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SUBJECT

The King County Council adopted Motion 14923 directing Council staff to develop a report on the newly created Puget Sound Taxpayers Accountability Account (Account) and provide options for determining the best use for the funding. The Motion requested:

1) A discussion of the legislature’s intent when it created the account;

2) A broad listing of allowable uses for funding from the account; and

3) Strategies for determining unmet needs and how the funds can be used to meet those needs.

This briefing describes the report prepared by Council Staff in response to Motion 14923.

SUMMARY

The report describes the legislature’s intent when creating the Puget Sound Taxpayers Accountability Account (Account) as well as allowable uses for the Account. The report also describes several qualitative data collection strategies King County could use to determine unmet educational needs throughout the county. Cost estimates and staffing considerations associated with each data collection strategy are also presented in the report.

The report goes on to propose three different potential strategies for next steps for the Council to consider and recommended data collection strategies for each of those next steps. The report also recommends that formation of an inter-branch staffing team to facilitate communication while conducting research and developing strategies to support with Account funds.





BACKGROUND 

Puget Sound Tax Payer Accountability Account. The Washington state legislature created an account in the state treasury called the Puget Sound Taxpayer Accountability Account (Account) as a part of the 2015 transportation funding legislation (SB 5987). The account will be funded by a sales and use tax offset fee of 3.25% of total payments made by Sound Transit on the cost of construction projects approved by voters in 2016 known as Sound Transit 3. State law exempts projects constructed with Sound Transit 3 funds from the state sales and use tax of 6.5%. State law also requires Sound Transit to pay the offset until $518 million of payments are made to the account.

Funds from the Account are to be distributed to King, Pierce and Snohomish counties proportionally based on each county’s population that lives within Sound Transit’s jurisdictional boundaries. King County is estimated to receive $315 million in total funding between now and 2035; however, the funding amounts are based on the construction timeline for Sound Transit 3 projects and results in uneven distribution of funds over the period.

Although significant funding won’t be available until 2020, the Council adopted Motion 14923 to better understand how the funds can be used and to start the process of understanding unmet educational needs throughout King County.
.
ANALYSIS

Legislative Intent. The report attempts to determine the legislature’s intent in three ways:
· by analyzing the legislative record;
· interpreting the language in Senate Bill 5987; and
· reporting on comments made by former state representative Jessyn Farrell during the July 26, 2017 special Committee of the Whole meeting.

The report concludes that while the legislative record is limited, the language of Senate Bill 5987 and the testimony of former state representative Jessyn Farrell suggests that funds should be used to help youths that are low-income, homeless, or in foster care, or other vulnerable populations.

Allowable Uses.  The report also provides analysis of allowable uses of the funds and concludes that it is likely that the funds:
	
· Bonding. Funds cannot be bonded. State law does not specify that the funds can be bonded and the funds are subject to appropriation by the legislature which could present obstacles if bonds supported by Account funds were proposed for sale on the municipal bond market.

· Definition of Educational Services. There is no statutory definition of educational services. Legal research is underway to determine if educational services includes both operating and capital aspects of educational services.

· Leveraging Additional Funds/Public Private Partnerships. The state law has no restrictions on the funds being used to leverage qualifying federal or private sector grants or loans.

The report concludes that while further legal review is necessary to determine whether the funds may be spent on capital assets that are necessary to provide educational services, bonding the funds is most likely not an allowable use of the funds.

Understanding Unmet Needs

Motion 14923 also requested Council staff to research strategies for determining unmet educational service needs including strategies for outreach to the diverse communities within King County.

The report presents four strategies for collecting qualitative data to determine and understand unmet educational needs within King County. King County has employed all of these strategies to determine unmet needs for adults and youth within the county and has developed several initiatives based on informational gathered by these strategies including: the Youth Action Plan, Best Starts for Kids (BSK), Veteran and Human Services Levy (VSHL) and the Mental Health and Drug Dependency (MIDD) implementation plans. The report also provides cost estimates and staffing implications for implementing each strategy.

Community café model -- $2,000 per event plus county staffing costs. The Youth Action Plan, the development process for The Best Starts for Kids Implementation Plan, and the MIDD renewal process all used modified versions of the World Café Model called community café. The aim of the model is for diverse groups of people to participate in heavily structured and facilitated discussions. Groups are assembled to discuss specific questions. Facilitators ensure that all group members participate and that no one group member dominates the conversation. 

Focus Groups – Cost estimates not provided at this time 
Focus groups and interviews are designed to obtain qualitative data in from targeted communities. In a focus group setting, small groups of people are led in organized discussions to explore new ideas and to better understand points of view. In this context, focus groups can be used to find unmet needs in traditionally underserved communities and to find areas that pilot projects and innovations can be used to meet the needs of students. BSK and MIDD outreach all gathered data through focus groups and hired outside consultants to conduct the focus group work.


Surveys and Online Engagement – Cost estimates not provided at this time MIDD, BSK, and VSHSL successfully utilized online engagement strategies to gather further data when conducting the needs assessment. Online engagement is a low cost way to reach a large number of respondents; however, online surveys only gather data from members of the community who are connected to the internet. As with any survey, online engagement strategies need to provide carefully selected questions. 

The Youth Action Plan conducted the King County Youth Survey, which included 10 questions for youth ages 12-24. The survey was open for six weeks and was accessible via a web link or hard copy. The survey received over 1,000 responses from youth across King County.

The County could consider implementing several focused online engagement campaigns to gather large data sets on unmet educational needs in King County. The surveys should be kept short and relevant to the targeted populations and communities, but should all seek to answer similar questions proposed above in the community café model.

King County Council Town Halls – The King County Council has a long history of using town hall meetings to proactively highlight issues of regional significance and provide local residents with direct access and input to policymakers. These community meetings provide Councilmembers with supplemental anecdotal data that may not readily translate from a more formal data gathering process. They may also help members better understand how needs differ across the County’s many communities. The Puget Sound Taxpayer Accountability Account has the potential to improve outcomes for youth throughout the region. The Council should consider conducting themed town halls to focus on different student populations and educational strategies, and to touch different areas of the County.

Translation Services: $1,800 per event. The report also points out that many King County events use translation services to acquire qualitative data from a wider range of King County residents. Translation services would most likely be required for any endeavor discussed above. 

Additional Research of Current Educational Services

The report also recommends the King County conduct an extensive survey of data that is currently available for educational services available in the county. The report lists the three major focuses of educational services in King County (early learning, K-12 and higher education) and lists several areas of focus for research purposes.

The staffing efforts in gathering and analyzing this data will be extensive and the report recommends that King County consider hiring an outside consultant to conduct the efforts.

Options for Next Steps

Finally the report presents three separate strategies the county could choose in the short-term to guide what sort of research and outreach strategies could be employed for focusing Account funding. The three broad options discussed are:

· Choosing a specific educational category to focus the funds;
· Choosing to focus funds in efforts not currently supported by state or local funding; or
· Choose to determine as many unmet needs as possible to inform funding strategies.

The report discusses the pros and cons of deciding to focus the funds to improve outcomes in one particular educational area, focusing the funds to improving outcomes in educational areas that are not supported by traditional educational services, or embarking on an extensive research effort to determine as many unmet needs in as many educational areas as possible.

Depending on which direction the council decides to proceed during the coming months, the report offers high-level guidance on consultant costs and King County staffing efforts necessary to provide meaningful information and outreach for each strategy.

Cost estimates for specific research are still being developed; however, and the report should be updated to better inform the Council when those cost estimates are developed.
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