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Law, Justice, Health and Human Services Committee
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	Agenda Item:
	5
	Name:
	Clifton Curry

	Proposed No.:
	2010-0190
	Date:
	March 23, 2010

	Invited:
	Hon. Barbara Linde, Presiding Judge, King County District Court

Tricia Crozier, Chief Administrative Officer, King County District Court


SUBJECT

AN ORDINANCE  implementing the district court redistricting committee's amendment to the districting plan implementing provisions of RCW 3.34.010 to increase the number of judges from twenty-three to twenty-five; and amending Ordinance 8935, Section 4, as amended, and K.C.C. 2.68.070 and Ordinance 9427, Section 7, as amended, and K.C.C. 2.68.078.
SUMMARY

This proposed Ordinance would implement changes to the county’s Justice Court District Plan, the plan that defines the county’s District Court. The District Court Plan changes reflected in the proposed ordinance were adopted by the Court Districting Committee on March 16, 2010.  The changes implement Senate Bill (SB) 5135 which adds two new District Court Judges for 2010, thereby increasing the number of statutorily authorized judges from 23 to 25.  The plan and proposed ordinance make no changes to the existing five electoral district boundaries in the county’s District Court Plan, however, the council will be considering future legislation to implement ministerial changes to the descriptions of district boundaries.  

BACKGROUND

The district court is the county’s court of “limited jurisdiction” and has responsibility for traffic infractions, certain civil matters, and misdemeanor criminal offenses in the county’s unincorporated areas, cities that contract with the court, and for the adjudication of “state” offenses (violations of state statute in the county or when the arresting agency is the Washington State Patrol or other state law enforcement agency).  The requirements and structure of the district court are established in state statute, county code, and are also governed by court rules.  Generally, state law empowers the local county legislative authority with significant flexibility in the development of the court’s jurisdictional structure.  That structure is contained it the county’s District Court Plan, King County Code 2.68.

The adopted District Court Plan establishes as policy that the county, under state law, is a unified, countywide district court.  Nevertheless, the county has adopted the statutory option of creating electoral districts that divide the county into smaller areas to allow for a more “local” election of judges.  Since 1988, the county has identified the electoral districts by listing the actual voter precincts in each district. The current plan has five electoral districts each with an assigned number of judges, as follows:

1. Southeast Division
5 Judges

2. Southwest Division
5 Judges

3. Northeast Division
6 Judges

4. West Division
5 Judges

5. Shoreline Division
2 Judges
The court currently has 23 judges that operate out of five divisions at nine locations throughout the county.  
Prior to 2002, the county was statutorily allowed 26 judges, however in 2002 that number was reduced to 21 by the state legislature.  The reductions were predicated on declining caseloads. The county reduced the number of judges in time for the 2006 elections.  Following statutory requirements, the county’s Districting Committee recommended that the reductions be taken in the court’s Northeast, Southeast and Southwest Divisions.  The council adopted these reductions in 2006.

When the state reduced the county’s number of District Court judges, it had projected that caseloads would decline over time.  However, the court’s caseloads have increased each year since 2005, growing from 187,000 cases to almost 250,000 filings for 2009.  The court calculates that each county judicial officer now handles over 10,650 cases per year.  As a consequence, the county pursued legislative changes to increase the number of judges in the county.  The state’s Administrative Office of the Court—which advises the state legislature on the number judicial positions needed in each county--recommended in 2008 that the number of King County District Court judges be increased as a consequence of the court’s increasing workload.   During its 2009 legislative session, the legislature adopted SB 5135 which increases the number of King County judges by two in 2009 (from 21 to 23), another two for 2010 (from 23 to 25), and another one in for 2011 (from 25 to 26).  
In August 2009, the county’s District Court Districting Committee met to amend the county’s District Court plan to add the newly authorized judges for 2009.  In September 2009, the council adopted Ordinance 16644, which adopted the committee’s recommendations and amended the county’s District Court Plan to increase the number of District Court judges by the two authorized positions, allocating one of the new judge positions to the Shoreline Electoral District and the other to the Northeast Electoral District.  While the council approved the new positions, the council chose to delay filling them until the county’s 2010 budget was adopted.  The council sought to ensure that the new positions could be appropriately funded before making the appointments.  In November 2009, the council adopted the 2010 Budget that includes the 2009 positions approved in Ordinance 16644, and also approved the two additional positions for 2010.  The council adopted Motion 13152 on February 22, 2010, appointing judges in the Shoreline and Northeast Electoral Districts. 
ANALYSIS

On March 16, 2010, the districting committee met to review proposed changes to the county’s District Court Plan.  At the meeting, the presiding judge of the King County District Court, made a motion for implementing the 2010 elements of SB 5135, by adding one judge to the Northeast Division and one Judge to the Southeast Division.  The motion was unanimously adopted.  The committee’s proposal would be implemented with the adoption of this proposed ordinance.  In addition, the committee unanimously agreed to keep the existing electoral boundaries for the five Electoral Districts, except for one minor ministerial change in the Southwest District boundary recommended by Elections to implement an annexation.  The needed ministerial changes to adopt this proposal will be part of legislation adopting the county’s overall precinct alteration plan for 2010 elections.
The adoption of the committee’s recommendation will nearly restore the number of judges elected in each of the county’s electoral districts to the levels prior to the 2006 reductions, thus restoring a comparable level of “local representation” for the election of judges.  The addition of the 26th judicial position that was deleted, but is now authorized, can take place in 2011.
While judges are elected from defined geographical districts in the county, they can sit in any of the county’s court locations.  The court allocates caseloads throughout the county to ensure the most efficient and effective use of court and other county resources.  For example, in order to reduce the costs for the prosecuting attorney and public defense, the court consolidates criminal matters at three locations, rather than countywide, thus allowing for significant savings where prosecutors and defenders (along with other parties, such as law enforcement officers) can be assigned to a single location rather than traveling to court calendars throughout the county. 

The Office of Management and Budget, along with the court, have informed council staff that there is sufficient appropriation authority in the 2010 Adopted Budget to add these new judicial positions in 2010. Because the General Fund supports the District Court budget, sustainability of the District Court judges and staff must ultimately be considered within the context of the ability of the General Fund to sustain all criminal justice and other general government functions. 
Adoption of this proposed ordinance addresses the statutory and county code requirements to identify the allocation of new judge positions.  In addition, the Districting Committee also unanimously agreed to keep the existing electoral boundaries for the five Electoral Districts, except for one minor ministerial change in the Southwest District boundary recommended by the Elections Division to implement the annexation of a small unincorporated area by the City of Tukwila.  The needed changes to the county’s District Court Plan, where individual precincts are used to identify electoral divisions, will be completed in concert with the county’s Precinct Alteration Plan.  This plan must be adopted by the council before the new district plan can be completed. The changes for the District Court Plan are expected to be ministerial in nature and will be incorporated into another proposed ordinance, but must be completed prior to the first week in May 2010.  Adoption of this ordinance prior to the precinct change ordinance allows the council to begin the judicial appointment process earlier.
ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Motion 2010-0190
2. Districting Committee Agenda, March 16, 2010
3. King County Code, Chapter 2.68, Justice Court District Plan
4. Map of the King County District Court Electoral Division Boundaries
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