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SUBJECT


A briefing on the operations and issues of the King County Superior Court.

BACKGROUND
Jurisdiction: King County Superior Court (KCSC) is King County’s general jurisdiction trial court.  Under the Washington Constitution and state statute, KCSC has responsibility for:
· Felony criminal cases

· Civil matters involving more than $300, unlawful detainers, and injunctions

· Family law, including dissolutions, child support, adoptions, parentage, and domestic-violence protection matters

· Probate and guardianship matters

· Juvenile offender cases

· Juvenile dependencies, including abused and neglected children, children in need of services, at-risk youth, and truancies

· Mental illness and involuntary commitment matters 

· Juvenile Probation

Organization: KCSC is the largest of the 29 superior court districts in Washington State and handles a caseload of more than 60,000 new cases each year.  Roughly 15,000 additional clerk-only matters are filed with, and handled by, the Clerk (Department of Judicial Administration).  The Superior Court operates at four sites, including the King County Courthouse, the Youth Services Center (Juvenile Court), and Harborview Medical Center (Mental Illness Court) in Seattle, and the Maleng Regional Justice Center in Kent.  The court has 53 judges and 14 commissioners. The judges
Judicial leadership and direction is provided by the Superior Court Presiding Judge and through the Executive Committee and Judges, as defined by local court rules. Administrative leadership and oversight is provided by the Chief Administrative Officer; the Deputy Chief Administrative Officer. In addition to Administration, the Court contains the following divisions: Juvenile Court Operations, Family Court Operations, Court Operations, Information Services, and Judicial Administration (County Clerk). 
Department of Judicial Administration: The Department of Judicial Administration (DJA) / Office of the Superior Court Clerk serves as the record keeper and customer service provider for King County Superior Court.  The director of the department, who also serves as the Superior Court Clerk, is appointed by a majority of the Superior Court judges.  The department, however, is an executive branch agency, comprised of career service employees.  The King County Charter creates the department and prescribes the selection method for the director position. DJA also provides staff support to the King County Drug Court.  This court provides a pre-adjudication opportunity for eligible defendants to receive drug treatment in lieu of incarceration. Most of DJA’s records are maintained in the Clerk’s Electronic Court Records system, which won an ‘Innovations in American Government’ Award from Harvard University’s Ash Institute in 2007.

Court Facts:
· 40 of the court’s 53 judges are assigned to hear criminal and civil cases.  In 2010, almost 7,000 felony criminal cases and almost 28,000 civil cases were filed with the court.

· Seven of the court’s 53 judges and five of the court’s commissioners are assigned to hear family matters.  In 2010, the court handled almost 10,000 family law cases.
· Five of the court’s 53 judges and four of the court’s commissioners are assigned to hear juvenile matters.  In 2010, the court received more than 1,000 juvenile dependency case filings, nearly 2,000 status offender filings, and more than 3,300 offender filings.  On any given day, the court also supervises roughly 1,500 juveniles on probation.
· DJA receives more than 7,000 documents every business day, which is almost 1.8 million documents each year.  
· The 2011 budget for Superior Court is over $44 million with 371.85 budgeted FTE positions.
· DJA’s 2011 budget is $18.8 million with 203 FTE positions.
Operations and Budget: The Court has responded to past fiscal challenges and deficits in the General Fund through processes which continually examine the courts budget for efficiencies, reasonable expenditure reductions, and new revenues which are sustainable and have minimal impact on access to justice.  From 2000 through 2011, the court has achieved expenditure reductions and enhanced revenues of over $9.7 million dollars.  Of that amount, $5,820,509 and 27.75 FTEs were taken in the past three years, in addition to county wide initiatives such as furloughs, COLA and merit savings. 
Through a combination of fee increases, the Court was able to preserve Family Court Operations in the 2011 budget. Revenue options were not feasible to preserve other court services slated for reduction, resulting in the elimination of eight positions from juvenile probation, and funding for six court reporter positions.  The court was also able to identify efficiencies related to jury savings.
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