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Metropolitan King County Council

Law, Justice and Human Services Committee
STAFF REPORT

AGENDA ITEM:    3          

DATE: 

June 16, 2005
BRIEFING:             2005-B0082
PREPARED BY: 
Clifton Curry
SUBJECT:  Briefing on the Sheriff Office's Air Support Unit Regional Service Changes.

SUMMARY: The King County Sheriff’s Office (KCSO) provides a variety of law enforcement services to unincorporated King County and, through contracts, to 12 cities, Metro Transit, King County Airport, the federal government, Indian tribes, and school districts.  In addition, the sheriff’s office has several regional services that are available to all law enforcement agencies in the county and elsewhere in the state on a mutual aid basis.  The King Count Sheriff’s Office’s Special Operations Division provides a variety of these services. These services include bomb disposal, K-9 units, TAC-30 (special weapons and tactics), and the air and marine units.

The air unit operates helicopters to provide aerial patrol and support coverage for King County.  The helicopters, and their pilots and observers (both pilots and observers are commissioned officers), have a variety of roles and duties.  The air unit supports ground units during pursuits and searches.  The sheriff, and other law enforcement agencies, also use the helicopters as platforms for “command and control” of ground units during disturbances or significant events (such as parades, natural disasters, etc.). Additionally, the unit’s helicopters patrol areas of the county from the air, thus allowing for patrol coverage to extend to areas of the county that are inaccessible to other types of vehicles.  Finally, the sheriff’s helicopters are also instrumental tools for search and rescue missions.  The KCSO air unit is the only air unit in King County and for much of the Puget Sound Region.

The sheriff’s office has had a very successful history in offering its services, under contract, to local jurisdictions.  As noted above, the sheriff is the “police department” for 12 cities, providing patrol and other services on a full cost recovery basis.  These contracts are beneficial to cities, the sheriff’s office, and the county.  Nevertheless, the sheriff’s office has significant regional responsibilities, due to its size as a full-service law enforcement agency and also because of the geographical size of the county.  In the past, the sheriff’s office has had less success in identifying policies and methodologies for charging for regional services in a manner that ensures that the services are available to King County citizens, but also followed the county’s policy of full-cost recovery for services.  
The sheriff’s office has addressed this area of concern with a new policy for its Air Support Unit.  Recognizing that this unique service in the county should be available to meet its basic mandate of protecting public safety, the sheriff’s office intends to offer helicopter support without charge in instances of extreme emergency when life or property is at stake (calls for service at the Priority X or 1 level).  At times when law enforcement agencies need air support, but it is not an imminent emergency, the sheriff intends to offer air support at a rate that fully recovers the cost of the air operations.  Furthermore, the sheriff’s office is making its services available to jurisdictions beyond local police agencies.  For example, the county is in negotiation with the Washington State Department of Ecology, U.S. Coast Guard, U.S. Postal Service, and City of Seattle Fire Department to provide air support services at the full cost recovery amount for these agencies.  The sheriff’s office is also actively involved in the Puget Sound Region with other counties and federal law enforcement agencies in requesting federal grant monies to augment King County’s and the region’s air support resources.

The Sheriff and representatives of the Special Operations Division and Air Support Unit are here today to discuss these proposed policy changes.

ATTENDING:
1. Sheriff, Sue Rahr, King County Sheriff’s Office

2. Chief Scott Somers, Special Operations Division, King County Sheriff Office
3. Sgt. Sydney Jackson, Air Support Unit, KCSO

ATTACHMENTS:
1. King County Sheriff’s Air Support Unit Overview

2. King County Sheriff’s Office Regional Air Support Unit Policy

3. Air Support Unit Power Point Presentation 

