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Metropolitan King County Council

Law, Justice and Human Services Committee

STAFF REPORT

AGENDA ITEM:             
7
DATE: 

December 7, 2006
PROPOSED ORDINANCE:  2006-0434
PREPARED BY: 
Clifton Curry
SUBJECT: AN ORDINANCE relating to extending the expiration date for the ordinance designating stay-out-of-drug-area emphasis areas; and amending Ordinance 15057, Section 4.
SUMMARY: In 2004, the council adopted Ordinance 15057 which established “Stay out of Drug Areas (SODA)” areas within King County’s urban unincorporated area--a geographically described zone historically associated with street drug activity--and makes it a criminal offense for certain individuals to be present in these SODA areas.  The SODA areas have been identified by law enforcement through a history of arrests and observation to be locales where illicit drug sales, possession of drugs, pedestrian or vehicular traffic attendant to drug activity, or other activity associated with drug offenses confirms a pattern associated with drug trafficking.  The ordinance made it a crime for those who are ordered by a court to not be in these areas.    Ordinance 15057 had as a “sunset” expiration date of December 31, 2006.  This proposed ordinance simply extends the expiration date to December 31, 2010.

Background. Under state law, the use, possession, or sale of controlled substances are criminal acts punishable as either a felony or misdemeanor.  Often, as a condition of sentencing, the court orders offenders to stay out of areas of drug activity.  State law allows for the establishment of geographically areas identified as “protected against drug trafficking” (these areas are more generically known as Stay Out of Drug Areas or “SODAs”) and allows for the establishment of a new crime when an offender violates their court ordered condition by entering a designated area.  Ordinance 15057 identified geographic areas that have been historical areas of drug trafficking.  These areas are located in the unincorporated areas of White Center and Boulevard Park.  Local sheriff’s officials and citizen groups have identified these areas as continued locations of drug activity and trafficking and have identified that convicted offenders regularly return to this area after their arrests and sentencing.  The areas that are contiguous to the unincorporated areas—in the cities of Seattle and SeaTac—have already identified SODA zones.  

National research has identified SODA ordinances as one of the more effective tools in reducing street level drug trafficking.  Street level drug activities are often associated with other types of crime and show higher than average levels of violent crime directly related to drug activity.  Drug trafficking on the street (open-air drug markets) have negative impacts on local communities and businesses, attract other types of crime, and traffic.  National research recognizes that SODA ordinances provide law enforcement with a tool to help reduce street level drug activity for chronic recidivists.  Many cities around the country, the State of Washington, and in King County have established SODA areas.  Representatives of the both sheriff’s office and the SeaTac and Seattle police departments have reported excellent results from their SODA ordinances. 

The county council adopted Ordinance 15057 in 2004 to discourage street level drug activity in identified neighborhoods in unincorporated King County.  In the process of adopting Ordinance 15057, the council heard extensive testimony from neighborhood representatives, law enforcement officers, business leaders, school officials, community activists, representatives of minority communities and the unincorporated area council about the need for this legislation.  Ordinance 15057 has been in place since 2004 and has had a reported positive effect upon the community.  The county council, in designating the SODA, established an expiration date that allowed for a review of the effectiveness of the policy. While the SODA provisions have affected a relatively small number of total offenders, the community reports a decline in overall indications of street-level drug activity because of the deterrent effect of the SODA area.  The community notes that the potential return of these individuals would have a disproportionate effect on the local community.  It appears that the enforcement of this ordinance has not had a significant impact on jail utilization or other criminal justice related costs.  
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