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Metropolitan King County Council
Budget and Fiscal Management Committee
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	Agenda Item:
	5
	Name:
	Melissa Bailey

	Proposed No.:
	2024-0304
	Date:
	October 30, 2024



SUBJECT

Proposed Ordinance 2024-0304 would increase the registration fee for the Superior Court parenting seminar from $40 per person to $80 per person. It would also remove the $35 late fee for attending the seminar after the 60-day deadline. 

SUMMARY

The parenting seminar provided by Superior Court is mandatory for all parties with minor children whose family law case requires entry of a parenting plan. The seminar, entitled What About the Children, is intended to help parents understand how children are affected by parental conflict. Parties are required to attend the seminar within 60 days of the related filing action. The regular registration fee is $40 with a $35 late fee added if the seminar is attended after the 60-day deadline. The fee is used to sustain the program, and a fee waiver or reduction is available to income-eligible parties. 

Superior Court and the Executive are proposing to double the parenting seminar fee from $40 to $80 and remove the late fee. These would be the first changes to the fee since it was established in 2011. This increase is estimated to add $150,000 of fee revenue per year (for a total of about $300,000 a year). The Executive's 2025 proposed budget assumes the revenue generated by this fee increase. If the proposed ordinance is not adopted, additional reductions may be necessary to balance the 2025 budget. 

Amendment 1 would add an effective date of January 1, 2025, to the proposed ordinance. Superior Court and Executive staff confirm this was inadvertently omitted, and the intent is to have the fee go into effect January 1, 2025. 

Title Amendment T1 would make drafting corrections as well as add language so the title of the proposed ordinance comports with Amendment 1. 

BACKGROUND 

Parenting Seminar. King County Superior Court Local Rule requires that parents and other parties as directed by the court participate in and successfully complete an approved parenting seminar within 60 days of filing for dissolutions of marriage, legal separation, or other parentage actions in which parentage has already been established.[footnoteRef:1],[footnoteRef:2] The seminar is intended to help parents understand how children are affected by parental conflict.  [1:  Local Family Law Rule 13(c). Parenting Plan and Child Custody Procedures [LINK] ]  [2:  RCW 26.12.172] 


Successful completion of the parenting seminar shall be evidenced by a certificate of attendance, and no final parenting plan shall be entered without said certificate (or court order waiving attendance). "Willful refusal or delay [to attend the parenting seminar] by either parent may constitute contempt of court and result in sanctions imposed by the court, or may result in the imposition of monetary terms, default, and/or striking of pleadings."[footnoteRef:3]   [3:  LFLR 13(c)(4)] 


Originally provided by an outside vendor, Superior Court assumed full responsibility for the seminars in 2005. This was reportedly done because outsourcing the seminar had resulted in higher costs for attendees. Bringing the seminar in house was meant to simplify administration of the program and allow Superior Court to have control over the seminar content, curriculum, and quality.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Staff Reports for Ordinance 16972. It appears neighboring counties continue to contract for this service. For example, Pierce County [LINK], Snohomish County [LINK], and Kittitas County [LINK]. ] 


Superior Court provides the parenting seminar, entitled What About the Children, online via Zoom.[footnoteRef:5] The seminar runs approximately 3 hours and 15 minutes, and it is offered about once a week at either 9 AM or 1 PM. Additionally, there is a live Q&A session with court staff (a social worker) following each session. Interpreters are available with 10 business days' notice. The certificate is issued within one week, and to receive a certificate the participant must answer all of the Zoom poll questions throughout the seminar.  [5:  Parenting Seminar Registration [LINK] and [LINK]] 


Seminar Fee. Per state law, "parties shall bear all or a portion of the cost of parenting seminars….according to the parties' ability to pay."[footnoteRef:6] Similarly, Superior Court Local Rule requires each party attending a parenting seminar to pay a fee but provides the court with the ability to waive the fee for indigent parties.[footnoteRef:7] Retained revenues shall be used to support operating costs associated with Family Court.[footnoteRef:8] [6:  RCW 26.12.220(5)]  [7:  LFLR 3(c)(6)]  [8:  RCW 26.12.220(2) and K.C.C. 4A.632.120 ] 


Superior Court's registration fee for the parenting seminar was adopted by the County Council in 2010, and it has not been changed since.[footnoteRef:9] The fee has been set at $40 per person for those who attend the seminar within 60 days of the filing action and $75 dollars for those who attend after 60 days of the filing action (essentially a $35 late fee).  [9:  Ordinance 16972 and K.C.C. 4A.632.120 (formerly K.C.C. 4.72.042). Prior to being codified, Superior Court charged the $40 fee under authority granted by state statute and K.C.C. 2.99.030(C). In addition to the registration fee, participants are responsible for the fees charged by Eventbrite (the third-party platform used to manage registration). As of October 19, 2024, these fees were between $4 and $6. ] 


Fee Waivers and Reductions. Fees are waived or reduced based on a person's income. If there is not already a fee waiver in the case file, the parent seminar coordinator instructs parties to fill out the court's waiver form to determine eligibility.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Instructions for Motion and Order to Waive Filing Fees [LINK]] 


To qualify for a waiver, a person must meet one of the following conditions and provide proof of income or benefits: 
· Represented by a qualified legal aid provider that screened and found the applicant eligible for free civil legal aid services;
· Receives benefits from one or more needs-based, means-tested assistance programs (such as Temporary Assistance for Needy Families or the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program);
· Has household income after taxes at or below 125% of the Federal Poverty Guidelines (FPG); or
· Has household income after taxes above 125% of the FPG but cannot meet basic household living expenses and pay the fees and/or surcharges.
  
Fees are reduced as follows: 
· To $20 per person if after-tax income is less than $20,000 and above 125% of the FPG. Proof of income must be provided such as a tax return, pay stubs, or unemployment stubs.
· To $5 per person if receiving Supplemental Security Income (SSI), Social Security Disability Income (SSDI), or other public benefits and income is above 125% of the FPG. Proof of benefits must be provided (such as a ProviderOne Services card, Proof of state health insurance, SSI or SSDI). 

In addition to waiving or reducing fees, the court is able to waive the seminar requirement for good cause.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  LFLR 13(c)(3)] 


ANALYSIS

Proposed Ordinance 2024-0304 would increase the registration fee for Superior Court's parenting seminar from $40 per person to $80 per person. It would also remove the $35 late fee should participants attend more than 60 days after the filing action. According to Superior Court, the proposed fee increase is the result of having to achieve significant budget reduction targets.  

Late Fee. According to Superior Court, about 2.0% of participants end up paying the late fee. They note that "[v]ery few parties pay the late fee, primarily because if there is a delay in attending the seminar, there is also a good reason for it so the late fee is usually waived to incentivize attendance." Superior Court estimates that any impact from removing the late fee would be negligible. 

Fee Waivers and Reductions. Superior Court confirms that the process and criteria for receiving a fee waiver or reduction would remain the same (see description outlined in the background section of this staff report). The reduced fee amounts would also remain the same (either $5 or $20 depending on eligibility). Currently, at the $40 fee amount, about 13% of the registration fees are waived. Superior Court and Executive staff have assumed that there would be a small increase in the number of fee waivers that would be provided, and they have accounted for that in the revenue estimates. 

In addition to the court's ability to waive or reduce the registration fee, it would retain the ability to waive the seminar requirement for good cause.[footnoteRef:12] According to Superior Court, the ability to provide a fee waiver or good cause waiver eliminates potential barriers that the fee increase might have had on the parties.  [12:  LFLR 13(c)(3)] 


Fiscal Impact. According to the transmitted fiscal note, the revenue raised by the parenting seminar registration fee is estimated to double if the fee is doubled.[footnoteRef:13] Increasing the fee to $80 per person will result in an additional $150,000 of revenue per year (for a total of $300,000 in fee revenue a year). This new fee revenue would be used to support Family Court services (including the direct cost of the parenting seminar, family law facilitators, and early resolution case management), which together costs about $4.5 million a year. [13:  Revenue depends on the number of seminar participants, which depends on the number of domestic cases filed with the court. Fee waivers also affect revenue.] 


The Executive's 2025 proposed budget assumes the revenue generated by this fee increase. If the proposed ordinance is not adopted, additional reductions may be necessary to balance the 2025 budget. 

AMENDMENTS 

Amendment 1 would add an effective date of January 1, 2025, to the proposed ordinance. Superior Court and Executive staff confirm this was inadvertently omitted, and the intent is to have the fee go into effect January 1, 2025.

Title Amendment T1 would make drafting corrections as well as add language so the title of the proposed ordinance comports with Amendment 1. 
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· [bookmark: _Hlk180740096]Melinda Johnson Taylor, Family Court Operations Director, King County Superior Court
· Meagan Cordova, Family Court Services Manager, King County Superior Court
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