From: Julia Patterson
Sent: Thu 6/5/2008 5:31 PM


Honorable Mayors of King County:
The County Council would like to engage city elected officials in a conversation about the future of our regional justice system, with special attention to adult detention programs.    The Council is considering adoption of legislation (electronic copy attached for your convenience) inviting city officials to share your views on continued access to the county adult detention system.   We believe that opportunities may exist for city use of county jail space on an interim basis through at least 2014.   Assuming that the Legislature, county and city officials can resolve the significant and structural budget problems facing our local governments, there also may be opportunities to partner on long-term jail capacity.
Where the problem started:
In 2000, the county prepared a twenty year assessment of jail prisoner population trends and capacity needs for the region.   The report reached the shocking conclusion that:
“If the recent practices that have affected jail use do not change and the status quo continues, the County’s adult detention facilities will be out of needed beds by a forecasted amount of 69 in 2005, growing to 622 beds by 2010.”
On the heel of these disturbing jail capacity projections, county government faced a significant budgetary crisis as a result of limits placed on annual property tax growth.  General government operations in county government rely heavily on property tax revenues for program support.   As a result of these two events, in 2002 King County asked cities to remove their misdemeanant prisoners from the county jail system by the end of 2012.   
Simultaneously, the County Council adopted a series of integrated justice system efficiency measures and strategies contained in an “Operational Management Plan” in an attempt to reform the way the regional justice system operates and better manage our burgeoning jail population.   Thee reform measures have been highly effective and has saved well over $100 million, thanks to years of effort by the Prosecuting Attorney, Superior & District Court judges, city and county law enforcement officers and other justice system stakeholders.
Cities Step up and Respond to this Jail Crisis:
Cities immediately set about planning interim and long-term jail capacity options for city misdemeanant inmates detained on city charges.  Contracts running through 2010 were signed with Yakima County for city prisoners.   Several sub-regional assemblies have conducted detailed planning efforts to build and operate city-owned jail capacity.  The County Council understands that city jail population forecasts have identified a need for 1,450 city jail beds over the next 20 years (2006-2026), to be provided by one or more of these jail capacity permutations:
•       The South County cities estimate a need for about 800 beds and build a jail, and 
•       192 bed jail needed for the North and East Cities, not including Seattle, or 
•       A 632 bed jail could be built which would accommodate all North and East Cities, including Seattle, or 
•       Seattle could develop a 440 bed jail to meet their own bed needs.  (The City of Seattle maintains an excellent website for their municipal jail project at www.seattle.gov/municipaljail/), and
•       Several cities with their own municipal jails may or may not add additional capacity. 

County Executive staff does not anticipate long-term capacity problems for county prisoners (felons and unincorporated area misdemeanants), provided that city misdemeanants and eventually state DOC holds are denied access to county facilities.
What does the County Council hope to accomplish working together?
We believe that there are short-term problems we can solve to our mutual benefit.
       Today, King County operates the only jail facilities that can detain inmates with serious medical or psychological conditions or behavior problems.  These “at-risk” prisoners require very costly care.  
       Cities still struggle with transport and inmate access problems at remote Yakima County facilities. 
       Everyone needs more time to allow the planning process and development of new capacity to be properly completed.   Perhaps – given the successes of our “Operational Master Plan” – sufficient capacity can be found in the county jail system to give everyone more breathing room.
       Cities and the county still need to resolve how new human service levy funds and money for mentally ill can be integrated into the justice system to further reduce all of our costs.
We believe that there are long-term advantages to working together, also.
       Cities can benefit from justice system efficiency measures and strategies implemented by the county over nearly a decade of reform.
       County experience has shown that the better integrated the component parts of the justice system are; the better the outcome.   Local officials should carefully think how one, two or possibly three new municipal jails will coordinate their programs with other affected jurisdictions and agencies.
       County government can benefit by adapting city “best practices” into regional programs, improving the quality of justice and streamlining costs.
As noted above and reported recently in the press, King County is obviously not in a financial position to make long-term promises to solve the jail capacity problem.   Likewise, the Council is not suggesting that cities delay or discontinue their prudent, ongoing efforts to develop critical jail capacity.  
However, the Council has a high level of confidence that solutions can be identified and implemented when we work with our city partners, based on other recent successes such as human service funding and the coordinated responses to the endangered species listing(s).
I appreciate your thoughts on this issue, and on the attached legislation which will soon be brought before the Council for discussion and possible action in the weeks ahead.  Please contact Michael Huddleston, the County Council’s municipal government contact at (206) 296-1672 if you have questions or need additional information.   Thanks so much for your interest!
Julia Patterson, Chair
Metropolitan King County Council 
