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Metropolitan King County Council
Budget and Fiscal Management Committee


	
STAFF REPORT

	Agenda Item:
	9
	Name:
	Andrew Kim

	Proposed No.:
	2023-0362
	Date:
	November 8, 2023



SUBJECT

A proposed ordinance to increase the Medical Examiner Office’s Disposition Authorization Fee from $70 to $100.

SUMMARY

King County Code 2.35A.100 establishes that “a person shall not bury, cremate or otherwise dispose of the body of a decedent who died in the county without first reporting the death to the medical examiner's office and receiving an authorization from the medical examiner releasing the body for disposition.” The code also allows for a Disposition Authorization (DA) Fee to be charged for each disposition of the body of a decedent and that the revenues generated from the fee be used to support the Medical Examiner’s Office (MEO).

The proposed ordinance would modify King County Code 4A.650.150 to increase the DA Fee from $70 to $100. The increase would generate an additional $525,000 per year. The proposed ordinance was transmitted as a companion legislation by the Executive along with the 2023 2nd Omnibus. The 2023 2nd Omnibus proposes to add capacity to the medicolegal death investigation team by increasing the number of FTEs from 17 to 20 using the additional revenues generated by the increase in the DA Fee. Executive staff state that total deaths in the county have increased by 17% since 2017, when the DA Fee was last increased.

The DA Fee, which is usually passed down to residents by the funeral homes, would increase the average cremation costs (~$800) by approximately 3.8%, assuming that the total fee increase would be passed down to residents by the funeral homes, and would constitute a negligible increase in burial costs, as burials are more expensive.  

Striking Amendment S1 would make technical corrections and add a Statement of Facts to provide more context to the proposed fee increase.


BACKGROUND 

King County Code 2.35A.100 establishes that “a person shall not bury, cremate or otherwise dispose of the body of a decedent who died in the county without first reporting the death to the medical examiner's office and receiving an authorization from the medical examiner releasing the body for disposition.” This county law went into effect on January 1, 2008, in order to prevent destruction of evidence in death investigations. The MEO website states: “we owe it to the families to be able to tell them what happened to their loved one. We do not want suspicious or accidental deaths to go uninvestigated or unaccounted for.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  King County Medical Examiner’s Office – Disposition Authorization website. [LINK]] 


The MEO reviews all deaths that occur in the county. Before final approval of a death certificate, the MEO reviews each cause of death identified on the death certificate. Not all natural deaths fall under the “jurisdiction” of the MEO. This review verifies that the cause of death and manner of death (natural, homicide, suicide, or accident) would not require the MEO to assume “jurisdiction” for investigation. The MEO investigates sudden, unexpected, violent, suspicious, and unnatural deaths, which are defined as reportable deaths by RCW 68.50. 

According to the 2023 MEO Annual Report Dashboard, the total deaths in the county have increased by 17% from 14,991 in 2017 to 17,470 in 2022. Over the same period, the MEO jurisdictional cases have increased 62%, from 2,436 cases in 2017 to 3,955 cases in 2022.[footnoteRef:2] Executive staff state that in 2024, the MEO is on track to see an additional 12% increase in the number of cases. [2:  2023 King County Medical Examiner’s Office Annual Report Dashboard. [LINK]] 


Disposition Authorization (DA) Fee.  King County Code 2.35A.100.B. allows for a DA Fee to be charged for each disposition of the body of a decedent and that the revenues generated be used to support the MEO.[footnoteRef:3] Ordinance 15952 states that the DA Fee is established under the authority of King County Code 2.99.030.B, which states that the county “…may establish any fee…unless specifically prohibited by state law.”  [3:  Ordinance 15952, adopted in November 2007. [LINK]] 


King County Code 4A.650.150 establishes the DA Fee currently at $70 dollars, which was set back in 2017. Table 1 below shows the change in the DA Fee since it was established in 2008.

Table 1
Change In MEO Disposition Authorization (DA) Fee.

	Ordinance(s)
	
	Year
	
	DA Fee
	
	% Change

	PO 2023-0362
	
	2023
	
	$100
	
	43%

	18388[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Ordinance 18388, adopted in November 2016. [LINK]] 

	
	2017
	
	$70
	
	17%

	17692[footnoteRef:5],[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Ordinance 17692, adopted in November 2013. [LINK]]  [6:  A technical correction was made in Ordinance 18103 to ensure the DA Fee was set at $60. [LINK]] 

	
	2014
	
	$60
	
	20%

	15952[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Ordinance 15952, adopted in November 2007. [LINK]] 

	
	2008
	
	$50
	
	n/a




ANALYSIS

Fiscal Analysis.  According to the fiscal note (Attachment 4 to this staff report) the $30 DA Fee increase would generate an additional $525,000 per year. 

Executive staff state that basic cremation packages at funeral homes in the county start at approximately $800. This includes the county’s DA Fee which is usually passed down to residents by the funeral homes. A $30 increase in the DA Fee would increase the basic cremation packages by approximately 3.8% should the total increase be passed down to residents by the funeral homes.

2023 2nd Omnibus: Expand MEO Death Investigation Team Capacity.  The proposed ordinance was transmitted as a companion legislation by the Executive along with the 2023 2nd Omnibus[footnoteRef:8]. The 2023 2nd Omnibus would appropriate $445,764 to add capacity to the MEO with the following three additional positions (3.0 FTEs): [8:  Proposed Ordinance 2023-0355. [LINK]] 

· Medicolegal Death Investigator (1.0 FTE) – Add an additional medicolegal death investigator team to improve finding next of kin for decedents, which will help in managing morgue census and morgue capacity.
· Medicolegal Death Investigator Manager (1.0 FTE) – Improve span of control by adding a manager to the 24/7 operating medicolegal death investigators team. Executive staff state that there is currently no medicolegal death investigator manager in the MEO;
· Morgue Attendant (1.0 FTE) – Provide relief to medicolegal death investigators by releasing bodies, helping lift and transport decedents at scenes, and providing phone coverage while death investigators are in the field. Executive staff state that this position would also provide capacity for death investigators to respond in teams of two rather than one, thus reducing injury and safety risks which have been increasing in the last three years due to understaffing.

The proposed appropriation would be fully supported by the DA Fee increase. Of note, per RCW 68.50.104, the county receives partial reimbursement for salaries and wages for pathologists (Chief Medical Examiner, Associate Medical Examiners, etc.) and the cost of child autopsies as long as the county retains National Association of Medical Examiners (NAME) accreditation. However, there is no state reimbursement for medicolegal death investigators or morgue attendants.

The proposed appropriation would add capacity to the medicolegal death investigation team by increasing the number of FTEs from 17 to 20 and the number of medicolegal death investigators from 17 to 18. As discussed above, the total deaths in the county have increased by 17% since 2017, when the DA Fee was last increased.

Executive staff state that while there is not a NAME standard for medicolegal death investigator caseload, a 2016 survey of similarly sized medical examiner offices showed caseloads of 100 cases per investigator. Recognizing that this caseload level may be difficult to achieve in the county, the MEO have set a goal of 150 cases per investigator. Based on the current number of cases, the county would need to increase the medicolegal death investigator team to 25 to meet this goal.
Other Jurisdictions.  For comparison, Table 2 lists the MEO fees charged by other local jurisdictions in peer counties in Washington State and across the country.

Table 2
MEO Fees in Peer Counties.

	Jurisdiction
	
	Current
Fee
	
	2022 Population[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Census QuickFacts, Population Estimates, July 1, 2022, (V2022). [LINK]] 

	
	Type

	Washington State
	
	
	
	
	
	

	King County
	
	$70
	
	2.27 M
	
	Disposition Authorization

	Pierce County
	
	$10
	
	0.93 M
	
	Disposition Authorization

	Snohomish County
	
	$15
	
	0.84 M
	
	Disposition Authorization

	Clark County
	
	$70
	
	0.52 M
	
	Disposition Authorization

	Other States
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Cook County, IL
	
	$150
	
	5.11 M
	
	Cremation Permit

	San Diego County, CA
	
	$12
	
	3.28 M
	
	Cremation Permit

	Hennepin County, MN
	
	$50
	
	1.26 M
	
	Cremation Permit

	Milwaukee County, WI
	
	$382
	
	0.92 M
	
	Cremation Permit

	Macomb County, MI
	
	$93
	
	0.87 M
	
	Cremation Permit




Legal Review.  Council’s legal counsel has reviewed the proposed ordinance and identified no legal concerns.

AMENDMENT

Striking Amendment S1 would make technical corrections and add a Statement of Facts to provide more context to the proposed fee increase.

INVITED

· Dwight Dively, Director, Office of Performance, Strategy and Budget (PSB)

ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Ordinance 2023-0362
2. Striking Amendment S1
3. Transmittal Letter
4. Fiscal Note
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