A Rufus Report:  Island County being Railroaded into an Expensive Clean Water Utility (Taxing) District without Public Hearings or a Citizens' Vote‏ --  by Associate Member, Rufus Rose
1. On Monday, September 13th, 2010, The Board of Island County Commissioners unanimously disregarded citizens requests to hold Public Hearings concerning the proposed County Clean Water Utility (Taxing) District before taking any further action on that issue. The Commissioners also formally waived the requirement for Competitive Selection (open bidding) on an out of County Contract. They then moved to contract with Attorneys from a Seattle Law firm to serve as Special Counsel to the Board of County Commissioners in the formation of that Taxing District.
 

2. Standing room only crowds of citizens filled the County Courthouse Hearing Room and in the County's Camano Annex. These citizens repeatedly asked that two items on the Commissioners' Consent Agenda be deleted and set for Public Hearings. (Numerous comments were allowed)  Instead the Commissioners simply moved the items to their next in sequence "Regular Agenda" and unanimously passed motions, without any discussion between Commissioners. (No public discussion was allowed). The two items are designed to commence the process of formal creation of an Island County Clean Water Utility (Taxing) District. That to be done with no vote of the people. Commissioner John Dean did say there would be Public Hearings at some unspecified future time. [Note: It is my experience that historically County Commissioners schedule Public Hearings only after approving a Draft Code. Then "Public Information Meetings" are held that result in no significant changes to the Draft documents before their adoption.]
 

3. It is worth noting that the Board of Island County Commissioners Meeting Agenda lists, "10:05 Public Input or Comments"  ["This is time set aside for members of the public to speak to the Board about subjects of concern or interest, or items not already set aside for a public hearing. The Board will take all information under advisement, but generally will not take any action unless it is emergency in nature..."] 
 

4. Our County Commissioners have each pledged "More open County Government." One of the them actually suggested that the fact that there was significant interest in the issues evidenced by a room full of people demonstrated that County Government is more open. There has been no opportunity for the citizens of Island County to understand or to discuss the scope and costs associated with establishing an Island County Clean Water Utility (Taxing) District. The County Commissioners do have the authority to create this Taxing District without Public Hearings and without a vote of the citizens of Island County.
 

5. For over a year the Board of Island County Commissioners have been looking for ways to increase the amount of money available to them to provide both required and optional County services. The scope of The Draft Clean Water Utility (Taxing) District is so large and costly that it is planned to be phased in over three years with progressive tax increases each year. It is the work product of the County Commissioners, Helen Price Johnson, District #1, Chair, H.Price_Johnson@co.island.wa.us, Angie Homola, District #2, A.Homola@co.island.wa.us, John Dean, District #3, JohnD@co.island.wa.us, the Directors of these County Departments: Budget, Elaine Marlow, ElaineM@co.island.wa.us, Public Works, Bill Oakes, billo@co.island.wa.us, Planning & Community Development, Bob Pederson, B.Pederson@co.island.wa.us,  Public Health, Keith Higman, KeithH@co.island.wa.us, and now Attorneys from a Seattle Law firm. To their credit all have expressed concern about the scope and cost of the Commissioners intentions. One Commissioner thinks the scope is too small. Each Department Head is employed at the pleasure of the Board of Commissioners.
 

6. There are important questions such as the adoption of expensive and mandatory "Low Impact Development Standards," and a never ending search for sources of fecal coliform bacteria that are always present in all "watersheds." See: http://www.doh.wa.gov/ehp/dw/programs/coliform.htm. Such elements are imbedded in the Draft Island County Clean Water Utility (Taxing) District and deserve validation and public discussion before the Board of Island County Commissioners adopt this far reaching and very expensive Law.
 

Respectfully,

Rufus R. Rose
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