KING COUNTY SUPERIOR COURT
ANALYST: MELISSA BAILEY

	
	
	Expenditures
	
	Revenues
	
	FTEs
	
	TLTs

	2025 Revised Budget Biennialized
	
	$140,474,846
	
	$11,288,910
	
	320.9
	
	0.5

	2026-2027 Base Budget Adjust.
	
	$2,197,175
	
	($301,206)
	
	0.5
	
	(0.5)

	2026-2027 Decision Packages
	
	$8,893,160
	
	$768,571
	
	7.0 
	
	0.0 

	2026-2027 Proposed Budget
	
	$151,566,000
	
	$11,757,000
	
	328.0[footnoteRef:1] [1:  The Executive's Proposed 2026-2027 Budget Book shows two different FTE numbers (328.4 FTE and 332.4 FTE). The 332.4 FTE is the number for the proposed ordinance as it reflects the maximum number of FTEs needed for the biennium. The 328.4 FTE number shows the number of FTEs in December 2027 (4.0 FTE positions are only funded for six month and do not show up in the December 2027 FTE count).] 

	
	0.0

	% Change from prior biennium, biennialized
	
	7.9%
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Dec. Pkg. as % of prior biennium, biennialized
	
	6.3%
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Major Revenue Sources: General Fund, MIDD, BH-ASO, state and federal funds, and service fees.  



DESCRIPTION

King County Superior Court is Washington State's largest general jurisdiction trial court. Superior Court currently has 56 judges, each elected to four-year terms by the voters of King County or, in the event of a vacancy, appointed by the Governor. Under the Washington State Constitution and State statute, Superior Court has responsibility for felony criminal cases, civil matters involving more than $300, unlawful detainers, injunctions, family law cases, probate and guardianship matters, juvenile offender cases, juvenile dependency cases, and mental illness and involuntary commitment matters. Superior Court manages or participates in three MIDD-funded therapeutic court programs: Family Treatment Court, King County Adult Drug Diversion Court, and Juvenile Therapeutic Response and Accountability Court (formerly known as the Juvenile Drug Court).

Superior Court operates at four sites: the King County Courthouse, the Judge Patricia H. Clark Children and Family Justice Center (CCFJC), and the Harborview Medical Center (specific to Involuntary Treatment Act Court) in Seattle, and the Maleng Regional Justice Center in Kent.

SUMMARY OF PROPOSED BUDGET AND CHANGES

The proposed budget would appropriate $151.6 million to the Superior Court, which would be an $11.2 million, or 7.9%, increase from the biennialized 2025 revised budget. The increase is the result of a $2.2 million base budget adjustment, largely due to inflationary increases in personnel costs, and a net increase of $8.9 million from proposed decision packages ($9.4 million of increased expenditures and a $507,000 reduction to capture salary savings from employee turnover).[footnoteRef:2] Of the $9.4 million increase, about $4.1 million, or 43%, is due to central rate adjustments (primarily increased FMD rates), and $5.3 million would go toward the decisions packages discussed below – supported by a mix of General Fund and other revenue.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Breakdown of Superior Court's 2026-2027 base budget: 67.9% personnel costs, 21.6% central rates, and 10.5% supplies and services. As of September 12, 2025, Superior Court has 8.0 vacant positions.]  [3:  The Superior Court's budget also makes a technical revenue adjustment of $372,593 million to more accurately reflect projected revenue to be collected over the biennium (such as adjusting contract revenue to known/finalized contract amounts). No fee changes are included in this revenue adjustment. ] 


General Fund Supported Proposals

Juvenile Probation Counselors - $959,576, 3.0 FTE. The 2025 Budget added five juvenile probation counselors (JPCs) to Juvenile Court.[footnoteRef:4] Despite the addition of these positions, Superior Court states that Juvenile Court remains understaffed and requested the Executive include five new JPCS in the 2026-2027 budget. According to the Court, juvenile offender filings and the commensurate workload continue to increase year-over-year (from 210 juvenile felony filings in 2021 to 692 in 2024), and JPCs are carrying workloads over best practice levels. Budget materials submitted by Superior Court estimate that by the end of 2025 the Court may be understaffed by six JPCs and that could rise to nine JPCs by the end of the 2026-2027 biennium. The Executive proposed appropriation and FTE authority for three new JPCs.  [4:  Two of the JPCs added in 2025 were created using existing FTE authority and savings from the conversion of an administrative assistant position and a juvenile probation supervisor position. ] 


JPC positions are primarily supported by the General Fund; however, there are some positions supported by MIDD and some by grants. Table 1 provides a breakdown of the JPC positions included in the 2026-2027 base budget. 

Table 1. Juvenile Probation Counselors in the 2026-2027 Base Budget  

	Position  
	
	General Fund 
	
	MIDD 
	
	Grants 
	
	Total 

	Juvenile Probation Counselors (JPC) 
	
	25
	
	6
	
	2
	
	33

	JPC Leads 
	
	1
	
	1
	
	3
	
	5

	JPC Supervisors 
	
	3
	
	2
	
	1
	
	6

	Total 
	
	29
	
	9
	
	6
	
	44



Superior Court reports that, as of July 2025, the total monthly caseload was 700 cases, and Juvenile Court Services projects caseloads will continue to exceed best practice levels even with the addition of three new JPCs. Additionally, Superior Court states that their request for additional JPCs was made prior to the announcement of the new King County Youth Diversion Initiative and the changes in eligibility for DCHS youth diversion. Felony cases that the PAO previously diverted to the former Restorative Community Pathways program are now being filed in Juvenile Court and assigned a JPC. Superior Court asserts this will result in an increase in JPC caseloads. 

Unlawful Detainer Court Commissioner and Court Coordinator - $797,780, 2.0 FTE.[footnoteRef:5] Given recent changes in State law, Superior Court is now able to use a housing court commissioner to support unlawful detainer matters (eviction cases).[footnoteRef:6] The Court is proposing to add one commissioner and one court coordinator in the 2026-2027 biennium. According to the Court, the addition of a housing court commissioner would help address eviction cases and alleviate pressure on the Ex Parte department. [5:  It is standard practice to provide a commissioner with one court coordinator (in Superior Court) and three clerk administrative specialists (CAS) in the Department of Judicial Administration (DJA). Thus, DJA's proposed budget includes a related request for three CAS positions. ]  [6:  Chapter 268, Laws of Washington 2025] 


The 2025 Budget included two new judge positions (and relevant support staff) dedicated to unlawful detainer cases.[footnoteRef:7] Currently, the Ex Parte commissioners handle the first appearance Unlawful Detainer (ULD) calendar, and the two judicial officers handle the second ULD appearance calendars. Superior Court's intent is to remove the ULD work from Ex Parte, which has been overwhelmed with civil protection orders. Per the Court, all three constitutional commissioners are needed to address initial orders for civil protection order cases as well as emergency motions. The new housing court commissioner would be dedicated to unlawful detainer cases.  [7:  These positions were recommended by the Protocol Committee (see K.C.C. 2A.320.510 and Report 2024-RPT0135). The Council adopted Ordinance 19885 approving the 55th and 56th judge positions of Superior Court. ] 


Table 2 shows the total number of unlawful detainer cases and the monthly average per year for the last two and a half years. 
[bookmark: _Hlk209990037]
Table 2. Unlawful Detainer Cases in Superior Court 

	Unlawful Detainer Cases 
	
	2023
	
	2024
	
	Jan-Aug 2025

	Total Filings 
	
	4,542
	
	7,779
	
	6,093

	Monthly Average Filings
	
	379
	
	648
	
	762



According to Superior Court, the addition of the two judges in 2025 has increased their ability to clear cases despite increased filings. In 2024, the Court averaged 595 dispositions and, from January to August of 2025, they averaged 846 dispositions. They also noted a significant reduction in the pending caseload with the monthly average decreasing from 2,268 cases in 2024 to 1,523 cases as of August 2025. Furthermore, the December 2024 pending caseload was 2,177 cases and at the end of August 2025 it was 1,235 cases. 

Increase Interpreter Rates - $525,000, ongoing. Superior Court and the Executive are proposing to increase the rates paid to interpreters. Budget materials note this increase would raise the rates paid by Superior Court to match those paid by municipal courts. The hourly rates would change as follows: 
· Administrative Office of the Court (AOC) Certified Interpreters and AOC Registered Interpreters would increase $10 per hour from $65 to $75; and 
· Non-credentialed interpreters would increase $5 per hour from $60 to $65. 

Guardian Ad Litem Attorney (GAL) for Dependency Matters - $366,784, 1.0 FTE. Superior Court requested two GAL attorney positions. The Executive's proposed budget would provide appropriation and FTE authority for one. Superior Court notes that state law mandates the appointment of a Court Appointed Special Advocate (CASA) or GAL for children in certain cases (dependency, termination, or Title 13 guardianship cases).[footnoteRef:8] The Court reports that, in King County, there are about 354 children who are statutorily entitled to an advocate and have an appointment ordered but are pending assignment of an available CASA or staff GAL. Currently, the Court does not have a dedicated GAL attorney and estimates that the current backlog could be reduced by 45-50 cases per year by adding 1.0 FTE GAL attorney. [8:  RCW 13.34.100] 


Becca Program Staff - $335,755, one-time. The legislature cut State funding for the Becca program[footnoteRef:9] during the 2025 legislative session. According to Executive staff, the legislature is expected to restore the funding during the 2026 legislative session, so the Executive's budget proposes to use General Fund moneys to support existing Becca program positions in Superior Court (4.0 FTEs) for the first six months of 2026 (until the state funding would be reinstated). Executive staff note this would avoid the need to lay off staff.  [9:  Becca cases refer to certain types of petitions under the state Family Reconciliation Act (Chapter 13.32A RCW), including: At-Risk Youth (ARY) petitions, when a parent files a petition with juvenile court to get help in the care and control of a child; Child In Need of Services (CHINS) petitions, when a child, parent, or a representative from the state Department of Children, Youth, and Families files a petition to temporarily place the child outside of the parent's home due to a serious conflict; and Truancy petitions, when a student has seven or more unexcused absences a month from school, the school must file a petition in juvenile court. If the student continues to be absent, they may be found in contempt.] 


These staff provide court coordination, case and calendar management, intervention service referral, crisis intervention, and re-engagement support. The Court states that, without these staff, petitions will continue to be filed but there will be no wraparound or prevention support for the youth or their families.[footnoteRef:10] If the State does not reinstate the funding for these positions during the upcoming legislative session, Superior Court would propose continuing the use of the General Fund to support the positions and would make a related request in a proposed 2026 budget omnibus.  [10:  The Court reports that, in 2024, King County received 72 ARY petitions, 18 CHINS petitions, and 1,570 Truancy petitions. For the 2024-2025 school year, 1,414 Truancy hearings were scheduled (156% increase from the previous school year). Of these, 81 had Contempt hearings scheduled (also a 156% increase from the previous school year).  ] 


Increase Hourly Rate for Contract Staff in Guardianship Cases - $1,080,000 [$385,000, revenue-backed]. Superior Court is proposing to increase the hourly rate paid to GALs, court visitors, and attorneys in adult and minor guardianship cases. It would be an additional cost of nearly $1.1 million a biennium, partially offset by $385,000 in revenue from the state. 

Superior Court currently pays $70 per hour for these contracted positions, which they note is the lowest rate in the state (state average is $95 per hour for GALs and court visitors and $128 per hour for attorneys). Based on a recommendation from the Minor Guardianship Committee,[footnoteRef:11] Superior Court is proposing to increase the hourly rate paid to GALs, court visitors, attorneys for adult guardianship cases, and attorneys for a child in minor guardship cases to $100 per hour. They are also proposing to increase the hourly rate paid to attorneys for parents in a minor guardianship case to $175 per hour. Superior Court states this recommendation is in response to the scarcity of parent attorneys for minor guardship cases and the delays it creates for children and families.   [11:  Superior Court notes this is an ad hoc internal work group that has been working through procedural issues associated with minor guardianships. Note, these are family law cases where guardianship needs to be determined. ] 


Fully Revenue-Backed Proposals. 

There are also several decision packages fully backed by revenue from the State. There is a technical adjustment to reflect increased State revenue for interpreter services ($300,000). Additionally, the following would be supported by moneys managed in the DCHS Behavioral Health – Administrative Services Organization (BH-ASO) fund to support the Involuntary Treatment Act (ITA) Court: 

· Guardian Ad Litem Costs in ITA Court - $600,000, fully revenue-backed. Superior Court reports that the use of GALs in ITA Court has substantially increased over the last several years and associated annual cost has increased from $78,000 in 2019 to $300,000 in 2024. Superior Court states it is no longer able to absorb these costs. Other significant ITA Court-related costs (such as staffing and interpretation costs) are reimbursed by the BH-ASO fund, so Superior Court and the Executive are proposing to add GAL costs in ITA Court to that list, which would serve as an offset to the General Fund. The proposed budget estimates $300,000 per year; however, only actual costs would be reimbursed. 

· ITA Court Coordinator - $264,166, 1.0 FTE, fully revenue-backed.[footnoteRef:12] ITA Court currently has one court coordinator, so the proposed budget would double staffing to two coordinators. Superior Court notes this request is in response to the growing workload in ITA Court related to a rise in mental health facilities in King County accepting long-term transfer cases from state facilities, an increase in crisis services, and new legislation to include more drug and alcohol concerns into ITA Court.  [12:  The Executive Proposed 2026-27 Budget Book shows a slight difference in revenue and expenditures for this decision package; however, Executive staff confirm differences are due to technical rounding issues.  ] 


· Assisted Outpatient Treatment (AOT) Coordinator - $187,474, 0.5 FTE, fully revenue-backed.[footnoteRef:13] The 2025 Budget provided Superior Court with appropriation and 0.5 FTE authority to support a new AOT program in ITA Court. The program is a partnership between the PAO, DPD, and Superior Court and backed by State revenue managed in the BH-ASO fund. The proposed budget would increase Superior Court's FTE authority from 0.5 FTE to 1.0 FTE, fully backed by State revenue.  [13:  The Executive Proposed 2026-27 Budget Book notes that the expenditure amount and 0.5 FTE were inadvertently added into the base budget and are not reflected in the decision package totals. ] 


Regarding revenue changes, there is also a decision package that shows a one-time $1.4 million decrease in MIDD revenue for the Family Intervention Restorative Services (FIRS) program in 2026. Executive staff clarified that the proposal would not have an operational impact on FIRS as the program would be supported by the General Fund in 2026. The intent of the proposal is to provide temporary support for the MIDD fund and mitigate MIDD program reductions in 2026-2027. They also note the reduction is not reflective of any longer-term funding decisions related to FIRS.

Unfunded Requests. Superior Court made several additional requests that ultimately were not included in the Executive's proposed budget due to the state of the General Fund. In addition to the 1.0 FTE for a GAL attorney and 2.0 FTE for JPCs that were not funded, the Executive's proposed budget does not include:  
· An additional family law commissioner and court coordinator, and 
· 6.0 FTE positions to support court operations (such as IT and cyber security personnel, a floating bailiff at the CCFJC, an Ex Parte coordinator, a courtroom training specialist, and a staff person to assist with state requirements that juvenile justice involved youth be screened for commercial sexual abuse of a minor). 

KEY ISSUES

ISSUE 1 – COURT COMMISSIONER POSITION 

Per state law, Superior Court may only create the housing court commissioner position with prior approval from the Council. Additionally, the County Code establishes a "Protocol Committee" responsible for making recommendations to the Council and Executive on any changes to the number of Superior Court judges or commissioners.[footnoteRef:14] The Protocol Committee was not convened prior to making this budget request; however, Superior Court and Executive staff are in the process of pulling the Protocol Committee together to discuss court staffing and follow the process outlined in the County Code. They believe a recommendation can be transmitted to the Council prior to a final vote on the budget ordinance.  [14:  K.C.C. 2A.320.510] 


Additionally, the Council would need to act on an ordinance approving the creation of the new court commissioner.[footnoteRef:15] The Executive did not transmit such an ordinance along with the proposed 2026-2027 Budget; however, legislation was introduced earlier this year and could be taken up with the other legislation accompanying the budget.[footnoteRef:16]   [15:  For reference, the council adopted a similar ordinance in 2010 (Ordinance 16819).]  [16:  Proposed Ordinance 2025-0186] 





