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SUBJECT

Proposed Ordinance 2025-0169 would authorize the imposition of a one-tenth of one percent sales and use tax for criminal justice purposes as authorized in Section 201, Chapter 350, Laws of Washington 2025.

SUMMARY

[bookmark: _Hlk201668991]In April 2025, the Washington State Legislature approved ESHB 2015 allowing qualifying cities and counties to impose an additional 0.1% sales and use tax for criminal justice purposes.[footnoteRef:1] Criminal justice purposes are defined as activities that substantially assist the criminal justice system, which may include circumstances where ancillary benefit to the civil justice and behavioral health systems occurs.  [1:  ESHB 2015] 


Proposed Ordinance 2025-0169 would impose an additional 0.1% sales and use tax to support criminal justice programs and services, effective January 1, 2026. According to the Executive, a countywide 0.1% sales tax is currently forecasted to generate approximately $95 million per year. The estimated impact to a median income household would be $40 annually.

If approved, all tax proceeds would be directed to the county General Fund and will be appropriated as part of the biennial budget process. According to the Executive, as nearly 75% of the General Fund is dedicated to public safety and the criminal legal system, the proposed revenue would be sufficient to offset the projected $150 million General Fund deficit for the 2026-2027 biennium, avoiding deep cuts to county services and programs which would otherwise be necessary.

BACKGROUND 

King County’s Projected General Fund Deficit. With the adoption of the 2025 Annual Budget, the county General Fund was projected to run a deficit of $150 million for the 2026-2027 biennium.[footnoteRef:2] The projected shortfall is the result of State law which generally limits property tax increases to 1% annually, plus revenue from new construction.[footnoteRef:3] This 1% limit causes revenue to grow at a lower rate than the cost of providing services. The gap between revenue and costs is known as the “structural gap.”  [2:  2025 Adopted Budget Book]  [3:  RCW Chapter 84.55 ] 


According to the Executive, when inflation was low, as it was for many years, the county budgeted within the 1% growth limit by finding efficiencies, making many small reductions in services, and finding small new revenue sources. However, the high inflation in recent years, which averaged nearly 7% annually between 2021-2023, has driven up costs for salaries, benefits, supplies, utilities, and construction, exacerbating the structural gap. 

In February of this year, several leaders of county agencies and departments funded primarily through the General Fund gave a presentation to the Budget and Fiscal Management Committee detailing the projected deficit’s impact to agency staff and operations. Some of the stated impacts include:  
· The Sheriff’s Office would eliminate about 80 deputies serving unincorporated King County and would reduce staff investigating crimes. Responses to all but the most serious crimes would be significantly delayed or would never occur;
· The Prosecutor’s Office would eliminate dozens of attorneys, meaning some crimes could no longer be prosecuted. Staff providing victim support and other services would be reduced;
· The Department of Community and Human Services likely would have to cut all General Funded services, including services for victims of domestic violence and sexual assault, civil legal aid, and diversion programs for youth in the criminal legal system; and
· The Department of Local Services would eliminate about half of the existing code enforcement staff, meaning many code violations would not be investigated. The County’s participatory budgeting program, which involves residents in selecting projects to benefit their neighborhoods, could be eliminated.

House Bill 2015. In April of this year, the Washington State Legislature adopted ESHB 2015 allowing qualifying cities and counties to impose an additional 0.1% sales and use tax for criminal justice purposes before June 30, 2028. The key aspects of the legislation are described in detail below.  

Criminal Justice Purposes. Criminal justice purposes are defined as activities that substantially assist the criminal justice system, which may include circumstances where ancillary benefit to the civil justice and behavioral health systems occurs, and which includes: 
· domestic violence services such as those provided by domestic violence programs, community advocates, and legal advocates;
· staffing adequate public defenders to provide appropriate defense for individuals;
· diversion programs; 
· reentry work for inmates; 
· local government programs that have reasonable relationship to reducing the numbers of people interacting with the criminal justice system including, but not limited to, reducing homelessness or improving behavioral health; 
· community placements for juveniles; and 
· community outreach and assistance programs, alternative response programs, and mental health crisis response including, but not limited to, the recovery navigator program.

Local Law Enforcement Grant Criteria. A city or county may authorize the tax contingent upon meeting the requirements to receive funding from the Local Law Enforcement Grant program created under the legislation. The grant criteria require that the city or county have: 
· Issued and implemented policies consistent with the Keep Washington Working Act[footnoteRef:4] and the Office of the Attorney General's (AGO) Keep Washington Working Act guide, model policies, and training recommendations for state and local law enforcement agencies;  [4:  RCW 43.17.425 and 10.93.160] 

· Participated in required Criminal Justice Training Commission (CJTC) training relating to violence de-escalation and duty to render aid;[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  RCW 43.101.455 and 36.28A.445] 

· Issued and implemented policies and practices regarding use of force and de-escalation tactics consistent with RCW 10.120.030 and with all CJTC and AGO model policies for law enforcement including, but not limited to, duty to intervene and canine;
· Implemented use of force data collection and reporting consistent with RCW chapters 10.118 and 10.120 when the program is operational; 
· Issued and implemented policies and practices related to laws addressing firearm relinquishment pursuant to court orders and domestic violence 911 response requirements[footnoteRef:6];  [6:  Chapters 7.105 and 9.41 RCW] 

· A 25% officer compliance rate with the CJTC’s 40-hour crisis intervention team training; 
· A 100% officer compliance rate for those officers required to complete trauma-informed, gender-based violence interviewing, investigation, response, and case review training developed or approved by the CJTC pursuant to RCW 43.101.272 and 43.101.276, and if requested by the commission, participated in agency case reviews;
· Received funding from a sales and use tax authorized pursuant to the RCW 82.14.340 or 82.14.450; 
· A chief of police, marshal, or sheriff who is certified by the CJTC and who has not been convicted of a felony or convicted of a gross misdemeanor involving moral turpitude, dishonesty, fraud, or corruption; and 
· Issued and implemented policies and practices that prohibit volunteers who assist with agency work from enforcing criminal laws, other than for assistance with special event traffic and parking, including engaging in pursuits, detention, arrests, the use of force, or the use of deadly force, carrying or the use of firearms or other weapons, or the use of dogs to track people or animals other than for purposes of search and rescue; and that set forth the required supervision of volunteers, including that they must be clearly identifiable by the public as distinguishable from peace officers and any identifying insignia must be officially issued by the agency and used only when on duty.

Additional Qualifying Grant Requirements. To qualify for the grant, a city or county must also provide the CJTC with a detailed staffing plan specifying the: 
· Total number of commissioned officers currently employed by the agency; 
· Total number of specially commissioned officers currently employed by the agency; 
· Total number of co-response teams established within the agency and what staffing are included in each co-response team; 
· Total number of administrative staff currently employed;
· Number of officers on flexible work schedules; 
· Average 911 response rate of the agency over the previous 12-month period; and 
· Average case closure rate of the agency over the previous 12-month period.

A city or county must submit documentation to the CJTC demonstrating compliance with grant requirements before authorizing the tax. If the CJTC, in consultation with the AGO, is unable to verify the submittal within 45 calendar days, the CJTC must notify the city or county of any deficiencies. After this initial 45-day period, a city or county may authorize the tax conditioned upon either receiving validation or submission of supplemental documentation rectifying any deficiencies to the CJTC.  

The CJTC must review this supplemental documentation and notify the city or county of any outstanding deficiencies within 45 days of receipt of the supplemental documentation. If the city or county has not rectified all deficiencies within 180 calendar days of its initial submittal of documentation as verified by the CJTC, the State Treasurer must withhold $100,000 of the tax collected per month until the CTJC has verified that the city or county comes into compliance.

Timing and Reporting. A city or county imposing the tax authorized under ESHB 2015 must, within one calendar year and annually thereafter, report to either the Association of Washington Cities (AWC) or the Washington State Association of Counties (WSAC) on their use of the tax revenues. 

ESHB 2015 was signed by the Governor on May 19th, 2025, and will become effective on July 27th, 2025.

Existing County Criminal Justice Sales Tax. Since the 1990s, State law[footnoteRef:7] has allowed counties to impose a 0.1% sales and use tax for criminal justice purposes.[footnoteRef:8] Cities do not have the authority to impose this tax, but the revenues must be shared with the cities within the county on a per capita basis. The county receives 10% of the total proceeds, then a share based on the population of the county’s unincorporated area. The remainder is distributed to cities based on their population. [7:  RCW 82.14.340]  [8:  “Criminal justice purposes” under RCW 82.14.340 has a similar, but narrower, definition than that of ESHB 2015.] 


King County first imposed this tax in 1994 and has collected its share of the annual revenue ever since.[footnoteRef:9] The county’s revenue share for 2025 is estimated to be approximately $18.7 million out of a total of $93.4 million.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Ordinance 11103]  [10:  Per the March 2025 OEFA Forecast] 


ANALYSIS

[bookmark: _Hlk201831831]Proposed Ordinance 2025-0169 would impose an additional 0.1% sales and use tax for criminal justice purposes as authorized under ESHB 2015. The 0.1% sales tax would be imposed countywide and would be in addition to the current criminal justice sales tax levied by the county under RCW 82.14.340.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  KCC 4A.500.030  ] 


Compliance with ESHB 2015. Section 1 of the proposed ordinance states in a series of findings that the county, through the Sheriff’s Office (KCSO), meets the requirements necessary to impose the 0.1% sales tax authorized under ESHB 2015.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  ESHB Section 201(1)(a)] 


Section 2 of the proposed ordinance directs the proceeds from the proposed 0.1% sales tax to the county General Fund to support criminal justice purposes consistent with state law. According to the Executive, specific appropriation of the tax proceeds will be determined during the biennial budget process.

Section 2 of the proposed ordinance also commits the Executive, within one calendar year of imposition of the tax and annually thereafter, to report to the Washington state association of counties on how tax proceeds have been expended as required by ESHB 2015.

Timeline. According to the Executive, the KCSO has been compiling the necessary documentation for submittal to the CJTC no later than July 27, 2025, when ESHB 2015 becomes effective.  

The CJTC is responsible for providing verification or notification of deficiencies within 45 days of the county’s submittal. The county can impose the sales tax after this initial 45-day period provided the county responds with supplemental documentation rectifying any deficiencies if necessary. By submitting the initial documentation by July 27, the county should receive notice from the CJTC on or before September 10, 2025. 

Section 3 of the proposed ordinance establishes an effective date of October 1, 2025. Should the Executive submit the initial documentation by July 27 as stated, the proposed ordinance would become effective several weeks after the initial 45-day review period. According to the Executive, the October 1 effective date would also allow the county to notify the Department of Revenue by October 15, for the 0.1% sales tax to be implemented on January 1, 2026.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  A local sales/use tax change may take effect (a) no sooner than 75 days after DOR receives notice of the change and (b) only on the 1st day of January, April, or July, per RCW 82.14.055. ] 


Fiscal impact. Based on the adopted March 2025 Office of Economic and Financial Analysis (OEFA) forecast, the 0.1% sales tax imposed under the proposed ordinance is anticipated to raise approximately $95 million per year in the first year of collections. Unlike the criminal justice sales tax authorized under RCW 82.14.340, the proposed sales tax does not require revenue sharing with other local jurisdictions within King County. Therefore, all proceeds generated under proposed tax would be collected solely by the county and directed to the county General Fund. 

According to the Executive, as nearly 75% of the General Fund is dedicated to public safety and the criminal legal system, the proposed tax would generate sufficient funding to offset the County’s previously projected $150 million biennial General Fund deficit, avoiding deep cuts to county services and programs.

Retail sales taxes currently average 9.7% in King County.[footnoteRef:14] Attachment 4 to this staff report lists the total sales taxes currently collected by each jurisdiction within King County, as tabulated by the Washington Department of Revenue (DOR) for collections between April 1 and June 30, 2025. Attachment 4 also delineates the components that make up King County’s sales tax rate.  [14:  Local Sales & Use Tax Rates and Changes, Department of Revenue, Effective April 1-June 30, 2025 ] 


The Office of Performance, Strategy, and Budget (PSB) estimates that an increase in the sales tax by 0.1% would have an annual impact of $40 on the median income household. This estimate is based on a median household income of $122,000 and a sales tax ratio of 32.9%, meaning that the median household spends a total of $40,138 each year on goods subject to the sales tax, resulting in approximately $3,908 in sales taxes owed. An increase of 0.1% to the sales tax would add $40 on average to that total.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  PSB notes that this total will vary due to the variation among jurisdictions in sales tax rates.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk201743638]It should be noted that the July OEFA forecast will include updated impacts on taxable sales, consumer spending, and inflation. This forecast will be the first to include estimated impacts of the newly adopted state law[footnoteRef:16] which broadens the sales tax base to include some services not previously included. Many of these services (such as, information technology support, temporary staffing, and digital advertising services) are concentrated within King County and therefore expected to have a disproportionate effect on the local sales tax base, which could potentially result in increased sales tax collections.    [16:  ESSB 5814] 


INVITED

Dwight Dively, Director, Office of Performance, Strategy, and Budget

ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Ordinance 2025-0169
2. Transmittal Letter
3. Fiscal Note
4. Local Sales and Use Taxes, Department of Revenue, April 1-June 30, 2025
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