INQUEST PROGRAM
ANALYST: MELISSA BAILEY

	
	
	Expenditures
	
	Revenues
	
	FTEs
	
	TLTs

	2025 Revised Budget Biennialized
	
	$5,665,808
	
	$0
	
	11.0
	
	0.0

	2026-2027 Base Budget Adjust.
	
	$101,207
	
	$0
	
	0.0
	
	0.0

	2026-2027 Decision Packages
	
	($2,470,808)
	
	$0
	
	(5.8) 
	
	0.0 

	2026-2027 Proposed Budget
	
	$3,297,000
	
	$0
	
	5.2[footnoteRef:1] [1:  There are 11.0 FTEs supporting the office. The proposed budget would eliminate 5.75 FTEs; however, due to rounding, the budget book shows a decrease of 5.8 FTEs and authority for 5.2 FTEs in the 2026-2027 biennium. ] 

	
	0.0

	% Change from prior biennium, biennialized
	
	(41.8%)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Dec. Pkg. as % of prior biennium, biennialized
	
	(43.6%)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Major Revenue Sources: General Fund 



DESCRIPTION

The County Charter mandates an inquest (an administrative, fact-finding inquiry) to investigate the causes and circumstances of any death where an action, decision or possible failure to offer the appropriate care by a member of any law enforcement agency might have contributed to an individual's death.[footnoteRef:2] The Executive is responsible for holding inquests and for providing legal representation to a family participating in an inquest proceeding.[footnoteRef:3],[footnoteRef:4] The Inquest Program sits within the Department of Executive Services, and the Executive's Office of Performance, Strategy, and Budget administers the provision of legal representation to families involved in inquest proceedings.[footnoteRef:5]  [2:  King County Charter Section 895. "Member of any law enforcement agency" includes a commissioned officer, noncommissioned staff and agent of any local or state police force, jail, detention facility or corrections agency. See also RCW 36.24.020. ]  [3:  K.C.C. 2.35A.090.B. Inquest procedures are in Executive Order PHL-7-1-6-EO signed February 5, 2025. ]  [4:  K.C.C. 2.16.025.B(12).]  [5:  K.C.C. 2.16.025.B(12). Expenditures related to providing legal representation for families involved in an inquest proceeding are reflected in the Internal Support appropriations unit. According to Executive staff, the "role for family counsel under the EO is to provide support to the family – should the family desire – when meeting with the inquest program attorney and giving their impressions about the law enforcement incident that [led] to the family member’s death. This should require no more than 3-4 hours of attorney time per case."] 


SUMMARY OF PROPOSED BUDGET AND CHANGES

The Executive is proposing to cut the Inquest Program by 41.8% in the 2026-2027 biennium. This reduction would be due to the elimination of 5.75 FTE positions (the budget book rounds this to 5.8 FTEs) and would result in $2.5 million in savings to the General Fund.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  The increase to the base budget reflects general wage increases for the biennium. ] 


Executive staff report that the new inquest process detailed in the 2025 Executive Order significantly reduces the workload required to manage the program.[footnoteRef:7] The proposed budget reduction is meant to align with new program operations. Executive staff provided a briefing on the history of the Inquest Program and the new inquest process at the Law and Justice Committee meeting held May 7, 2025.[footnoteRef:8] In short, the new process clarifies when an inquest hearing will ordinarily not be called[footnoteRef:9] and no longer involves a significant discovery process or lengthy trial proceedings with multiple represented parties. Instead, it is a more streamlined fact-finding hearing with the addition of a multidisciplinary panel focused on providing recommendations that can be implemented across jurisdictions in the county to decrease deaths following interactions with law enforcement. Table 1 shows the proposed staffing changes.   [7:  Executive Order PHL-7-1-6-EO. See also the Executive's related news bulletin issued February 5, 2025. ]  [8:  2025-B0057: Inquest Program Briefing]  [9:  Executive Order PHL-7-1-6-EO, Section 2.3.3.2: "Unless extenuating circumstances exist, an inquest hearing will ordinarily not be called: (1) where a death was the result of (a) natural causes, (b) a traffic accident, (c) an overdose, or (d) a suicide; and (2) sufficient facts do not exist as a matter of law to support a determination by a reasonable jury that the death involved criminal means by a member of law enforcement under any of the criminal culpability standards set forth in RCW 9A.08.010." Executive staff assert that this new threshold better reflects the language in the County Charter and the purposes of an inquest under state statute and Supreme Court authority. They also note that the Executive retains discretion to order an inquest or panel review in these cases. ] 


Table 1. Proposed Changes to Inquest Program Staffing

	Position
	
	2025
FTE
	
	2026-27
FTE

	Program Manager 
	
	1.0
	
	1.0

	Program Attorneys[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  In 2025, this included 4.0 FTE attorneys and 1.0 FTE attorney lead (totaling 5.0 FTEs). In 2026-2027, the proposed budget would provide authority for 2.0 FTE attorneys and 1.0 FTE attorney lead (totaling 3.0 FTEs). ] 

	
	5.0
	
	3.0

	Inquest Administrators 
	
	0.0
	
	1.0

	Program Coordinators 
	
	4.0
	
	0.0

	A/V Technology/Communications
	
	1.0
	
	0.25

	Total 
	
	11.0
	
	5.25



Executive staff confirm that the new Deadly Incident Review and Recommendation Panel created by the new Executive Order does not require a dedicated budget.[footnoteRef:11] The panel members are volunteers, and staffing for the panel will be handled through budgeted staff.  [11:  Deadly Incident Review and Recommendation Panel - King County, Washington] 


KEY ISSUES

ISSUE 1 – INQUEST BACKLOG 

The Inquest Program has a backlog of reported deaths dating back to 2017. When the Inquest Program was funded in the 2023-2024 Biennial Budget, the Executive estimated the program would complete 15 inquests a year; however, it was reported during 2025 Budget deliberations that only about eight inquests were being completed per year. This was using the former, lengthier process under the previous Executive Order.[footnoteRef:12] Since the new Executive Order was signed in February 2025, the Inquest Program has completed three inquests. Executive staff note that, after a new Executive Order is issued, a time period is necessary to adjust to the new processes. [12:  Executive Order PHL-7-1-5-EO.] 


Moving forward, the Executive estimates that inquests will be completed in two to four days and expects to handle about 20 to 25 inquests a year (about two a month) using the new streamlined inquest process. The Executive does not believe the staffing reduction will have an impact on the program's ability to get through the backlog and estimates the Inquest Program will be able to clear the backlog in 2 to 4 years.

As of October 3, 2025, the Inquest Program's website shows a total of 122 reported deaths, and the status of those reports is shown in Table 2. Additionally, Executive staff have shared there are eight to ten new use-of-force deaths per year, on average.  

Table 2. Status of Reported Deaths as of October 3, 2025[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Status definitions can be found on the Inquest Program's "Reported Deaths" webpage] 


	Status
	
	Deaths

	Inquest completed (since 2017)
	
	22

	Inquest hearing scheduled 
	
	10

	Inquest ordered (not yet scheduled)
	
	1

	No inquest ordered 
	
	4

	Pending Executive's decision[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Deaths with a recommendation from the Inquest Program but that are pending the Executive's decision include cases that have not been activated (or "called") by the Executive to request jurors from Superior Court, yet.  These are also referred to as "uncalled" cases. Once the Executive requests jurors from Superior Court, there is an 18-month clock to conduct and finish the inquest. As a result, the Inquest Program reports the best way to ensure jurisdiction does not expire is to stagger out and “call/activate” each inquest as capacity demands.] 

	
	27

	Under review by Inquest Program 
	
	43

	Reported[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Reported deaths are deaths that have been reported, but the Inquest Program has not yet received the case file and is awaiting discovery from the PAO or other agencies. ] 

	
	15

	TOTAL
	
	122



In King County, the function of holding inquests is vested with the County Executive, and the procedures related to calling an inquest have been issued through Executive Order since the 1970s (as reported by Executive staff). When asked about retaining staff to address the backlog, Executive staff note the Executive "recognizes the need to fund inquests and is at the same time balancing other pressing priority GF investments such as homelessness and the criminal legal system." 





