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SUBJECT

An ordinance revising the process for appointees to the Districting Committee. 

SUMMARY

The County Charter requires that the County Council district boundaries be redrawn every ten years. Prior to 2008 the office of County Councilmember was a partisan office under the Charter. That changed with a charter amendment as a result of Initiative 26. Now, County Councilmember offices are non-partisan[footnoteRef:1]. However, the County Code has not yet been updated to also make the Districting Committee process non-partisan. The Code still calls for partisan appointees to the Districting Commission. The Districting Committee only draws the boundaries for the offices of County Council as most other offices are county-wide except for District Court judges that are determined by a different process.  [1:  The offices of Executive, Assessor, Director of Elections and Prosecuting Attorney are now also non-partisan, but their districts are contiguous with the border of the County, so the Districting Committee does not affect those offices. Superior Court judges are non-partisan by state law. District Court judges do have districts, but are covered by a different process. The Prosecuting Attorney is non-partisan via a Charter Amendment that was passed in 2016.  ] 


BACKGROUND 

State Law and the County Charter both require a districting process every ten years. RCW 29A.76.010 provides general criteria that must be met and the County Charter and Code provide process instructions and additional criteria to be met in redistricting. 
Specifically, RCW 29A.76.010 imposes the following criteria on how the final districts are drawn: 
a. The population in each district must be as equal as possible.
b. Districts must be as compact as possible.
c. Districts must be a geographical contiguous area. 
d. Population data must not be used to favor or disfavor one racial group.
e. Population data must not be used to favor or disfavor one political party. 
f. To the extent possible, districts should use existing natural boundaries and preserve existing communities of related and mutual interest.

The Districting Committee process is laid out in both the County Charter and the County Code. 

Under Section 650.30 of the Charter, the Districting process has three key elements: 
1. A Districting Committee shall be appointed every ten years. The County Council shall appoint four of the members and those four appoint the fifth member who serves as chair. 
2. The Districting Committee needs to select a Districting Master who draws the plans and works at the direction of the Committee 
3. The work must be complete by December 31 of the year the Committee begins meeting (2021 in this case). 

Under Section 1.22 of the King County Code, the criteria for selection are included as the following: 
1. Each Councilmember may nominate someone from the Councilmember’s political party and 
2. The County Council shall appoint two Republican and two Democratic nominees to the Committee. 

This section of Code has not been amended Since 1986 and is now incongruent with the Charter which has County Councilmembers as non-partisan elected officials. 

Proposed Ordinance 2020-0298 would remove the references to political parties and clarify the process and qualifications for membership on the Districting Committee. 

ANALYSIS

Proposed Ordinance 2020-0298 would amend two sections of KCC 1.22. The first amended section would remove partisan appointments and add clarity around the process. The amended language would look as follows: 

By December 1 of each December preceding a districting committee process, and in written notice to the chair of the council, ((E))each councilmember may nominate one person ((of the councilmember's political party)).  The chair shall cause to be introduced a motion for consideration and action by the council that appoints the districting committee members as described in subsection B. of this section; and

This change to the code would: 
1. Remove references to the appointees to the committee being from a councilmember’ political party. 
2. Create a December 1 deadline for nominating a potential committee member to the Chair of the Council. 
3. Direct the Chair of the Council to introduce or cause to be introduced a motion that would appoint the membership of the Districting Committee.

Proposed Ordinance 2020-0298 would also provide some guidelines for the membership of the committee and general qualifications for membership on the committee. The amended language would read as follows: 

The King County council shall appoint four members ((, two appointed from the Democratic nominees and two appointed from the Republican nominees)).  In appointing the members to the committee, the council shall consider equity and attempt to represent the demographic, geographic and political diversity of the county.  Appointees to the committee should have a history of civic or community engagement and have the necessary background and skill to actively participate in the districting process. 

Cumulatively, this section would: 
1. Remove the references to two appointees from the Democratic and Republic parties. 
2. Add the requirement that the Council, when appointing members to the Committee consider “equity and attempt to represent the demographic, geographic and political diversity of the county” and 
3. Add the expectation that appointees to the committee have a “history of civic or community engagement and have the necessary background and skill to actively participate in the districting process.” 

If Proposed Ordinance 2020-0298 were to pass, the revised districting process could be summarized in the following steps: 
1. By December 1 of 2020, and each year prior to a districting process, Councilmembers could nominate someone, in writing, to the Council Chair for appointment to the Committee. 
2. The Council Chair would then introduce or cause to be introduced a motion appointing four members to the Committee. 
3. By January 31, 2021, and by January 31 of each tenth year thereafter, the Council must pass a Motion appointing the first four members of the Districting Committee. 
4. Those four members will appoint the fifth who shall be the chairperson of the Districting Committee. 
5. By April 1, the Districting Committee shall appoint a Districting Master qualified by education, training and experience to create the maps and Districting Plan to redraw the Districts. 
6. If the Committee does not select a Districting Master by April 1, the Council is charged with appointing one by May 31. 
7. By December 31, the Districting Master submits a District Plan to the Committee. The Committee must adopt the plan, with or without amendment within 15 days. 
8. The plan is then official once it is submitted to the clerk of the council by the Districting Committee.


ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Ordinance 2020-0298
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