches,

· Expansion educational materials and improve its written communications with property owners,

· Improvement in records management practices and performance reporting in order to strengthen management controls, 

· Development of a strategic plan to provide the section with a mission and goals that articulate section priorities, and

· Performance measures that allow the section to evaluate its success in meeting its objectives. 

NOTE:  In his response to the audit, the Executive concurred with all of the recommendations and noted that implementation of several recommendations had already begun.

In the adopted 2009 King County budget, the Council included the following proviso for the DDES budget:

Of this appropriation, $6,000,000 shall not be encumbered or expended unless by March 1, 2009, the executive has transmitted a report and implementation plan to the council of recommendations #1 - #6 identified on pages 69 through 71 in the 2008 Performance Audit Code Enforcement Report issued by the county auditor.

Audit recommendations 1 through 6 are:

Recommendation 1:   

· Develop a set of educational materials about the code enforcement process, common code violations, and the kinds of activities that require a permit.  The description of code enforcement processes should include an overview of the avenues (appeal and penalty processes) available to property owners to resolve violations, including:

· the Notice and Order process, 

· Voluntary Compliance Agreements,  and 

· the development of a compliance schedule
· Materials should include definitions and descriptions stated clearly in lay terms. Further, the section should investigate and pursue additional distribution venues for these materials to support its stated goal of educating the community.
Recommendation 2:  

· Include educational materials with its Violation 1 letters.

Recommendation 3: 

· Ensure that all communication between officers and property owners complies with the requirements established in County Code and templates for written communication are reviewed and approved by section management prior to use. 

· Amend the Violation 2 letter to include more information about the Voluntary Compliance Agreements and their advantages.
Recommendation 4: 

· Revise its policies and procedures to include: 

· Clear distinction between the two types of high priority cases and emphasis on resolving cases of the highest priority first. 

· Timelines only for those processes that are tracked, monitored, and managed to ensure that case management is efficient and effective. 

· Guidance on the use of discretion and criteria for evaluating progress in addressing violations. 

· New policies and procedures for :

· Confidentiality, 

· Scope of inspection, 

· Coordination of enforcement efforts with other agencies (e.g., Health Department, Sheriff’s Department) and DDES divisions (e.g., Permitting and Site Development), and 

· Communication expectations, including resources for property owners, use of standard templates, relationships with community groups, and public outreach. 

Recommendation 5: 

· Develop an effective staffing model by: 

· Revising and consolidating current task codes in the timekeeping system. 

· Issuing clear instructions to all staff on the appropriate use of task codes. 

· Reviewing and verifying the ensuing use of task codes. 

· Constructing a model based on accurate, verifiable timekeeping data. 

Recommendation 6: 

· Code Enforcement should improve records management by: 

· Emphasizing in the standard operating procedures the importance of keeping accurate data, and providing direction for proper records management. 

· Setting controls in the timekeeping and case management database to prevent missing or inaccurate fields. 

· Assigning the supervisor or assistant supervisor to periodically review samples of case files to ensure that they are complete. 

NOTE:  On February 27, 2009, the Executive transmitted the report and implementation plan to the council.

REPORT AND IMPLEMENTATION PLAN SUMMARY:
As noted earlier, the section had already begun taking steps to implement several audit recommendations prior to the adoption of the 2009 budget.  As a result, the DDES report and implementation plan indicates that audit Recommendations 1, 2 and 3 have been completed.

Included as Attachments A and B of the DDES report and implementation (Attachment 1 of the staff report) are sample letters sent to potential violators, informing them of a complaint and potential inspection of the property.  Also included (as Attachment 3 of the staff report) are three informational brochures describing the enforcement purpose and process, as well as, outlining potential options for violators.

· Recommendation 4 (revise to policies and procedures) is partially complete and has an implementation date of April 2010. 

· Recommendation 5 (develop effective staffing model) is partially complete and has an implementation date of June 2009. 

· Recommendation 6 (improve records management) is partially complete and has an implementation date of October 2009. 

NOTE:  For Recommendations 4, 5 and 6, specific tasks that have been undertaken and that which remain to be completed are detailed in the report and implementation plan.
ATTACHMENTS:

1. DDES Report and Implementation Plan for 2008 Performance Audit Code Enforcement  Report
2. Summary of Code Enforcement Audit Findings and Recommendations

3. Three Informational Brochures

