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SUBJECT

A review of King County Sheriff’s Office data and programs related to addressing racial disproportionality and disparities in the King County criminal justice system.

SUMMARY

At its March 8th meeting the Committee received an overview of plans to review racial disproportionality and disparities in the County’s criminal justice system. It was noted at this meeting that the County had significantly reduced its adult and juvenile secure detention population, but had not reduced the racial disproportionality between those populations and the County at large. Staff noted that no jurisdiction in the country appears to have succeeded in reducing racial disproportionality in its criminal justice system.  For these reasons and because of continuing Council concerns about disproportionality in the criminal justice (CJ) system, staff developed a work plan to: identify the scope of racial disproportionality in the County’s CJ system for both juveniles and adults; determine how the County’s CJ agencies are addressing disproportionality; and develop a framework for developing new approaches, programs, and other system improvements that could lead to reductions in disproportionality.

Today the King County Sheriff’s Office (KCSO”) is expected to respond to the committee’s request for information about: (1) any programs that the KCSO has adopted or intends to adopt to understand and address the issue of racial disproportionality; (2) the data related to racial disparities in the CJ system that the KCSO is tracking; and (3) the KCSO’s participation in any inter-agency or inter-branch work that is designed to reduce racial disparities in the CJ system.

BACKGROUND

Through the efforts of the County Council, the Executive, and the County’s separately elected CJ officials, King County has taken significant steps to improve its CJ system for both adults and juveniles. The County has adopted policy frameworks for the use of secure detention, while also establishing policy direction to develop alternatives to secure detention and treatment services in the community to reduce recidivism and improve public safety. As a result, though the County’s overall population has grown, the numbers of person arrested, charges referred, charges filed, and adults and juveniles detained have declined significantly over the past 15 years.  

In addition, King County has pursued an Equity and Social Justice Initiative and a King County Strategic Plan whose goals include the reduction of racial and economic disparity in the criminal justice system. Nevertheless, those goals have not been achieved.  Because of shortcomings in the County’s systems, and the need to inform a coordinated and comprehensive approach to reducing racial disparities in King County, the Chair of the Law and Justice Committee has asked staff to develop a workplan to shape a countywide approach to reducing racial disproportionality in the county’s justice agencies.  At the Committee’s April 26th meeting members heard from the King County District Court and King County Superior Court on these agency’s data and programs related to racial disproportionality. 

Role of the Sheriff in the Criminal Justice System  The first contact a defendant has with the criminal justice system is usually with law enforcement officers, who effectively act as gatekeepers by deciding whether or not to make an arrest and forward cases to the Prosecuting Attorney.  Law enforcement agencies have several points of discretion when performing public safety functions for the CJ system.  Based on reported or observed crime, an agency may have the ability to exercise discretion to:

· Investigate or not investigate;
· Arrest or not arrest; 
· Incarcerate or release; and / or
· Forward cases to Prosecuting Attorney or not forward cases. 

Based on the type and severity of the crime, some of this discretion may be extremely limited.  For example, officers responding to a 9-1-1 call related to domestic violence are required by state statute to make an arrest of one of the individuals involved in the incident.  While there may still be some minor level of discretion involved, state law largely trumps the individual officer’s ability to make subjective determinations.

KCSO efforts to address the issue of racial disproportionality The Sheriff has indicated that he will include in his presentation a general overview of the specific challenges that the agency faces with respect to disproportionality around citizen contacts, arrests and investigations. He may also address the programs that the KCSO has adopted or intends to adopt to understand and address the issue of racial disproportionality. In advance of the hearing, the Sheriff has provided the following information relative to some of these issues:

“The Sheriff’s Office rigorously recruits and backgrounds individuals from myriad communities in an attempt to obtain a workforce that will police in a constitutional manner.  Once a deputy is hired they attend the Washington State Criminal Justice Training Commission (WSCJTC).  The WSCJTC has a nationally recognized basic training curriculum because it focuses on developing a ‘guardian’ approach to policing instead of the more traditional and long standing ‘warrior’ philosophy on policing.

The guardian approach focuses on developing a police officer who recognizes that they are part of the community and there to protect and serve it, whereas the warrior approach trains the recruit to conduct a ‘war on crime’, which inevitably results in poor community and police relations.  The basic training is then reinforced later after the recruit graduates.  They attend a three week King County Specific training that includes a common thread of unbiased and constitutional policing.  Included in this three weeks is an eight hour class focusing on Listen and Explain with Equity and Dignity (LEED).

There are always challenges that any police agency faces while policing.  We constantly emphasize that persons will be contacted, arrested or investigated based on actions, not based on any other reason.  As mentioned earlier there is significant time and training that goes into identifying and maintaining unbiased police employees.  If we do become aware of disproportionality we focus on its determine causes.  Additionally, the KCSO thoroughly investigates any biased or prejudicial activity displayed by employees and ensures appropriate discipline, including termination from employment.  

The King County Sheriff’s Office does in fact recognize that there has been disproportionality in drug arrests throughout the United States that has resulted in over incarcerations of African Americans.  That is why the KCSO is an active participant in LEAD in an effort to divert low level, non-violent drug users, addicts and sellers away from jail and into case management.

The KCSO also recently participated in a county wide effort to examine enforcement of metro Transit related issues.  Work group members included the KC Executive’s Office, TeamChild, Metro Transit, KCSO, KC Prosecutor’s Office, various KC Council members, judges from superior and district court and others.  The workgroup was a result of KC Council motion 14441. The focus was to ensure the Metro’s rider suspension policy aligned with the County’s equity and social justice principles both in intent and impact.  The result was a comprehensive re-work of the suspension and appeal of suspension program.” 

Data Collected by the King County Sheriff  The Sheriff’s Office was asked to indicate if it can query its information technology systems such as its Computer Aided Dispatch or records management systems to provide general demographic data (gender, age, and race) for arrests, on-views (officer observed crime), citations, and / or the cases it refers to the Prosecuting Attorney’s Office. The KCSO was also asked to indicate if the data can be tracked at the aggregate level or tracked as individuals’ pathways through the KCSO system (initial contact to PAO referral).  

The Sheriff responded that such queries can be difficult, time consuming, and generally not a good use of resources if not tied to any specific tasks.  The KCSO has indicated that its software is old and outdated, and the production of information often involves hand counting incident reports to provide reportable statistics.  Finally, the agency has indicated that it can track the process around a report (e.g. who writes the reports and who approves them), but it does not track the offenders, themselves.  The Sheriff may speak more about these challenges in his presentation before the Committee.

[bookmark: _GoBack]KCSO Participation in Organized Efforts to End Racial Disproportionality  The KCSO was also asked to provide information on work groups or task forces in which it participates that have as a primary or secondary goal to reduce disproportionality in the criminal justice system.  In advance of the hearing, the Sheriff has indicated that it participates in several workgroups and task forces to reduce disproportionality, including:

· West Coast Poverty Center Criminal justice Round Table at the University of Washington.
· The Washington Partnership Council on Juvenile Justice throughout the state.
· The Kennedy School of Government Community Corrections work group in Cambridge.
· The Suburban King County Coordinating Council on Gang Prevention centered out of the Center for Children and Youth Justice.
· The King County Recidivism reduction and Re-entry Workgroup.  
· The King County Equity and Social Justice Inter-Branch Team
· Cannabis Legalization Policy Inter-Branch Team
· Regional Law Safety Justice Committee
· Familiar Faces Steering Committee
· Vera Institute for Justice
· King County CSA meetings
· First Thursday
· MIDD Oversight Committee
· South King County Coordinating Council on Gangs
· Criminal Justice Council
· The Breakfast Group
· Juvenile Justice Equity Steering Committee
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