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SUBJECT

A briefing on Regional Animal Services of King County rabies vaccination reporting proposal.

SUMMARY

The 2013-0214 adopted biennial budget (Ordinance 17476) contained a proviso directing the Executive to develop an operational strategic plan for Regional Animal Services of King County (RASKC) with medium and long-range strategies for achieving financial sustainability. The proviso response, Proposed Motion 2014-0147, was transmitted in March 2014 and referred to the Government, Accountability and Oversight Committee (GAO), where it currently sits pending action. 

One strategy RASKC identified in its proposed operational strategic plan was a rabies vaccination reporting concept. RASKC ultimately envisioned the vaccination reporting strategy as a Board of Health rule and regulation. The proposal generated a lot of attention from the veterinarian community, largely negative. 

The RASKC proposal contemplates a Board of Health venue. However, there is a nexus with the Council due to the pending proviso response motion in GAO. There is no proposed legislation that has been transmitted to the Board of Health (or to the King County Council) to implement mandatory rabies vaccination reporting. For this briefing, Council staff presents the history of the budget proviso and the inclusion of the rabies vaccination proposal in the proviso response. RASKC will provide an update of the activities that have occurred in 2013 and the first half of 2014.



BACKGROUND

Regional Animal Services

RASKC provides regional animal services (sheltering, control/field services and licensing services) for unincorporated King County and 25 contract cities via an interlocal agreement (ILA).  Benefits of a regional animal services system as identified by the Joint Cities-County Work Group on Animal Services in 2010 (2010-B0095) include:
· Public health and safety – ability to track animal public health issues regionally (like rabies) and handle multi-jurisdictional animal control cases;
· Animal welfare – reduce pressure on non-profit shelters, create regional capacity for emergency response and large volunteer groups, and avoid competition between jurisdictions for shelter space;
· Customer service – single point of contact for lost pets or citizen complaints, uniform pet licensing program that is easier to understand, and database management for better customer service, such as returning animals to owners; and
· Efficient services – regional spay-neuter program, economies of scale, and a consistent approach to animal care and control countywide.

Animal services costs are supported primarily by licensing revenue, payment by each jurisdiction for costs not covered by their licensing revenue, and a county general fund subsidy. There is also other income from enhanced services, donations, fees and fines.  These revenue sources are identified in Table 1 below.

Table 1.  Projected RASKC Revenue Sources for 2014
	City
	$2.5 million
	38%

	City pet licensing revenue
	$1.7 million
	

	City payment for services
	$814,000
	

	Unincorporated
	$1.6 million
	25%

	Unincorporated pet licensing revenue
	$825,000
	

	Unincorporated payment for services (General fund)
	$775,000
	

	General Fund Subsidy
	$1.8 million
	28%

	General fund direct contribution
	$869,000
	

	General fund monetary credits
	$987,000
	

	Other
	$584,000
	9%

	Enhanced services, donations, fees, fines
	$584,000
	

	Total
	$6.5 million
	100%



As can be seen in Table 1, over a quarter of the program (28%) is subsidized by the County's general fund.  This subsidy is in addition to the amount the County pays for services in unincorporated King County. Table 1 also shows that the revenue generated by city pet licenses pays for two thirds of the animal services costs for the cities. 

Financial Sustainability

Financial sustainability has been a priority in the regional provision of animal services for some time. Presently, three-fourths of the participating jurisdictions must subsidize their costs of animal services because costs exceed program revenues. For King County, the costs are greatest because it also provides a general fund subsidy to support the program as a whole. Reducing reliance on the general fund is a priority for the County because the general fund supports critical county services, many of which are mandated. This leaves little money for programs which need to rely on the discretionary general fund because they lack dedicated funding sources.

The ILA states that “The Parties intend that the provision of Animal Services becomes significantly more financially sustainable over the initial three year term of this Agreement through the development of New Regional Revenue and the generation of additional Licensing Revenue.” 

Under the terms of the ILA, pet licensing revenues are credited to the jurisdiction in which they are generated as an offset against costs of animal services to that jurisdiction. Therefore, jurisdictions which have greater costs than the revenues they bring in directly benefit from any increased licensing revenues in their jurisdiction. Regionally, the system benefits indirectly through improved licensing rates and responsible pet ownership.

Increasing licensing revenues in the unincorporated area would directly benefit the general fund, as the general fund pays for the costs of the unincorporated area.  In addition, increasing revenues in the jurisdictions that are supported by general fund monetary credits would also decrease the need of those jurisdictions to rely on general fund support.  However, the amount of general fund support to those jurisdictions is fixed through the end of current ILA which is in 2015.

RASKC 2013-2014 Proviso and Rabies Reporting Proposal

The 2013-2014 adopted budget (Ordinance 17476) contained a $500,000 proviso on the biennial RASKC budget.  The proviso required RASKC to produce an operational strategic plan informed by a technical report by March 31, 2014. The goal of the operational strategic plan is to develop a sustainable program for regional animal services with sustainable funding resources, while preserving the county's commitment to protection of animal and human health and safety, and preventing injury to property and cruelty to animal life.

Vaccination Reporting Proposal

As part of its operational strategic plan, RASKC identified mandatory rabies vaccination reporting as one strategy to increase financial sustainability. RASKC proposed this strategy due to large successes experienced in other jurisdictions across the country. The strategy proposes a Board of Health code requirement for veterinarians to report client rabies vaccinations (client/pet identification and vaccination information) to Public Health. As a Board of Health regulation, if adopted, this proposal would affect all jurisdictions within King County. RASKC would use this data to help identify pet owners who are not licensed in order to improve pet licensing compliance.[footnoteRef:1] This strategy has worked in other jurisdictions because more pet owners tend to vaccinate than license their pets, so it gives animal services access to an identifiable population of pet owners who should be licensed. Rabies vaccination and pet licensing are both required by law. [1:  Based on estimated pet populations in all jurisdictions within the RASKC program, RASKC estimates that 21 percent of pets are licensed (29 percent in unincorporated King County).] 


Outreach and Pilot Program

[bookmark: _GoBack]RASKC reports that it reached out to the Washington State Veterinary Medical Association (WSVMA) in early 2013. The veterinarian community expressed strong concerns and reservations in response to the proposal (see, e.g., Seattle Times article, Attachment 1 to this staff report). WSVMA indicated it did not support mandatory rabies data reporting and proposed a voluntary program, where it would encourage its membership to communicate the benefits of pet licensure. RASKC updated and provided marketing materials, and established mailings, emails and in-person clinic visits to support the voluntary program. The voluntary pilot program began in January 2014 and lasted 3.5 months. The results showed only slight increases in pet licensing. Therefore, conversations between RASKC and WSVMA have continued.

Jurisdiction

Because there has been some confusion in the public response regarding the jurisdiction and public process, this staff report clarifies these issues. 

As the legislative body for King County, the Council adopts the biennial budget for RASKC. The Council also adopts the King County Code. Provisions related to animal services and animal control reside in Title 11 of the King County Code and apply to the unincorporated area. Incorporated areas are governed by their own codes, although sometimes they may adopt county code by reference. 

The King County Council established the King County Board of Health (BOH) in accordance with Washington State law (RCW 70.05.035). The functions of the Board are to set county-wide public health policy, enact and enforce local public health regulations, and carry out other duties of local boards of health specified in state law such as preventing and controlling the spread of infectious disease (like rabies). BOH has ten voting members including eight elected officials from the King County Council, Seattle City Council, and Suburban Cities of King County, and two health professionals. A third health professional is a nonvoting member. 

BOH rules and regulations reside in a separate Board of Health Code, which affects all jurisdictions within King County. Any proposal that involved a Board of Health code change, such as the RASKC proposal, would be within the purview and discretion of the Board of Health.

The proposal as envisioned would be submitted to the Board of Health, not the County Council. There has been no proposed legislation transmitted on the vaccination reporting proposal. If legislation were proposed to the Council, or a rule and regulation were proposed to the Board of Health, each body has its process for deciding whether to hear the proposal and for hearing and acting on the proposal. If the proposal were to reach a point of action by the governing body, it would follow the same public process as adoption of any other proposed code change, including but not limited to a published agenda, public hearing and public vote. At this time, RASKC is still engaged in stakeholder discussions to vet the proposal. This stakeholder process is not a required precursor to transmitting proposed legislation; but it is often done because it can be useful and prudent to obtain community input and feedback.

ATTACHMENTS

1. Seattle Times Article
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