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BOARD OF ISLAND COUNTY COMMISSIONERS MINUTES OF MEETING

  FEBRUARY 18, 2009 – SPECIAL SESSION


The Board of Island County Commissioners met in Special Session on February 18, 2009 beginning at 6:00 p.m. for the purpose of holding the first of a series of public forums to solicit ideas and hear general concerns about local communities. The Special Session was held at the Heller Road Fire Station, 2720 Heller Road, Oak Harbor, Washington.  John Dean, Chairman, Helen Price Johnson, Member, and Angie Homola, Member were present.
In Attendance:

Approximately 65 members of the public and press

[Attendance sheets on file with the Clerk of the Board]
Chairman Dean began the forum by welcoming the assembly and introducing Commissioners Helen Price Johnson and Angie Homola; Clerk of the Board and Budget Director Elaine Marlow, and staff.  He commented that the Board seldom convened in the past as one for the purpose of holding public forums but plans now to hold such meetings every quarter at different locations around the County to talk with the community about what is happening in the area and to receive feedback.  While the Board is happy to engage the audience in conversation no decisions will be made on any issues.   He remarked about the budget:
· The 2009 budget as adopted was reduced from last year by $2 million due to the drop in sales taxes and real estate excise tax.  The County has already let go upwards of 30 positions, some by attrition, and immediately that means a reduction in public service.  Another $1 million shortfall is expected due to the investment market decline. County government as it was in 2007 and 2008 will not be that by the end of 2009 and perhaps into 2010. The hope, however, is for an economic turn around and a return to a normal form of government.  Some severe cuts are expected, in some fashion, and the Board is looking at a variety of ways to do that.  Cutting staff translates into the inability of the County to respond to all needs.

· Priorities are needed and solicited from the assembly.

Commissioner Homola thanked everyone for attending and added the Board would like to take questions, address the state of the County with the primary focus the budget, and talk about how the Board plans to address needs and accomplish goals.
Commissioner Price Johnson spoke about how, after being sworn in after Thanksgiving, she hit the ground running:  
· The budget for 2009 was passed, recognizing that it would most likely need to be amended which it does.
· Conversations have begun with Elected Officials and Appointed Department Heads regarding the budget; it will be a challenge with expected cuts from the State level. Working as closely as possible to begin the conversation so the Board is positioned to adjust once the State legislature passes its budget.

· Assignments to various committees including the Economic Development Council, the regional Northwest Workforce Council, and Legislative Steering Committee.  On the Legislative Steering Committee she has advocated more flexibility in bills that come forward because much of the funding to the County comes with strings attached making it less able to address local needs. She is hopeful the assembly will provide priorities for that limited amount of spending.
· Participation in the discussion concerning Washing State Ferries.

Linda Riffe, Island County Treasurer, provided some background concerning interest income and why interest income is not expected to be at the level it has been in previous years. 

A year ago Ms. Riffe recognized the market beginning to take a downturn so she projected a smaller revenue stream from interest investments.  The trough, however, was deeper, wider, and longer than anticipated thereby having a serious impact on the interest income portion not earning the amount hoped for because of the downturn.  Interest rates fell from 4.3% to 1.165% and the Local Government Investment Pool went down to 0.965%.  She expects there to be no improvement until at least 2010.  On top of lower interest rates banks began to cut CD rates for public monies to what is currently .30% for short term up to 1.0% for long term, unprecedented numbers.

Investments were laddered out so income is received every couple of weeks; due to the volatility of the market Ms. Riffe invested at least one to two years out.  Investments for 2009 as a result, while less than hoped, still earned about $600,000 in interest revenue.

Coupled with lower returns on investments Whidbey Island Bank will no longer accept the County’s money for investments because the County is a public entity.  With the failure of the Bank of Clark County, pursuant to State law, all other banks in the State of Washington must cover the $15.1 million uncollateralized public investments.

In 2007 the interest earned from the Local Government Investment Pool was about $890,000; at the end of 2008 the interest amount exceeded about $400,000.

Ms. Riffe said a meeting with the State Treasurer is scheduled in March to establish what can be done, if anything, to attempt to mitigate the fallout from banks closing their doors. With the decline in revenues, combined with the decline in sales and use tax, and the decline of real estate excise tax because home sales are down, there is a $417,000 difference now from last year at this time.

Ms. Riffe welcomed questions from the audience:

        Investment in bonds?

Anything sanctioned for investment by State law; the money is diversified and Ms. Riffe is careful not to take risk.

        Rationale for the banks not wanting the County’s money?

The banks do not want to be obligated to cover any other failing banks that hold public monies.  The federal government guarantees the FDIC up to $250,000; the County has millions.  Investments also include those for junior taxing districts because the Treasurer oversees the financials for 58 junior taxing districts in addition to the County itself.

        Is the County paid for the service of overseeing junior taxing districts?

The Treasurer, by law, is allowed to collect for investing only a small investment fee of 5%, up to $50.

        What if any relationship is Island County allowed to have with credit unions?

Relationships with credit unions are not allowed at this time because credit unions are member only, are private, do not pay taxes, and function under a different structure than regular banks.  There is a bill before the Legislature, however, wherein credit unions have asked to be able to accept public monies. If questions are answered to the satisfaction of not only the County Treasurers but also the State, credit unions may be a possibility in the future.

        How much of the budget is based on projected investment streams rather than actual income revenue?

Ms. Marlow said that State law provides that the County adopt its budget the first Monday in December with the process actually beginning in late spring or early summer.  Everything in the budget, therefore, is a projection of what the County will actually receive based on market estimates and past performance.  Ms. Riffe keeps a thorough inventory of investments, charts those investments out to see when they will mature, then speculates how she can best re-invest when investments come due.  It always is a very fine balancing act when looking into the future to see what the revenue streams will be.  Out of a $24 million budget the estimate for investment interest was $1.7 million.

        How much of the expected shortfall comes from the investments not being realized as opposed to actual funds?

$2 million is the shortfall from the other areas.

Commissioner Price Johnson added it is likely that sales tax revenue will also be less, along with real estate taxes, a small slice of the pie for County operations.  

        Is it legal to use some of the money that is not making any interest in the banks to solve the budget problems?

A certain balance remains in the LGIP because the money is liquid; the remainder must be invested.

        Volunteers?

While volunteers are always welcome there are some restrictions in certain departments. There are many opportunities for people to volunteer and participation is encouraged.  A member of the assembly suggested advertising for volunteers.

        How soon was the Board aware that the landlord for Navy housing would not be paying taxes?

The Treasurer has not yet received that information from the Assessor’s office.  

Questions to the Board continued:

· Were any of the Commissioners aware of the issue with Navy housing?  Possibly the Board should be more in touch with State Representatives to make sure such things do not happen.
Bills are rushed through without notice and are large in numbers; the typical number of bills is usually around 4,000-5,000. Currently the expected numbers are 7,000 to 8,000, they will happen quickly, and the Board is attempting to stay on top of the proposed bills as best as possible.  The bill concerning the Navy issue is not one that was brought to Commissioner Price Johnson’s attention. She is hopeful now to build a relationship with the Legislators to have that conversation when they are asked for a vote.  Commissioner Price Johnson will renew her effort.
· Senate Bill 6794 (Ferries) allows only a Washington State boat builder to bid on the project. The federal government passed the stimulus package but Washington is eliminated from receiving any money because of the stated language.   The Board is requested to write Mary Margaret Haugen to have that portion of the bill removed.
There is stimulus money for the ferries according to Rick Larson’s office, for improvements at the terminals and docks, which would then free up money that would have been otherwise allocated to go to the ferries. A tentative meeting concerning the ferry issue is scheduled by Norma Smith on the south end on February 28.  

It was said that Washington State University, which runs the extension programs, may face a 75% cut in programs outside of the University.  If that happens most of the University extension programs throughout the State will be reduced to possibly one person. Without the extension programs much of the educational arm of County government would go away.  

Sheriff Brown spoke saying it is important that he work both with the public and Commissioners at the same time with the same message.  Island County is the 10th most populated County in the State of Washington; the Sheriff’s office is the 6th lowest staffed agency out of 39; the crime rate is about 23 per thousand; and there are 23 other counties that are safer to live in than unincorporated Island County.  He said it is important to prioritize with law and justice at the tip of the spear. The County funds law and justice from the County expenditure fund and is the second lowest out of the 39 counties to put money into law and justice.  Sheriff Brown will fight hard, he said, to maintain his current manpower.  He believes his agency has cut the fat to the bone and he does not want to cut the bone.  Volunteers are welcome.
A member of the assembly followed saying that in the economic downturn crime will increase.  When considering priorities law enforcement should be first with everything else second.

In response Commissioner Homola commented that the Board has ramped up its meetings, with more of them, to allow more dialogue on the subject of the budget.  Data is currently being gathered from the various Department Heads and Elected Officials about their specific departments, mandated tasks, and jobs that may not need to be done. The Board is looking at all avenues trying to make a determination as to what it can do with less but at the same time, making sure that the future is considered and what is important down the road.  A survey of the public and staff is expected to rank the priorities, which will help the Board when considering its long-range goals and planning. 
Additionally she said:
· Volunteers are important and it is incumbent upon everyone to determine where the priorities are.  
· There will be a short window of time in the morning and afternoon when certain doors will be closed to the public so staff can answer e-mails and get work done.  
· Other counties have adopted a utility tax so there is always a steady funding stream to pay for those important things. A list was provided by the Health Department Director about what it would look like with storm water, salmon recovery, and a program for septage treatment so foul water is not put into Puget Sound.  If the entire bundle is included, all types of programs, it amounts to about 4 pizzas a year or $40.  The Board can only cut so much and can only increase the budget by 1% a year by law which does not keep up with inflation.
· County policies are being reviewed and outdated ones revised.

· The indigent veteran’s program was also looked at and to help simplify the process of assisting people by not only providing money, the program and needs of individuals will soon be handled by the County’s Human Services Department.

A member of the assembly asked if there will be a posting of the list of service cutbacks, recognizing that the public will see less in the way of services from the County.  The Board responded:
· The Commissioners are working hard to have all the information available on its website. 
· The Commissioners are committed to trying to bring their meetings to the public and although the County does not have much money, the Board is considering pitching in and buying a camera for the Commissioners’ Hearing Room. The County’s IT department is currently working with the Board toward that end.
· For all open committee and board positions a press release will now be disseminated to the public asking for letters of interest and resumes. With the wealth of talented people in the County the Board will be able to look at the resumes, share them, and then appoint qualified people to open positions; the public will know who they are.  
· The Commissioners will continue to look at ways for County government to run more efficiently.

· To keep lines of communication open, and to share information, the assembly was encouraged to sign up on the sheets provided.
It was asked how much stimulus money will filter down to Island County and what will the money be used for?  The Board responded:
· All the counties went through the process of coming up with a list, anything that would create jobs, infrastructure.  The current list has about 15-20 jobs that are ready to go right now, just waiting for funding.  

· Health Services is a possibility for stimulus money.  

· Reliance on grants is a concern.  
An audience member mentioned the issue of illegal dumping by Navy personnel.  In response Commissioner Homola said she will speak with Captain David about the problem.
Chairman Dean remarked that illegal dumping is a global concern and it is unknown how to educate people.  He suggested that concerned citizens may contact the Commissioners’ office who will then follow-up with the Health Department. 
The Board was urged to contact State Legislators to reverse the military housing property tax exemption.
It was asked if the budget can be found on the County’s website and how could one access previous budgets?

Ms. Marlow explained that in 2008 the County embarked on replacing the financial systems and the project is expected to be done by mid-year and will allow the Budget Director to publish a budget that will be easier for people to read. Currently to produce a citizen’s budget 50 different reports would need to be printed to break the information out.  The goal is to eventually get it on the web.    Before the electronic version becomes available, citizens may review the budget at the County offices or purchase a bound copy for approximately $40.
It was asked if there is anywhere on the County website to learn about what projects are planned and funded for what departments?   It is difficult to navigate the website.  In response the Board commented:
· Technology is a huge challenge and was a challenge before the budget shortfall; Commissioner Price Johnson agrees the website needs improvement.
· If there is some document of interest Chairman Dean suggested contacting the Commissioners’ office.
· All documents are public record according to Commissioner Homola; she now knows what it is like to be on the receiving side of records requests.  No one is trying to hide anything.  She asks, however, that requests be specific to help with the search in that incomplete or open-ended requests can take weeks to compile. 
It was suggested by an audience member, concerning public records, that the County maintain an index of documents.

A question then arose about what the County’s plans are for 2009 and the future regarding ecology, near shore habitat, salmon, and the environment?  With the budget shortfall the fear is that these issues will be lost or put on the back burner.

Commissioner Homola answered that each year the Planning Department creates its “to do” list and currently that list is being reviewed; the list presently contains about 15 items to consider.  Fish and Wildlife update is one; working with the Town of Coupeville and Ebey’s Landing National Historical Reserve to arrive at guidelines that all can regulate from is another.  Also included is the Freeland Subarea Plan. She encouraged the audience to come forth with those issues of importance for next year’s list. She emphasized the significance of determining what the priorities are.  
In the past, she said, permit fees were relied upon to administer programs which is the reason other counties have decided to implement a clean water utility tax to provide a steady stream of funding to keep the programs alive.  The loss of the County’s hydrogeologist, Doug Kelly, has impacted the County.  He created a modeling program to calculate the depth of the aquifers, placing wells in a grid system, but was not able to complete his work before leaving.  The program to determine the depth of the water table to avoid saltwater intrusion came to a halt.  Funding is necessary to fill the void and Commissioner Homola believes it incumbent upon everyone to decide if it is important enough to maintain the value of Puget Sound.

Chairman Dean followed saying that many of the near shore projects are State funded.  Ala Spit has received a grant for restoration as did the Cornet Bay project managed by the Marine Resources Committee; future funding will depend upon the State Legislature.  Many projects come in from State grants and so are somewhat insulated by all the woes the County experiences with its general fund.
The Puget Sound Partnership, according to Commissioner Price Johnson, considered using the Beachwatchers program, utilizing volunteers.  With WSU’s funding now in question, however, it is a bit more complicated but a way that the Puget Sound Partnership was hoping to move ahead on its action agenda through the budget shortfall without implementing another tax

The Board was asked how much it will monitor the Pacific Northwest Training Expansion effort on the base.
Military protection is important, according to Commissioner Homola, who indicated she is a military wife, but also is the ability to maintain food and clean water.  She explained that the document relative to the Northwest Training Range Complex includes the coast of Washington down to California, approximately 250 miles out, with activity that will occur in the water, some of it in a marine sanctuary.  The Over Water Environmental Impact Study is over 1000 pages.  Having been on the job only two to three weeks she discovered the issue and the Commissioners, after receiving comments from the public, felt there was not sufficient time to respond so the Board requested the Navy extend the comment period to the end of February. With Oregon weighing in at the State level the Navy agreed to an extension for comment to March 11.  The Board will do what it can but she encouraged those in the assembly who are knowledgeable on the subject to participate as well.  

An audience member commented that the Navy is the engine that drives the County and there are a large percentage of people who strongly support the base and what it brings to the community in terms of revenue and taxes.  
David Weisbrod, operations analyst for the Navy in ocean matters, offered that he be contacted for source website information. 
Addressing a question about homeowner septic inspections, Commissioner Price Johnson said the issue is one the Board is struggling with.  Homeowner Septic 101 classes are available, 10 workshops April through October; two on Camano, three on north Whidbey, three on central Whidbey, and two on south Whidbey.  Information is available on the website (Health Department) and sent out will be media advertising (the program is currently being transferred from the Planning Department to the Health Department).  The County is attempting to focus on areas of sensitivity but is behind on meeting the State’s July mandate; there is just not the staffing and structure for accommodation.  The County is hoping that by increasing the education of what is needed to have healthy septic systems a lot of people will voluntarily make sure they are doing what is necessary.
Commissioner Homola further explained that septic systems, other than conventional, will require professional certification. The conventional systems may be checked by homeowners after training.  Currently the classes are free but it is uncertain for how long that will continue; she encouraged the assembly to take the classes and check their systems.  The Health Department Director will attempt to stagger the program in such a way that he gets it going in some of the more critical areas first. 
Upon thanks again to the community for attending the public forum concluded at 8:00 p.m.
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