

300





BOARD OF ISLAND COUNTY COMMISSIONERS MINUTES OF MEETING

  JUNE 15, 2009 – SPECIAL SESSION


The Board of Island County Commissioners met in Special Session on June 15, 2009 beginning at 6:00 p.m. for the purpose of holding a public forum to solicit ideas and hear general concerns about local communities. The Special Session was held at Grigwire Hall, Community Building, Trinity Lutheran Church, 18341 SR 525, Freeland, WA.  John Dean, Chairman, Helen Price Johnson, Member, and Angie Homola, Member were present.
In Attendance:

Approximately 30 members of the public and press

[Attendance sheets on file with the Clerk of the Board]

[Special Session Notice on file with the Clerk of the Board]
Commissioner Price Johnson began the forum by welcoming the assembly and introducing Chairman Dean and Commissioner Homola.  Also in attendance and introduced were Clerk of the Board and Budget Director Elaine Marlow, Treasurer Linda Riffe, Assessor Dave Mattens, Sheriff Mark Brown, Human Services Director Jackie Henderson, Public Works Director Bill Oakes, Public Health Director Keith Higman, and WSU Extension Interim Director Judy Feldman.
Commissioners
Commissioner Price Johnson

Commissioner Price Johnson briefly spoke about the recent celebrated history of Whidbey Island including published reports regarding the Inn at Langley and Heritage Beans grown on Central Whidbey.  She also touched on how Whidbey is faring in the economic downturn and provided regional acknowledgements.
Commissioner Homola

Commissioner Homola recently visited Camano to help with the Kristopherson Creek effort for salmon recovery and also assisted the animal shelter there with a benefit rummage sale.  She spoke about the effort of the Department of Natural Resources to create a sanctuary for Smith and Minor Islands, the Navy’s work to establish a trail at Maylor’s Point, and also mentioned the joint effort of the County and Navy, for safety purposes, in placing “no parking” signs at the OLF field south of Coupeville.

Chairman Dean

Chairman Dean announced that Island County Parks has moved to Public Works under the direction of Public Works Director Bill Oakes.  He also spoke about the County’s purchase of waterfront property on Camano Island saying that the Board has attempted in the past, when property with waterfront access became available, to acquire such property with the intention of preservation.  While concerns were expressed about why the County would acquire more property at a time when it cannot take care of the parks it has the Board felt it necessary, regardless, to obtain the property before it was sold for development.  A Purchase and Sale Agreement was signed in December 2008 for a three- year contract with the anticipation of financial support from Conservation Futures Funding, grants, and $300,000 promised from the State.  Bonding is also an option if needed.

Elected Officials and Appointed Department Heads

Judy Feldman – WSU Extension Interim Director
Ms. Feldman spoke about an Island Lifestyle series of workshops available to the public and encouraged people to call the Extension office for information on those programs as well as others for a better life.  She commented that while programs may be a little quieter in terms of staffing due to budget cuts, the energy remains.  One new program of interest is the energy program in partnership with PSE and supported by WSU to help with conservation of energy and technology.

Jackie Henderson – Human Services Director

Ms. Henderson explained that much of the funding available for social services comes to the counties from the State.  Human Services will provide the services directly or will contract out for services, the office does both.  The programs offered include mental health, chemical dependency, prevention and treatment, disability service for young children and adults, jail transition services, transitional housing, mental health professionals in schools, veteran’s assistance program, and vulnerable adult and senior outreach and case management program.  The latest program implemented is the school based mental health program in each of the school districts in the County supported by the 1/10th of 1% increase in sales tax revenue.  Also funded with the tax is the senior and vulnerable adult outreach program and drug courts and family dependency. 

Keith Higman – Public Health

Mr. Higman explained how he currently is wearing two hats; that of Public Health Director and also Interim Planning Director.  He spoke about the current challenges of trying to meet the needs of the community with the loss of resources and capacity to do so.   Public Health monitors for swine flu and determines how those diseases can affect the community, coordinates with hospitals and primary care, conducts case investigations and immunizations for children and adults.  The department also staffs the Children’s Commission, works with family planning and the Department of Social and Health Services, is responsible for environmental health protection, drinking water quality, solid waste, air quality, sewage disposal, schools, pools, mobile home parks, and assesses community health needs through the Community Health Advisory Board. 
Mr. Higman has overseen since March the Planning & Community Development Department, the agency responsible for implementing the comprehensive plan, guiding growth and growth patterns, development, environmental protection, and the department responsible for the processing of building permits.  

A question from the audience concerned the Planning Director applicants, when that information would be available to the public and the vetting process that occurred. 
Chairman Dean and the Commissioners responded that the names of applicants have not been disclosed at the request of the candidates and they were unsure as to when a decision and announcement would be made.  The Board received 44 applications for planning director.  Those applications were narrowed down to 13 then to six.  Two applicants dropped out leaving four to interview.  All the applicants were equally qualified for the position serving in multiple communities and coming with a wide range of experience.  Human Resources will conduct background checks on each.  The interview panel consists of the Board, Keith Higman, Bill Oakes, and Dave Jamieson.
Bill Oakes – Public Works Director

Mr. Oakes explained the several hats he wears, that of the Public Works Director, Engineer, and Parks Director.  Public Works builds and repairs County buildings, manages storm water, maintains and operates County roads, trails and open space parcels, and the County parks system.  
Mark Brown – Island County Sheriff

Sheriff Brown talked about his drop in patrol deputies (Whidbey and Camano) in 2010 to 40 when he should have commissioned 43.  Nine deputies serve South Whidbey, Houston Road and south, and the Sheriff is attempting to work with overtime concerns relating to the Island County Fair, Maxwelton Parade, and other summer activities.  Island County is the 10th largest county and the 6th lowest staffed Sheriff’s office.  The Sheriff’s office recently took over the direction of the County’s Department of Emergency Management since emergency management is closely linked to the function of the department.  Sheriff Brown commented about the assistance from his office to the South Whidbey School District for its DUI program.
Linda Riffe - Treasurer
Ms. Riffe commented that while her office is the first lowest staffed department in the State when considering population, her team has worked hard to carry triple loads and provide good service to the public. She talked about the function of the Treasurer’s office and about the decline in revenue streams to the County due to the financial crisis.  She also commented that investments are restricted by law so there has been no loss in principle or interest on any investments.  Whidbey Island Bank is finally allowing investment in CDs with low interest rates but a better return than that received from federal agency notes.  Ms. Riffe understands that her paramount responsibility is to protect public monies so she is trying to maximize all she can in a difficult market.
A member of the assembly asked about a state law that allowed public institutions to invest money with nonprofit credit unions.  Ms. Riffe answered that that idea died in the legislature but possibly may return next year.
Dave Mattens – Assessor

Mr. Mattens talked about the impacts of the budget reductions to his office with loss of staff and the re-distribution of office responsibilities, explaining the various divisions in the Assessor’s office and the struggles and successes of each.  Based on land value Island County, in 2008, received about $96 million in property taxes. With the assistance of a pie chart Mr. Mattens demonstrated how the taxes were apportioned and how a very small slice of the money is allocated to the County. Also explained was the appeal process and the forms required and when. 

Audience Questions and Comments

· Not averse to paying taxes if the payment is fair.  Have not, however, been able to obtain information that speaks to when and what properties are assessed, what the factors are and the weight of those factors.  There seems to be a lack of consistency.  If a house is uninhabitable what comps are used for comparison?

Mr. Mattens explained that staff is obligated by law to appraise by sales comparison, cost approach, and income approach describing each for the audience.  He encouraged everyone to phone his office and talk with their appraiser who can explain how he or she arrived at the assessed value.  Mr. Mattens reminded the assembly that the deadline to appeal valuations is June 30 and if mailing the appeal form it must be postmarked that day.  Any new construction or open permit valuations will be out mid-August.  For an uninhabitable home the valuation is determined by the cost approach or the cost to build the home.

· Any progress concerning the Wonn Road issue in Greenbank?  Mr. Montgomery apparently expanded his landscaping on a portion of the property to block the public road.  
Public Works is working with the Prosecuting Attorney concerning witnesses and constructing the suit to defend the County’s claim.  The County is aware of some encroachment in the right-of-way and Public Works is communicating with Mr. Montgomery in that regard.  Unfortunately, if the encroachment does not interfere with access as a road, then it does not meet the test of a public nuisance in order to have it removed.  Public Works is working toward resurfacing the road this summer and is attempting to have the landscaping rock removed.

· How does one establish a public nuisance?
Mr. Oakes explained the County does not own right-of-way; in general, there is a quitclaim deed for right-of-way which in essence is an easement to operate a road.  The adjacent property owner holds the underlying fee interest in the right-of-way meaning the property owner owns everything the County is not using to make it a road.  The County has the right to make and maintain the road, but all else remains the property owner’s responsibility and ownership.  It is a public nuisance when it interferes with the County’s ability to operate the right-of-way of the road.  
· Will the hydrogeology program continue without Doug Kelly?  Is it possible that Phil Cohen, with similar credentials as Mr. Kelly, may take over Mr. Kelly’s responsibilities?

Commissioner Homola indicated that the Board tried hard to keep the hydrogeology program during the budget cuts but under the circumstances the program was let go.  The Commissioners agree that surface water and ground water maintenance is a shared priority of the Board and will revisit the issue of the hydrogeologist in the next budget cycle.  Mr. Higman explained what his department is doing toward monitoring and the continued protection of surface water and ground water.  The data system that Mr. Kelly developed for managing information is still maintained by staff.   Public Works and Public Health are working together to support the ground water program with the help of Mr. Cohen, a licensed hydrogeologist.
· With cutbacks in monitoring, what is the interplay with the recently adopted revised wetlands ordinance which was based on monitoring and testing?  Are complaints handled accordingly?
The Surface Water Quality Monitoring Program, according to Mr. Higman, made its way through the budget process intact albeit a slight reduction in its operating budget for some source ID monitoring.  The program is slowly being moved into the Environmental Health section of Public Health from the Planning & Community Development Department.  The role of the dedicated monitoring wells is to indicate primarily water level changes.  The majority of chemistry information received from ground water wells is from public water systems and that information is still being populated in the database.  The department is doing what it can, during a trying time, to be responsive to public complaints.  Commissioner Homola added that being islands it is important to take care of surface and ground water and everyone must think about priorities and what is vital enough to pay for.  Commissioner Price Johnson indicated that the cuts made to services to get through the remainder of the year are not a system the Board wants to see go forward, the measure was emergency in nature and the Board and staff are looking at efficiencies to better serve the public.

· How long have the unpumped test wells been in place and what do the data show in terms of the water table levels?
The dedicated monitoring wells, Mr. Higman said, were constructed in 2006.  There is not yet enough data to establish a pattern.
· Regarding the septic HOST class, a member of the audience who has a mound sand-filled system felt that the “specialist” who inspected his system did not do anything differently than what he learned to do in class.  There is no benefit to pay someone for the septic service that can be done by the homeowner following class certification.  Will the rules be looked at more realistically?  
A group was formed in 2003 to evaluate the State rules pertaining to septic systems.  Since 2005 staff has worked with the Board of Health to establish local rules; the frequency of inspections is governed by State rule.  Mr. Higman described the various systems and the process for inspection. The Board of Health will consider the issue again in the fall.
· Two-tiers of training for standard systems and more complex systems were suggested. It was offered that random follow-up checks occur on riskier systems to see if the program is working and to determine those instances where someone may be cheating.  Such a program may be a less expensive way to go.

Mr. Higman explained that it is hard when developing new programs what the outcome will be.  Quality assurance and quality control will be done to make sure that information gathered is accurate and is keeping the marketplace honest.  Continuing focus on watersheds will be critical.  Commissioner Price Johnson added there are watersheds that are of special interest, those experiencing distress, so those systems are of higher priority in the short term with short staffing than areas not yet identified.
· Who is responsible for animal control?

For issues concerning animal control the assembly was encouraged to contact the Sheriff.
· Mr. Shepard and others spoke about a pumping project at Diking District 1 which is pumping water tables down to a sufficiently low level that it is destroying the wetland areas in the basin.  Residents in the area have attempted to stop the pumping and toward that end Mr. Shepard presented the Board with a petition containing approximately 120 signatures of residents in Diking District 1 in favor of the Save the Wetlands Resolution (Petition on file with the Clerk of the Board).  The petition was presented at the May Board meeting of Diking District 1 but unsupported by Diking Commissioners Gabelein and Arnold.  It is believed that Island County does have an obligation to protect wetlands if Commissioners Arnold and Gabelein are causing damage.
Commissioner Price Johnson accepted the petition and mentioned that the Diking District is an entity in and of itself.  Board members are voted by the constituents of the area.  There are restrictions as to how much flexibility Island County has to oversee the District’s operation due to the many layers involved, of which Mr. Higman explained.  Commissioner Price Johnson suggested that she and Mr. Shepard have a conversation following her review of the petition. 
· Any thought to curbside recycling?  Is Island Disposal still recycling?  What about disposal of peripherals?  

Mr. Oakes answered that staff submitted a request for proposals for contractors to provide the service with no response.  The lack of response may have been a victim of the economy because most likely the service would come from a start-up company.  Options include re-bidding or return to using Island Disposal, the franchise hauler for Whidbey, who operate some of the self-haul sites for the County.  General municipal waste is not being recycled. There will be meetings with the Board in the near future to talk about how to move forward the issue of curbside recycling; options are being pursued.  There currently is no market for peripherals.
· The Board and staff received a comment of gratitude to those involved with the left turn lane at Thompson Lane.  And also a thank you for the public forums.

· Will there be a more frequent renewal cost for franchises?

Mr. Oakes assured the assembly that franchise renewals remain at 25 years.
Commissioner Homola mentioned the Board will be considering by way of the Annual Review Docket (Comprehensive Plan Amendments) the issue of public notification, something high on the priority list.  She does not believe the system works well with project versus non-project matters and what it is that triggers the need for public notification.   She encouraged public participation and support. 
Upon thanks again to the community for attending the public forum concluded at 7:47 p.m.
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