COMMISSIONERS UNABLE TO MAKE HARD CHOICES
by Charlona Sawyer, 2ND VP
According to a recent email sent out by one of our commissioner’s Island County “remains in a sustained budget crisis and is about to hit a financial wall.”  In reality, much of the reason for the budget problems is simply due to the poor economy, which means less sales tax and investment income.  Taxpayer initiatives have also limited the county’s ability to raise property taxes more than 1 percent a year without a vote of the people. County officials say costs have increased at greater than 1 percent a year and to protect the financial viability of the County Current Expense Fund, the Board of County Commissioners will ask August 17 Primary Election voters if they wish to set the county's regular property tax higher than the current limit otherwise allowed by state law. Under state law, the commissioners have the right to collect last year’s tax assessment plus 1%, plus construction.  Now the commissioners are considering increasing the current expense levy by 1 percent, increasing the road levy by 1 percent, and increasing the conservation future levy by 1 percent.    
On the surface it looks like we do, in fact, have “substantial need,” especially when we consider the commissioners halved the deficit last year by using $200,000 in reserve funds, changed to an accounting method that reimburses the general fund at a high level, and transferred an additional $100,000 in road funds to the sheriff’s office.  The fact that they cut funding for non-mandated items is true, but cuts were minimal.  Whether we really have “substantial need” or commissioners incapable of making the hard choices is the real question.  Look at the budget cuts:  the county cut its WAIF payment by 10%; senior services by 12.5%, and WSU Extension by only 5%; but turned around and cut the Sheriff’s department by 7% over the last two years and public defense by 4.5%.  My question is:  Why didn’t they make deeper cuts to non-mandated expenses, or suspend them altogether, so that they could retain employees and avoid reducing mandated services?  Instead the commissioner’s have penalized their employees for the sake of “feel good programs” by reducing work hours and eliminating cost-of-living increases – which,  according to Mattens (Assessor), results in the county losing out on $6,750 in property tax revenue for every $1 million in property that is not assessed due to employee shortages and cut hours.  The commissioner’s refusal to suspend funding departments and services that are not required by state law also penalizes the taxpayer when the county shortens the hours they are open to the public due to fewer employees.  County officials from both political parties presented the commissioners with a letter in 2009 demanding that they take certain actions to balance the budget, including cutting funds to all non-mandated services first.   This is something the commissioners absolutely refuse to do.   The Commissioners have clearly expressed its preference for using taxes to fund non-governmental functions.  

Beach watchers, 4H, Master Gardener, Waste Wise, and Admiralty Lighthouse License are not mandated by law.  Animal Shelters, Employee Wellness, Courtroom Security, Citizens patrol, Weed Control, are all not mandated by law.  Is the county mandated by law to have a website, the answer is no.  Is Emergency Management Director required by law, the answer is no.  Is a Director of Human Resources required by a RCW, the answer is no.  A Planning Department is mandatory, but staffing the planning department is not mandated.  

Last year, the Commissioners approved an increase in property taxes and they increased in land use fees.  Their increase in building permit fees was made to supposedly move closer to recovering the county’s cost for processing permits and to keep up with inflation in the years the fees stagnated and to help maintain or improve the time it takes to process applications.  They even started charging a 3-percent technology fee to allow the planning department to purchase permit tracking software, which supposedly will increase their efficiency and allow people to see where their applications are within the process. Commissioners raised fees for burn permits - supposedly to make the program pay for itself - and lowered the burning duration.  They also implemented a new Conservation District’s Assessment fee on taxpayers which was imposed solely for the purpose of eliminating Whidbey Island Conservation District’s dependency on grant funding -- and our Assessor claimed this fee won’t collect enough to pay for implementation of the tax and that the Assessor’s office may not even be able to implement this tax!  And guess what, tax Whidbey Conservation District revenues from Camano will be used for programs offered by the Snohomish Conservation District not Whidbey’s Conservation District.  In 2009 they also increased Conservation Futures fund by 1 percent and now their back to increase it again this year.  Not mentioned is the fact that the commissioners are also moving ahead with implementing a storm and surface water utility tax in the county, which is commonly a per-parcel tax. 

Voters have already approved an increase in Park & Recreation, Fire District, Hospital, Library, EMT and transit.  The country is at 9.9% unemployment and that doesn’t even cover the underemployed or those that have given up.  Increasing taxes leads to loss confidence in the market which leads to less spending which puts the economy in the toilet. Raising the levy lift is like putting a band aid on a hemorrhage. 

The Washington State Constitution reads that, "elected officials are given their power from the consent of the people...for the purpose of protecting the rights of the individual."  The state grants authority for, and funding mechanisms for local government, such as Island County; but the State is not responsible for administering local government, managing budgets, and so on. If county fees were raised last year to pay for the cost of doing business, why are we being asked to approve a levy lift?  At a salary of almost $80,000 per year our commissioner’s need to prioritize their expenditures and do the job they were hired to do.   

