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The Honorable Larry Phillips







July 1, 2004
Chair, King County Council

Room 1200

C O U R T H O U S E

Dear Councilmember Phillips:

On the eve of the 40th anniversary of President Lynden Johnson’s signing of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, I am pleased to transmit to the Council the Omnibus Civil Rights ordinance.  As we reflect on the historic significance of that federal legislation, we must strive to keep King County on the forefront as one of the most accepting and humane counties in the country.

The Office of Civil Rights (OCR) has completed a comprehensive review of the ordinances it enforces:  the Fair Employment Ordinance, the Fair (or Open) Housing Ordinance, the Public Accommodations Ordinance, and the Contracting Practices Ordinance.  The goal of the review was to improve the effectiveness and efficiency in the administration and enforcement of these four ordinances and, subsequently, to propose appropriate revisions and updates.  The result is the enclosed Omnibus Civil Rights Ordinance.  Also enclosed is a briefing paper that provides background information as well an explanation of the specific changes proposed by the Omnibus Civil Rights Ordinance.
Highlights of the proposed Omnibus Civil Rights Ordinance are:

Adding a Private Right of Action to the Employment and Public Accommodations Ordinances.  The private right of actions is particularly critical to protected classes who are not recognized under state or federal law (sexual orientation…) and who might not be able to go to court without this protection.
Expanding Coverage of the Employment Ordinance to Small Businesses.  Employers with eight (8) employees are now covered.  Proposed ordinance expands the coverage to employers with one (1) employee.  The purpose of the expansion of coverage is to prohibit discrimination by all employers, not just employers with eight (8) or more employees.  Seattle and Tacoma have not experienced problems as a result of covering small employers.
Changing and Adding Protected Classes (Gender and Gender Identity).  References to “sex” in the anti-discrimination ordinances would be changed to “gender” to eliminate confusion when defining sexual orientation.  Specific protection for “gender identity” is added as a specific protected category to send the message that this type of discrimination is illegal.

Expanding the Public Accommodations Ordinance to Cover County Services and Facilities wherever Located.  This expansion ensures that customers of King County have a forum and remedy for discrimination complaints.
Clarifying Housing for Older Persons.  This updates county ordinances to be consistent with federal law, most notably by adding a new category of housing for older persons.

In 1992, the King County Fair Housing Ordinance became the first legislation on the West Coast to obtain federal Housing and Urban Development (HUD) approval as “substantially equivalent” to the federal Fair Housing legislation.  HUD’s approval allowed King County to continue receiving funds to support its Fair Housing enforcement and education efforts.  HUD reviewed the changes proposed by the enclosed Omnibus Civil Rights Ordinance and, on September 23, 2002, approved them as being consistent with the federal Fair Housing Amendments Act.  A copy of their approval letter is enclosed.   

Additionally, the proposed ordinance also contains many technical changes as a result of the drafters working with the Council Clerk’s Code Revisor.  Many helpful suggestions have been incorporated to clarify and “modernize” the ordinances.  Based on the experience of Seattle and Tacoma, the OCR does not believe there will be any significant fiscal impact from this ordinance.  Any modest increase can be absorbed by existing resources in OCR and the Department of Executive Services.
Thank you for your consideration of this proposed ordinance and for your support of civil rights legislation.  If you have any questions or need additional information, please contact Paul Tanaka, County Administrative Officer, Department of Executive Services, at (206) 296-3824.

Sincerely,

Ron Sims

King County Executive
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cc: 
King County Councilmembers



ATTN:  Shelly Sutton, Policy Staff Director



  Rebecha Cusack, Lead Staff, BFM Committee



  Anne Noris, Clerk of the Council 

Steve Call, Director, Office of Management and Budget


Paul Tanaka, County Administrative Officer, Department of Executive Services (DES)


Caroline Whalen, Deputy County Administrative Officer, DES


Bailey deIongh, Director, Office of Civil Rights, DES
