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SUBJECT
PROPOSED  MOTION 2008-0408 that would adopt the priorities of King County for the 2009 budget.

SUMMARY
Proposed Motion 2008-0408 will set priorities for the 2009 King County budget.  The purpose of setting these priorities is to provide policy direction to the County Executive as he prepares his 2009 budget proposal. 
BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS
The County Council under Section 220 of the King County Charter is the policy determining body of the County.  It is the Executive who carries out those policies.  Perhaps the most important means by which policies are set is through the annual County budget.  The two branches, Executive and Legislative, work together through the annual budget to carry out the duties and responsibilities of the County and provide both mandatory and discretionary services to the citizens.  
Under the Charter, the Executive prepares and presents to the Council capital and operating budgets and a budget message setting forth the programs which he proposes for the County during the next fiscal year.  By providing priorities to the Executive to inform his budget proposal, the Council can communicate to the Executive areas of County operations that they would like to have addressed.  The Council in adopting the budget can include appropriations that would address these priorities but an early communication to the Executive fosters cooperation between the branches and can be a more efficient way of furthering the goals of both.  
Beginning with the 2007 budget, the Council has adopted motions that specifically set out the priorities the Council would like to have reflected in the budget.  For 2009, much attention has been focused on a looming shortfall between limited revenues and the spending that would be needed just to maintain current service levels.  At various times the Executive has stated that this shortfall would be $45 million and up, with the latest projection being in excess of $70 million.  With inflation rates growing each month, the actual shortfall will continue to grow as the date for budget consideration and adoption draws near.

Over the last several years, the Council and Executive have taken many steps to reduce spending while maintaining service levels.  These have included operational master plans for the criminal justice system, consolidation and reorganization of agencies and departments, technology advances and capital programs to reduce leasing costs.  Other efforts have included creation of the cultural development authority and targeted levies for parks and for veterans and human services.

The Executive, in his instructions to agencies for their requested budgets for 2009, has asked for budget reductions of 8.65% to criminal justice agencies and other mandated services, while requesting higher reductions for discretionary services.

The separately elected Sheriff, Prosecutor and judges have responded by stating that these funding reductions would create a “public safety system in peril.”  The Board of Health has also highlighted the negative effects of a $10 million cut for public health.

Over the years, a structural gap has developed in funding the services that counties provide.  Major county revenues such as the property tax and sales tax do not grow at a fast enough rate to continue to fund core services at current levels.  As the revenues fall short each year, service levels need to be reduced in order to keep spending within the amount of resources available.  The property tax levy for the current expense fund has been limited to 1% annual growth plus new construction since 2002, first by Initiative 747 and then by an act of the Legislature after I-747 was found to be unconstitutional.  Sales tax, the second largest revenue source, has a rate limited by State law and collections are reliant upon the health of the local economy.  In lean economic times or in recessions, sales tax collections shrink as consumers cut back on discretionary spending.

With the rapid rise in gasoline and other energy prices and with inflation beginning to increase, cost pressures on counties are increasing substantially, exacerbating the structural gap problem.

To address the structural gap in both the short and long-term, this motion provides specific policy direction to the Executive.  As priorities, this motion notes that the Council is committed to using available resources to protect public safety and health, to enhance quality of life, and maintain services where the County is the local government service provider.  The Council’s intent is to adopt a 2009 budget that:

· Preserves and protects most essential services, specifically those that promote and protect public health, safety and quality of life;

· Promotes fiscal prudence while maximizing public benefit;

· Encourages more entrepreneurial efforts and partnerships;

· Utilizes a prudent portion of existing reserves; and,

· Supports strategies other than across the board budget reductions by focusing on policy and programmatic changes.

Specific policy directives to the Executive in the motion include:

· Balancing the number of inmates held in the jail between the needs of the State and the cities of King County;

· Providing an analysis to the Council of State unfunded mandates so that the Council can determine ways to increase funding or those that can be reduced in scope or eliminated;

· Ensuring that the 2009 budget addresses the currently being developed operational master plan for animal welfare services;

· Provides level of services options for County agencies receiving in-house support services via internal service funds;

· Refocuses the annexation initiative in a way that can achieve better results or redirect annexation reserves to immediate needs;

· Reviews real estate holdings to determine if unneeded real estate can be sold to help fund current operating needs;

· Implements the capital portion of the new County budget system in order to provide timely data to the Council and others for the 2011 budget;

· Prioritizes general government capital projects; and

· Reviews all fees to determine if fee increases where legally permitted can help address the budget shortfall.

Finally, the motion states the Council’s support for efforts to convince the Governor and the Legislature to address the structural gap that exists for King County and all other counties in the State.

REASONABLNESS
Proposed Motion 2008-0408 represents a deliberative effort by the County Council to identify core services that the 2009 budget will attempt to preserve to the extent possible given revenue limitations.  The motion identifies specific areas of the County’s finances that should be examined as ways to address the immediate shortfall in funding as well as support for efforts to address the long-term effects of the structural gap that is affecting all county budgets in the State.  As such, adoption of this motion would be a reasonable and prudent fiscal and policy decision.
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