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August 24, 2010

The Honorable Bob Ferguson

Chair, King County Council

Room 1200

C O U R T H O U S E

Dear Councilmember Ferguson:

Enclosed is a proposed ordinance to increase the 911 excise taxes on switched access lines and radio access lines, and to impose the 911 excise tax on interconnected voice over internet protocol service lines.

Twenty-five years ago, King County implemented the Enhanced 911 (E-911) system which now provides service to two million 911 callers each year.  Funding for the E-911 system is provided through 911 excise taxes on switched access lines and radio access lines.  The current tax rate is 50¢ per month, and has not changed since January 1, 2003.  Advancements in communications technology have enabled new types of devices to access 911, yet Washington State counties had previously not been authorized to assess a 911 excise tax on these new technologies.  In addition, the number of taxable access lines has been decreasing in recent years as people disconnect their traditional phone lines and move over to the new technologies.  The result has been a steady decrease in collectable 911 tax revenue.

These new communications technologies have also created the need to upgrade the E-911 system to next generation 911 technology in order to continue to meet the needs of the public.  The current system was designed for wireline phones, and cannot accept 911 calls and data from modern communications devices, such as text, pictures, and video from cell phones, and crash data from vehicle collision notification systems.  This is especially critical for our citizens who are deaf and hard of hearing, who depend on wireless PDAs for communication, and today cannot call 911 using these devices.
In order to provide funding for the continued operation of the E-911 system, including the upgrade to next generation 911 technology, the Washington State Legislature passed Substitute Senate Bill 6846 to authorize counties to increase the 911 excise taxes on switched access lines and radio access lines to 70¢ per month, and to extend the 911 excise tax of 70¢ per month to interconnected voice over internet protocol service lines.  This proposed ordinance will enact the authorized 911 taxes in King County, and would increase revenue by $5.2 million in 2011 and $6.2 million in 2012 and beyond.
The increased 911 revenue will restore the revenue that has been lost due to decreasing access lines and ensure stable funding of the E-911 system in future years.  The revenue is also sufficient to cover King County’s costs of upgrading to next generation 911 technology.  In addition, the revenue will continue the current level of support of the Public Safety Answering Points (PSAPs) that answer the 911 calls, including the Sheriff’s Office PSAP.

It is important that King County impose the maximum tax rates of 70¢ in order to continue to receive E-911 funds from the state.  The county currently receives approximately $2.1 million annually in state 911 support.  If the county does not impose the taxes at the maximum rates effective January 1, 2011, these state funds will be discontinued, and King County will be responsible for these costs.
The state legislation also requires counties to contract with the Washington State Department of Revenue for the administration and collection of the tax by October 15, 2010, and the counties must pass the ordinance to establish the 911 excise tax rates prior to the enactment of the contract.
Thank you for your consideration of this request.  If you have any questions regarding this ordinance, please contact Hillman Mitchell, Director, Office of Emergency Management, at 205-4060 or Marlys Davis, E-911 Program Manager, at 296-3911.

Sincerely,

Dow Constantine

King County Executive
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