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SUBJECT

An ordinance to enhance the County’s effectiveness in recruiting highly-qualified employees.

SUMMARY

Proposed Ordinance 2015-0036 (Att. 1) would: (1) allow a limited expansion of the class of newly-hired employees whose moving expenses may be reimbursed by the County, (2) revise and clarify the limitations on reimbursement, and (3) allow direct payment of an employee’s moving expenses in place of reimbursement when that is deemed appropriate.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  This description assumes adoption of Striking Amendment S1 (Att. 2), which is described in the Amendments sections of this staff report. The amendment is the result of collaboration between council and executive staff and legal counsel.] 


BACKGROUND

As described in a policy statement prepared by executive staff (Att. 4), the need for the proposed ordinance arises from the following circumstances:

1. Within the next five years 46 percent of current King County employees are projected to retire or leave county employment through normal turnover.
2. According to U.S. News & World Report, the U.S. unemployment rate dropped to 5.6 percent in November 2014, the lowest rate since 2008.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  The King County unemployment rate dropped even lower, to 4.4 percent, according to the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, citing data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.] 

3. Although good news for other reasons, the declining unemployment rate “poses challenges for recruiting and especially in diversity recruiting.”
4. An improved relocation program, which assists newly-hired employees in moving to King County, “will allow us to expand our recruiting to encompass the whole United States and areas that are strong in diverse workforces.”
5. Currently, the King County Code limits the County’s relocation program to reimbursement of up to $6,000 per employee in moving expenses.[footnoteRef:3] For hiring within the executive branch, the only classes of employees who are eligible are: (a) “persons whose appointments require council confirmation and who have been so confirmed,” (b) “persons appointed by the county administrative officer to exempt positions,” and (c) “persons appointed by the directors of executive departments to exempt positions.” KCC 3.24.170(A).[footnoteRef:4] [3:  “Moving expenses” are defined in KCC 3.24.010(I) as “expenses incurred for transportation of family and common household possessions, including meals and incidentals per diem, automobiles and lodging expenses.” Not included are expenses that the policy statement describes as “all other costs usually included in a relocation policy such as rental assistance, temporary housing or storage or home sale assistance.” Proposed Ordinance 2015-0036 would not expand the scope of assistance that is included in “moving expenses.”]  [4:  For hiring “[w]ithin the legislative branch, the department of assessments, the department of public safety, the department of elections, the office of the prosecuting attorney, district and superior court,” the county code does not limit the classes of employees whose moving expenses may be reimbursed (KCC 3.24.170(B)), though the $6,000 limit does apply to them. Proposed Ordinance 2015-0036 would not eliminate this disparity with executive branch hiring.] 

6. According to a 2012 workforce mobility survey conducted by Allied Van Lines, an average relocation costs $21,033, and 57 percent of candidates said that relocation was an important or extremely important factor in accepting the position.
According to executive staff, these circumstances place the County at a significant disadvantage in competing with other employers, especially private employers, for highly-qualified, diverse employees. Proposed Ordinance 2015-0036 is intended to help eliminate at least a part of that disadvantage.
ANALYSIS

If Striking Amendment S1 (Att. 2) is adopted, Proposed Ordinance 2015-0036 would make the following substantive changes in KCC 3.24.170:

1. Additional Employees Eligible. Reimbursement of moving expenses would be expanded to include employees appointed to the following executive branch positions: “positions requiring specialized knowledge, skill or abilities that the manager of the human resources management division has confirmed in writing are not found in the local labor market.” (Striking Amendment S1, lines 31-33.) This provision could be used in the executive branch no more than four times each calendar year. (S1, lines 33-34.)
2. Increase in Maximum Reimbursement Amount. The limit on the total amount of reimbursement for a particular employee would be increased from $6,000 to $15,000 to come closer to the actual cost of moving. This change and the changes listed in sections 3 and 4 below would apply to all reimbursements of moving expenses, not just those for executive branch appointments. (S1, lines 51-52.)
3. Written Agreement Required. There must be a written agreement between the County and the employee receiving the reimbursement, and the agreement must provide that “if the appointee leaves county employment, either voluntarily or involuntarily, less than two years after the appointment, the appointee shall repay to the county, within 30 days after leaving county employment, the entire amount of the reimbursement.” (S1, lines 55-60.)
4. Direct Payment Permitted. A new provision would be added, permitting direct payment of moving expenses, instead of reimbursement, to the extent that reimbursement was permitted, subject to any applicable requirements concerning the county’s purchase of goods and services from third parties. (S1, lines 74-77.)
Practices in Other Jurisdictions
The Human Resources Division has surveyed the moving expense reimbursement practices of a number of other jurisdictions, which vary widely. HRD’s findings are summarized in Attachment 5, which was prepared by executive staff.
FISCAL IMPACT

The fiscal impact of the proposed ordinance is described in the Fiscal Note (Att. 8), which projects that three additional employees would be reimbursed each year at a cost of $10,000 per employee if the ordinance were adopted, for a total fiscal impact of $30,000 per year.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  The Fiscal Note includes an inflation factor of five percent per year for future years.] 


If there continue to be two reimbursements per year to employees under the existing code language,[footnoteRef:6] and if the reimbursement to each of those employees is $10,000, there will be an additional fiscal impact of $8,000 per year.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  In recent years there have been two reimbursements per year under the existing code. (Att. 6)]  [7:  ($10,000 - $6,000) x 2 employees = $8,000.] 


AMENDMENTS

Striking Amendment S1 (Att. 2) would make the following changes in the original proposed ordinance:

1. Clarifies and makes other non-substantive changes in the wording of the ordinance;
2. Groups the limitations on reimbursement into a single subsection for ease of reference;
3. Adds a requirement of a written reimbursement agreement;
4. Requires the written agreement to include a requirement that the employee repay the reimbursement within 30 days if the employee leaves county employment less than two years after being hired;
5. Removes, as unclear and unnecessary, the first sentence of subsection G;
6. Removes, as unnecessary, a provision related to tax withholding; and
7. Adds a provision permitting direct payment of moving expenses instead of reimbursement, subject to any applicable requirements concerning the county’s purchase of goods and services from third parties.
Title Amendment T1 (Att. 3) would amend the title to conform to the changes made by Striking Amendment S1.

ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Ordinance 2015-0036
2. Striking Amendment S1
3. Title Amendment T1
4. Executive staff policy statement
5. Executive staff’s survey of other jurisdictions
6. Executive staff’s list of past moving expense reimbursements
7. Transmittal letter
8. Fiscal Note
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