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STAFF REPORT
SUBJECT:  
Proposed Ordinance 2013-0431 would increase the cremation/burial review fees charged by the King County Medical Examiner from $50 to $60 per review. 
SUMMARY:

The proposed fee increase of $10 would bring the cremation/burial review fee charged by the King County Medical Examiner (KCME) to $60.  The increase was proposed in order to cover the increasing cost of conducting death reviews.  Increasing workloads have required Medical Examiner's Office staff to work overtime, which has higher costs both overall and per review.

The proposed fee increase would generate $130,000 in revenue, which would cover increased staffing costs of $86,888, plus approximately $45,000 in overhead and space rental costs.  The Executive's 2014 proposed budget for KCME includes a new 0.5 FTE Death Investigator position and the increase of an existing 0.5 Health Program Assistant to full time.
The proposed ordinance can be found at Tab #2013-0431 in your notebooks. 

ANALYSIS:
Cremation and burial reviews are conducted by the King County Medical Examiner (KCME) prior to issuing cremation and burial permits to funeral homes. This assures that the manner and cause of all deaths are reviewed by the Medical Examiner. Funeral homes generally pass these permit fees on to the customer.  The cremation review fee has been $50 since it was first implemented in County code in 2008. A burial review fee of the same amount was implemented in 2011 (see K.C.C. 2.24.135).

KCME Workload: KCME's workload has increased since the body disposition fees were implemented.  Cremation permits increased from 9,277 in 2008 to 10,325 in 2012, and increase of approximately 11.2 percent over 4 years.  More recently, KCME has seen a 3.8 percent decline in the number of burial permits it issued - from 3,470 burial permits in 2011 to 3,338 in 2012 – which is representative of a long term shift in King County from burials to cremations.  KCME projects it will review 13,900 cremation requests and 3,450 burial requests in 2014.  
The requested fee increase to $60 per review is the amount estimated by KCME to cover the current cost of performing each cremation/burial review.  The proposed fee increase would generate an estimated $130,000 in revenue, which would cover increased staffing costs of $86,888, plus approximately $45,000 in overhead, direct distributed and space costs.  The Executive's 2014 proposed budget for KCME would authorize the hiring of a 0.5 FTE Death Investigator and the increase of an existing 0.5 FTE Health Program Assistant position to full time.
Reasonableness of the Amount: Not all jurisdictions have cremation/burial fees, although it is increasingly common to charge such fees. Of 16 other cities and states surveyed nationally by the Medical Examiner's Office, fees ranged from $15 to $175, with an average of $70 and a median fee of $63. The proposed $60 fee rate would place King County close to the median fee level.  

Locally, King County's neighbors Snohomish and Pierce County do not have cremation/burial fees.  Snohomish County pays for cremation review with general funds. Pierce County does not provide reviews.  

KCME Use of the Fee: KCME has confirmed that the cremation/burial review increase will cover current costs that are not being fully covered by the existing $50 fee, and that revenues generated by the fee increase would be used only to cover costs of KCME.  
REASONABLENESS: 

The proposed fee increase would help cover the increased cost of providing the KCME’s death review services.  The Executive projects that cremation and burial review costs will be approximately $800,000 in 2014; with the proposed rate increase, total revenues are expected to be approximately $780,000. The fee is commensurate with the amounts collected by other jurisdictions that charge a burial/cremation review fee. Therefore the request appears to be a reasonable business and policy decision.
INVITED:
1. Dwight Dively, Director of King County Office of Policy, Strategy, and Budget
2. David Fleming, M.D., Director of Public Health – Seattle & King County
ATTACHMENTS:
1. Fiscal Note
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