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Metropolitan King County Council

Budget & Fiscal Management Committee

Agenda Item No.:
     2       


Date:           December 8, 2004
Proposed No.:       2004-0542


Prepared By:   William Nogle

REVISED
STAFF REPORT
This proposed ordinance was passed out of the Budget and Fiscal Management Committee on December 8, 2004 with a DO PASS recommendation (Option 1).

SUBJECT:

This proposed ordinance provides for a supplemental appropriation for the Department of Assessments in the amount of $567,634, which, if approved, would bring their 2004 budget to $17,584,580.

SUMMARY:

The ordinance would approve a supplemental budget appropriation for the Department of Assessments.  The supplemental appropriation is needed to cover the cost of various capital outlay items and services purchased by the Assessor’s Office.

BACKGROUND: 

The King County Assessor is a separately elected official who is responsible for assessing real and personal property within the County and determining the annual taxes due on each piece of property.  The duties of the Assessor are essentially to administer the assessment and tax laws of the State.  The various county assessors operate under the general supervision and control of the State Department of Revenue (RCW 84.08.010).

The adopted budget for the Department of Assessments for 2004 was $16,898,902, with funding for 229 full time equivalent employees.  When carryover appropriations of $118,044 are added, the current budget comes to $17,016,946.  This supplemental appropriation, if approved, would bring the budget to $17, 584,580.  This information is summarized in Table 1 below.

Table 1

Assessor Budget Summary
	Description
	Amount

	2004 Adopted Budget
	$16,898,902

	Carryover of appropriations from 2003
	118,044

	Total 2004 Budget
	17,016,946

	Requested Supplemental Appropriation
	567,634

	Amended Budget if Proposed Ordinance is Approved
	$17,584,580


ANALYSIS:

The adopted budget plus carryovers totaled $17,016,946.  Included within this amount were underexpenditure and expenditure contras totaling $745,262.  Neither of these contras had been designated to specific line items.  Of the total budget, $11.4 million was budgeted for salaries and salary related costs and $3.7 million was budgeted for employee benefits.  By the end of October, the expenditures in the salary category were at just under 83% of budget – about where you would expect for that point in the year.  The remaining budget authority for salaries should be sufficient to pay these costs through the end of the year.  With regard to employee benefits, the percent expended was slightly over 83% - again about where it should be through October.

Apparent over expenditures have occurred, however, in numerous line items as shown in the following table:

Table 2

Assessor Expenditures Compared to Budget

Selected Accounts

	Account
	Budget
	Expenditures

	Over Expenditure
	Expend. As % of Budget

	Other contracts/professional services
	$500
	$209,040
	$208,540
	41,808%

	EDP & Microfiche/Film Services
	102,271
	212,692
	110,421
	208%

	Postage
	168,803
	207,792
	38,989
	123%

	Repairs & Maintenance – IT Eqpt
	0
	38,953
	38,953
	---

	ITS Infrastructure
	205,156
	232,160
	27,004
	113%

	Furniture
	0
	37,227
	37,227
	---

	EDP Equipment
	0
	16,257
	16,257
	---

	EDP Hardware
	0
	51,886
	51,886
	---

	Totals
	$476,730
	$1,006,007
	$529,277
	211%


Staff inquired as to how these overexpenditures occurred.  The response from the Assessor’s staff was that they concluded there were excess appropriations available in the salaries line items.  However, they lost track of how many pay periods had already passed and were unable to accurately interpret the budget reports from the County’s budget reporting system.

Armed with this false conclusion, the Assessor proceeded to spend nearly $500,000 on what appear to be technology-related equipment and services that had not been included in the 2004 adopted budget.

Previous Years

Staff reviewed expenditures by the Assessor in both 2002 and 2003.  In 2002, the Assessor expended $16.502 million out of a budget of $16.68 million.  During the 2003 budget process, Council staff met with Assessor staff.  It became apparent that the Assessor’s staff did not understand the “contra” concept used by the Budget Office.
Contra Accounts Concept

Under this concept, the Budget Office includes line items in agency budgets that have negative balances.  The underlying assumption behind contra accounts is that, during the year, there will be underexpenditures in various line items.  The contra (or negative) amounts that are included are not allocated to any specific line items but still have the effect of decreasing the budget for the agency in total by the amount of anticipated underexpenditures.

In addition to the contra accounts included in the agency budgets, the Budget Office includes a ¾ of 1% “centrally held” underexpenditure contra in the General Fund financial plan.  This centrally held underexpenditure estimate assumes that agencies will turn back unneeded appropriations over and above the contras that are included in their agency budgets.  In the third quarter report, the Budget Office noted that this centrally held contra had been eliminated with regard to the Assessor.  The effect of this is that the Assessor would be able to spend their budget down to zero.  The centrally held contra for the Assessor was $128,000.  The 2004 adopted budget for the Assessor included three contra accounts as follows:

Table 3

Contra Account Detail for 2004

	Contra Account
	Amount
	Description

	Salary Budget Savings
	$144,646
	Assumes this amount will be “saved” through periodic vacancies in positions during the year.

	Underexpenditure Contra
	213,910
	Assumes various line items will be under-expended during the year.

	Expenditure Contra
	386,706
	2003 target cut that was not allocated to line items by the department in 2003.  This was carried over from 2003 in order to calculate the base budget for 2004.

	Total Contra Accounts
	$745,262
	


The total of the Assessor’s line items in the 2004 adopted budget, not including these contras, was $17,644,164.  When the contras are deducted, it means that the Assessor’s adopted budget was $16,898,902.

When Council staff met with the Assessor’s staff in 2002, they explained that they did not have sufficient budget to keep all of their authorized positions filled because of the contras.  However, they assumed that the underexpenditure contra amount needed to be subtracted from their budget when, in fact, it had already been subtracted.  In order to meet what they believed was their target budget, employee positions were left open or vacant.  In this way, the salary savings generated by keeping positions open allowed them to stay within their target budget in terms of actual expenditures.  Staff noted for example that over $1.3 million in salary appropriations went unspent in 2002.  This was attributed to keeping positions open.  As a result, however, they noted that they were not able to assess as much of the new construction as they would have had they kept all positions filled.

In order to assure that the Assessor would have sufficient staff for new construction work, Council staff asked how many positions they would need in total if they had sufficient budget to keep all positions filled.  The response was 229 and that was the number that was approved by the Council for 2003.

Table 4 below compares actual expenditures to budget in 2002 and 2003 by major account classes.

Table 4

Assessor Expenditures Compared to Budget

2002 and 2003

	
	2002
	2003

	Account
	Budget
	Expenditures
	Balance
	Budget
	Expenditure
	Balance

	Salaries
	$11,193,689
	$9,873,829
	$1,319,860
	$11,091,667
	$10,708,187
	$383,480

	Benefits
	3,373,851
	3,063,542
	310,309
	3,308,004
	3,170,876
	137,128

	Supplies
	208,631
	339,229
	-130,598
	241,181
	355,937
	-114,756

	Other Services and Charges
	590,819
	688,945
	-98,126
	550,679
	636,268
	-85,589

	Intragovernmental
	1,630,654
	1,727,968
	-97,314
	1,677,402
	1,587,499
	89,903

	Capital Outlay
	7,406
	808,727
	-801,321
	104,007
	218,752
	-114,745

	Other
	-325,045
	0
	-325,045
	-293,410
	0
	-293,410

	Totals
	$16,680,005
	$16,502,240
	$177,765
	$16,679,530
	$16,677,519
	$2,011


As can be seen from the above table, over $1.3 million was left unspent in salaries in 2002 but this was down to only $383,000 in 2003.  It is interesting to note that over expenditures were recorded in supplies, other services and charges, and capital outlay in both years.  Over the two years, over $920,000 was spent on furniture and equipment above the budgeted amount.  If 2004 to date is included, expenditures on furniture and equipment exceed budget authority by more than $1 million.

Council staff requested additional information with regard to the expenditures made in 2004 for services, furniture and equipment.  Staff asked:

1. What goal was being pursued with regard to these expenditures?

2. What was purchased?

3. What is the benefit that will result from these purchases?

4. Was this a technology project that would have been appropriate for the Office of Information Resource Management to review and to be subjected to the technology governance process?

5. Was there a "plan" with regard to these expenditures?

6. Was a quantifiable business case prepared for this program?

Because the Assessor and the Chief Deputy Assessor were unavailable, staff was not able to get answers to these questions.

Another question Council staff typically ask regarding supplemental appropriations requests is what contingency plans an agency has should the request not be approved.  It does not appear that the Assessor’s Office has a contingency plan in place, should the Council not act on this supplemental request or approve a request for a lower amount (thereby asking the Assessor’s Office to absorb more expenditures).  If the Assessor’s Office projections are accurate and the Council does not approve this request, the Assessor’s Office could be in danger of expending more than their adopted appropriation authority.  There are several statutes that pertain to expenditures over appropriation, including:

· RCW 36.40.100 and 36.40.130, which prohibit any county official from making expenditures or incurring liabilities in excess of appropriation.  The same chapter establishes violation of this statute as a criminal misdemeanor.

· RCW 29.82 (recall petitions and elections), which deems improper performance of a duty or commission of an unlawful act (which may include expenditures in excess of appropriation) by an elected official as misfeasance or malfeasance of office.

· King County Charter Section 495 which nullifies contracts to expend funds in excess of appropriation and holds any officer knowingly responsible personally liable for any person damaged by such action.

Budget Office Controls

The Budget Office first advised Council staff on October 14, 2004 of the likelihood of a supplemental budget being needed for the Assessor.  The Budget Office confirmed this on November 4.  Council staff noted that the Quarterly Report from the Budget Office for the second quarter of 2004 showed Assessor’s spending as being 5.08% above their allotments.  Allotments are calculated by the Budget Office to reflect the amount that would typically be spent through each quarter of the year by an agency if the agency were on target for the year with regard to its spending being within budgetary authority.  Any variance would be an indication of a potential problem.

The Budget Office did not apparently consider the 5.08% unfavorable variance at the end of the second quarter as being an issue that needed to be reviewed.  It appears that the overexpenditure that must now be addressed had already occurred by that time because, when encumbrances are included, the Assessor’s expenditures were more than $1.2 million over their allotments.  By not reviewing the Assessor’s budget situation at that time, the Budget Office allowed so much of the year to elapse that corrective action is no longer a viable option.  Budget Office controls may need to be revised or strengthened to prevent this situation in the future.

Questions from December 1, 2004 Committee Meeting:

Councilmember Ferguson asked the Assessor to respond to the questions that staff indicated had not been answered due to the unavailability of the Assessor and Chief Deputy Assessor during the time that staff was preparing the staff report.  Those questions, as noted above, are reproduced below along with the Assessor's Office responses:

1.  What goal was being pursued with regard to these expenditures?

Response:

The goal that was being pursued in making these expenditures was to meet state mandates of fairness.  Instrumental to this objective was the KC DOA Technology Initiative that began in 1993 with the approval of the King County Council (KCC).  With respect to the State Department of Revenue having operational authority over Assessors Offices, the KC DOA initiated Interagency Memorandums of Understanding in 1993 and 1996.  These clarifications of technology system responsibilities were supported by David Martinez, KC Chief Information Officer, in July of 2002.  Included in the plan are the components of conditions imposed upon the KC DOA by the State Department of Revenue:  the development of a digital parcel data base; acquisition, maintenance and updating of computer equipment and software; and implementation of such systems as are necessary in order for this department to meet its legally mandated requirements. The plan and its goals remain in place today. The furniture expenditure that is referenced is the final cost of a remodeling project that was conducted within the department (with Facilities Management being the primary project coordinator). The project began in 2002 and concluded in 2004 within its budget.

Staff Comments:

The subject of the 1993 agreement appears to have been the establishment of a Coordinated Geographic Information System.  Assessments was recognized as a partner in this project.  The agreement essentially acknowledges that Assessments would have the primary role in ensuring the integrity of the Parcel Data Base and would have the sole responsibility for all modifications or updates to the database.  The 1996 agreement affirms this and states as a further goal the establishment of a Coordinated Technological Information System.

Staff found no documentation in the materials provided by the Assessor that shows that the Department of Revenue imposed a requirement on the Assessor to develop a digital parcel database.  In an answer to a follow up question, the Assessor cited several statutes as being his legal responsibilities with regard to the parcel data base.  Staff reviewed the statutes cited but was unable to find any requirement for a “digital parcel database”.
2.  What was purchased?

Response:

The specifics of what was purchased are found on the attached table (Important note: it appears some expenditure account codes submitted by KC DOA are being assigned different account codes in the ARMS System).

Staff Comments:

Attachment 3 to this staff report is the information provided by the Assessor.  This does provide some additional information but staff will leave it to the reader to decide if this response is sufficiently detailed or not.

3.  What is the benefit that will result from these purchases?

Response:

Better service to citizens at a lower cost.  The specific benefits of the purchases are to allow this department to continue with the successful utilization of technology to meet state mandates; improve efficiency; lower per capita operating costs; and provide improved and responsive taxpayer service and support. The King County Department of Assessments has an outstanding record with regard to efficiency and customer service.  For example, in 1993 the department utilized approximately 242 FTE’s to revalue approximately 277,000 parcels per year.  In 2004, because of tremendous efficiency gains, the department revalued nearly 617,000 parcels with an average of 225 FTE’s. We handled more than double the workload with FEWER employees. This department now has the lowest per capita costs for large market value assessment jurisdictions within the entire United States. At the same time we have been achieving these efficiency gains the excellence of our work has also been recognized. During the referenced time period this department has earned two international awards for distinguished performance and accomplishment. Another example of how our performance quality has improved can be found in the fact that appeals have dropped.   In 2004, the number of appeals dropped by about 1/3 from last year. Clearly this department has invested in technological enhancements to provide more cost efficient high quality performance. 

To be specific, the investment into completing the scanning (digital data base conversion) project in 2004 promises great benefits. The scanning project began in 1998 in conjunction with our Public Access Project and has been in progress since that time.  The overall project has produced an award winning web site (www.metrokc.gov/assessor/) with “groundbreaking” features (Seattle Times, April 25, 2004).  Regarding the scanning component, we accelerated the project in 2004 because it appeared that we had funds available within our budget to do so. We digitized property characteristics, photos, and floor plans and thus have been able to archive hundreds of thousands of hard copy files (over 500,000 residential properties).   In fact, we have completely eliminated dozens of property folio filing cabinets at our Black River complex alone. Two primary benefits are realized.  First we use less floor space for file storage.  Second, and most importantly, now that our records are kept digitally our field appraisers can spend more time in the field picking up new construction.  Before the scanning project all research was done manually with appraisers sorting through a variety of hard copy files. This was time consuming and tied up files for lengthy periods of time. Now our appraisers can do all of their research electronically. They can make queries that take moments to get response to rather than hours. The initial benefit is that our appraisers, beginning in 2005, will be able to spend more time in the field and less in the office doing research. This will contribute to the all important pursuit of new construction. The more time our appraisers are able to spend in the field equates to more new construction they will be able to identify. Other benefits include more timely completion of the annual appraisal/assessment process, better and more efficient records management, more and better information availability for tax payer access, and ultimately the opportunity to lower our per capita operating costs even more. The scanning project also opens up the possibility of taxpayers filing electronic personal property affidavits, thus further reducing the handling of paperwork, lowering processing costs, and providing better customer service.  Finally it is important to note that the scanning/digital file conversion process being employed by this department has been reviewed and approved by the Electronic Records Program Project Manager of King County.

Staff Comments:

In the materials provided by the Assessor to the Committee on December 1 is a letter from the Department of Revenue dated July 26, 1995 (Attachment 5) approving the Assessor's revaluation plan for mass appraisal of residential and commercial property.  It appears that this was the first plan by the KC DOA to use statistical revaluation.  (Staff has requested clarification of this point.)  The response above appears to compare the physical inspection of 277,000 parcels in 1993 with 242 FTEs to the combination of physical inspections and mass (statistical) appraisals of 617,000 parcels in 2004 with 225 FTEs.  If this is the comparison that is being made, it would not be an "apples to apples" comparison because physical inspections are far more time consuming and rigorous that statistical appraisals.  In an answer to a follow up question, the Assessor stated this is an apples to apples comparison because both the 1993 figures and the 2004 figures include a combination of physical inspections and statistical updates.  The Assessor also noted that more physical inspections were done in 2004 than in 2003.
With regard to the acceleration of the scanning project in 2004, staff noted that the Budget Office informed the Assessor by email dated October 7, 2003 that the $62,042 requested by the Assessor for equipment replacement in 2004 "will not be funded in the 2004 Executive's Proposed Budget."

4.  Was this a technology project that would have been appropriate for the Office of Information Resource Management to review and to be subjected to the technology governance process?

Response:

It is already been reviewed and approved.  These expenditures and the scanning project are consistent with the KC DOA Technology Initiative approved and funded in 1993, and the Interagency Memorandums of Understanding supported by the Executive via OIRM in 2002. (Emphasis added).

Staff Comments:

None of the materials provided to date would indicate that this scanning project was subjected to the County's current technology governance process.    That process was not in place in 1993 so this project appears to predate the governance process.  The "support" by OIRM in 2002 (Attachment 6) appears to be an acknowledgement of the 1993 and 1996 agreements noted above plus the statement that the Executive "supports the business needs and goals" of the Assessor and intends to continue to honor those agreements.  This letter goes on to state:  "As King County makes decisions on priorities within the scarce economic resources available, we expect all the electorate of the County will likely need to consider alternatives that will have varying degrees of impact on the ability to deliver the quality of services we believe the public expects and deserves."  This appears to affirm the Executive's role in prioritizing needs of all agencies in the proposed budget, including technology needs.  Thus, more details on the specific expenditures that agencies wish to make each year with regard to technology would be helpful to the Executive in prioritizing technology investments by the County.  All general fund agencies must compete for the limited resources available in order to meet their own mandates and needs.

Additionally, staff has found no evidence to indicate that the Assessor's "Technology Initiative" was funded in 1993.

5.  Was there a "plan" with regard to these expenditures?

Response:

Yes, as already described above.

Staff Comments:

Staff has requested documentation of the Council's approval of the KC DOA Technology Initiative that began in 1993.

6.  Was a quantifiable business case prepared for this program?

Response:

Yes.

Staff Comments:

Staff has requested a copy of the quantifiable business case.

Options

Council staff has identified four options for the Council’s consideration:  

1. Approve the request as proposed.

The Council could approve the $567,634 supplemental appropriation request and fund this amount by using Current Expense fund balance.  If this action is taken, the Council may want to consider adopting a proviso early next year on the 2005 Assessor’s budget that would help prevent a reoccurrence.  The proviso could restrict approximately $567,000 of the 2005 Assessor’s budget with quarterly releases of this funding contingent on the Assessor providing a detailed budget status report to the Budget Office.  The Budget Office, after reviewing the reports, would forward them to the Council for approval.  Only upon approval of each report would the funding be released.

The fiscal impact of this option would be to decrease the fund balance of the General Fund that would otherwise be available for carryover to 2005 by $567,634.

2. Approve a lower amount of appropriation authority than that requested.

The Council could opt to approve a lower amount of appropriation authority than that requested by the Assessor.  In doing so, the Council could direct the Assessor to manage the budget for the remainder of the year such that more of the projected overexpenditure can be avoided or absorbed.  The Assessor may be able to accomplish this through slowing the rate of overtime expenditures for the remainder of the year.  However, since expenditures have already exceeded the budget in all other line items, there is no appropriation authority outside of salaries and benefits with which to absorb some of this overexpenditure.

Council staff is especially troubled by the apparent fact that the Assessor was not even aware that they were in danger of exceeding their budget until the Budget Office informed them of this in October.  Consequently, they have not formulated any contingency plans to manage the budget should the Council not approve the amount requested.

3. Approve the supplemental budget request but disappropriate a like amount in the Assessor’s 2005 budget.  This option would restore the $567,634 to the General Fund fund balance so that this amount would be available for other uses in 2005 or 2006.

This option would likely lead to the Assessor having to reduce staff during 2005 in order to stay within their budgetary allowance.  Staff reductions could lead to less new construction being added to the tax rolls for 2006.

4.  Do not approve the supplemental request.

Given that the Assessor’s expenditures have exceeded appropriations in most account classes for at least the three years 2002-2004, the Council could decide either to not act on this supplemental request or to reject it.

If the Council were to either not act or reject the request, the Assessor’s Office would need to decide whether to manage expenditures to remain within the current adopted appropriation or whether to purposefully spend in excess of the approved appropriation authority.  The potential consequences of expenditures over appropriation authority are outlined above.  Under this alternative, the County may be subject to an audit finding if the Assessor’s Office exceeds adopted appropriation authority.

REASONABLENESS

The above options constitute reasonable business decisions but entail varying degrees of uncertainty and risk.

INVITED:

Scott Noble, King County Assessor

Rich Medved, Deputy County Assessor

Steve Call, Director, Office of Management and Budget

ATTACHMENTS:


None
� Per ARMS Report as of November 19, 2004


� Includes encumbrances.


� The 2003 adopted budget included a total of $541,950 that was added by the Council over and above the Executive’s Proposed Budget.


� All figures are per ARMS reports.


� While not a question, several members responded to the statement from the Assessor’s Office that they were informed that the Council does not care about line items in the budget.  Generally, the response was that the Council does care about line items and uses line item information extensively during the course of the Council’s six-week plus review of the Executive’s proposed budget each year.
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