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STAFF REPORT
SUBJECT:
Proposed Ordinance 2012-0176 would authorize the purchase of food and lodging with county funds for employees who are responding to an unanticipated event that requires a rapid response but does not rise to the level of a declared emergency.
BACKGROUND:
Food and Lodging for Employees in Travel Status

Under chapter 3.24 of the King County Code (KCC), a County employee may be reimbursed for lodging expenses only if that employee is engaged in official business involving overnight travel, defined as travel outside the county that exceeds twelve hours and includes an overnight stay.  The value of the reimbursement is limited to federal per diem expense rates.
Similarly, employees may be provided with or reimbursed for the cost of meals only under specific circumstances.  When traveling outside of King County on official business for at least six hours but not staying overnight, an employee is eligible for a fixed allowance based on federal per diem expense rates for each mealtime occurring during the trip.  Employees may instead claim the full per diem expense rate for meals and incidental expenses for any day spent wholly in overnight travel status.  An employee engaged in overnight travel may also receive a fixed meal allowance for meals during the first and last days of a trip.
Food Allowances in Other Circumstances
Employees may be provided with food or reimbursement for meals while engaged in official business within King County if participating in one of the following:
· a staff retreat lasting more than four hours in a single day;

· a conference, convention, seminar, training session, when the meal is an integral part of the event or the training occurs during the meal and participation is approved in advance;

· a meeting subject to the restrictions of the Open Public Meetings Act, if the meeting extends through the mealtimes; or

· another event approved in advance by the presiding elected official or designee, provided that participation would not constitute a gift of public funds under Article VII, Section 7 of the state Constitution.
Exceptions in Declared Emergencies 

KCC also allows for the provision of lodging and meals for employees working within the county’s borders if an emergency is declared by the Executive under chapter 12.52 KCC.  While the code does not directly address the reimbursement of employees’ expenses, it does provide an exemption from normal limitations on the purchase of goods and services (including food and accommodations for employees responding to an emergency) in the event of such a declaration.  

The county is currently unable to provide or reimburse employees for lodging or meals if they are required to work extended hours in response to other emergent events which do not rise to the level of a proclaimed emergency.  
ANALYSIS: 
Proposed Ordinance 2012-0176 would expand the range of conditions under which county employees may be provided with or reimbursed for the cost of food and lodging to include emergent situations for which an official emergency has not been declared by the County Executive.  Under the proposed changes, first responders and other employees who provide essential services and who much work extended hours in response to an undeclared emergency or “critical event” would be eligible for county-paid meals and accommodation, provided that:

· the employee must remain close to the work site in order to respond to the event;

· the employee is performing work required as a result of an unanticipated event and that is necessary due to a regulatory requirement or for reasons of public health and safety; and
· written approval for the purchase of the services in question is issued within the first 24 hours of the event by the presiding elected official or a designee; extensions beyond the first 24 hours must be approved in advance.
Examples of qualifying critical events given in the Executive’s transmittal letter include:

· rising water levels which require round-the-clock monitoring by the Flood Warning Center; and 
· snowfall at the King County Airport, where federal regulations require snow removal efforts once an eighth of an inch has accumulated.  
On these occasions it is common for employees to be required to work extended hours, often on short notice. Under current practices, these employees are often paid overtime for their additional hours or placed on standby in order to be able to respond as conditions develop.  By providing lodging close to work sites, the proposed code revisions are intended to give the county agencies more flexibility in meeting essential staffing requirements, to improve response times to changing situations, and to reduce travel risks and fatigue for employees. The Executive’s transmittal letter also indicates that the more flexible staffing model will reduce the cost of responding to critical events.
Allowing county agencies to provide food and lodging for employees during critical events is likely to improve the timeliness and effectiveness of their response to those situations.  It also seems likely that the proposed changes will produce some identifiable savings, especially in circumstances where employees can be fed and housed near a work site at a lower cost than paying overtime as is currently done.  
However, some of the potential savings will be difficult to quantify, as the critical situations in question tend, by their nature, to be unpredictable and difficult to compare.  For example, determining the precise benefit of a more effective flood response would require knowledge of how costly a less effective response to that same incident would been.  Consequently, while the transmittal letter mentions cost-efficiencies, the fiscal note does not include any savings projections.  Instead, the note indicates only the cost of the proposal, which is estimated to be approximately $42,000 in the current year, rising gradually thereafter due to inflation.
REASONABLENESS: 
Adoption of the proposed ordinance would constitute reasonable business decision. The ordinance should allow for improved speed and effectiveness of the county’s response to certain emergent events.  
ATTACHMENTS:
1. Proposed Ordinance 2012-0176
2. Transmittal Letter dated April 12, 2012
3. Fiscal Note
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