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The movement to cities was in full swing, for example. In 1880 about 14 million people lived in cities; by
1920 this number had reached 54.2 million. Another revolution, in transportation, was also sweeping
the land. The automobile, introduced around the turn of the century, was contributing to a more
mobile population and creating a great demand for better roads. In 1910 only 458,000 autos were
registered in the country, but by 1930 there were nearly 23 million.

One consequence was the creation of a whole new lifestyle, commuting. It became possible for people
to live outside the city in which they worked. In addition to requiring farsighted planning and major
investments in roads, commuting meant that many problems associated with cities—such as water
supply and sewage disposal—were now afflicting the unincorporated areas adjoining the cities.

Counties were the natural governments to meet these challenges and deliver these new services. Many
counties implemented sweeping procedural changes, including professional accounting systems, bidding
and procurement systems, and a civil service employment system in place of ages-old political
patronage.

Like every other segment of American society, counties and their services were severely stressed by the
Great Depression. Then on the heels of the Depression came America’s entry into World War I1.

But with the end of the war, the important groundwork that had been laid earlier made it possible for
county government to move even more quickly into the forefront of American civic life.

The postwar era brought a number of trends that, together, worked as profound a social transformation
as the nation had ever seen, and one with extraordinary implications for county government.

Once the great cities had been magnets for the nation’s “best and brightest.” Both housing and jobs
were centered within city limits, with growing populations accommodated by vertical development, in
the form of ever taller apartment buildings. City governments had strained for decades to meet this
rising demand. Now, the advent of peace and prosperity whetted a public appetite for better living
conditions, and it seemed to be an appetite many cities could not meet.

Those looking for a key date on which everything began to change—parallel, perhaps, to the April 22,
1889 launch of the Oklahoma land rush—might focus on March 7, 1949. That was the day Levitt & Sons
opened its first sales office on a 1,500 acre tract in Nassau County, New York and began taking orders for
homes in Levittown. More than a thousand couples were waiting that morning, some of whom had
been in line for four days awaiting the chance to buy a four-bedroom house for under $10,000.

The rush to suburbia was on. Certainly areas adjacent to big cities had seen population growth before
the war. Nassau County’s population had grown from 303,000 to 404,000 between 1930 and 1940,
despite the Depression. But the boom that now swept the country exceeded all previous growth. Levitt
put 17,500 households in his Long Island Levittown, and soon followed it with Levittown Il in
Pennsylvania, which grew into a community of 70,000 people.

Between 1948 and 1958, 85 percent of all new homes built in settled areas were outside the inner
cities. And by 1968 a list of the 10 fastest-growing large counties in the United States included six that
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Vice President Richard Nixon told the assembly that “your responsibilities for the welfare of your fellow
citizens will be greatly increased, as an estimated one million acres become urban and suburban each
year...| salute you as you start this major experiment in the solution of urban problems.”

This gathering of urban leaders drew not only Nixon’s attention but that of the man who would oppose
him for president in 1960, Massachusetts Senator John F. Kennedy. Kennedy warned that “city
governments cannot always assume the sole responsibility for the solution of these pressing urban
problems. | repeat, they cannot—our state governments will not—the federal government should not—
and therefore you on the county level must.”

These views were mirrored in the nationwide trend for cities, towns, and other “subcounty”
government entities to transfer responsibility for key functions to the counties in which they were
located. Counties, simply, were seen as the most responsive and efficient level of government to serve
public needs in a given geographic area.

During the 1960s, for example, 40 percent of all counties responding to a federal survey reported that
they had assumed responsibility for police protection previously provided by a subcounty government.
Only three percent had shifted this duty in the other direction.

Similarly, 27 percent had taken over responsibility for jails and corrections, 37 percent had assumed the
library management function, 45 percent had become responsible for planning previously done at a
more local level, and more than 20 percent of all counties now said they were responsible for roads,
highways, sewage, refuse collection and public welfare. in each case, a dramatically smaller percentage
of reporting counties had conveyed these responsibilities to subcounty governments.

Fulfilling all these new duties, though, meant counties needed more authority, and more political
power. Moreover, they needed to break through decades-old perceptions and begin commanding more
respect and cooperation from other levels and entities of government.

The battle, then, was twofold: First, expand county government’s capacity to address local challenges;
second, secure counties a “seat at the table” when city, state and federal authorities came together.

One man, one vote

Shifting population alone doesn’t guarantee shifting political power. No matter how quickly they grew,
suburban areas would not have the clout to put their own agendas into action if they did not
simultaneously enjoy dramatically expanded political power in their state legislatures. During the 1960s
and 1970s they largely realized this power as a result of a national political revolution—ironically, a
revolution largely instigated in earlier years by city dwelling voters.

Throughout the country, many states maintained a “county unit” system in which every county was
entitled to representation in the legislature regardless of its population. Other states, while their
constitutions provided for occasional reapportionment, hadn’t done so in decades or more. As cities
grew in population, their voters increasingly challenged a system that concentrated more state political
power in rural areas at the expense of urban centers.
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governments had provided for home rule in some form; more than 2,300 counties were covered.
Roughly 130 counties nationwide operated under a county charter in that year.

Hand in hand with the charter movement came a drive to modernize the forms of county government to
improve administration and impact.

The longest-standing form of county government, and the one most prevalent in rural areas, is
called “commission” form, in which voters elect a multi-member board. Known by different na
commissioners, supervisors, aldermen, etc.--these board members wield both legislative and e
authority, sharing some specific responsibilities with separately elected “row (or constitutional)
such as a sheriff, clerk, and coroner.

The particulars of this power sharing, i.e., the relative powers of board members and row officers, varies
widely from county to county. Supporters praise the commission form as the most democratic because
it provides independent election of key department heads as well as board members, and as the least
susceptible to corruption because power is more diffused and the system offers more checks and
balances.

Critics, though, complain that this system lacks a strong executive, instead relying on (often part-time)
citizen-legislators to administer increasingly complex government functions. Diffuse power also means
vague responsibilities, and in the absence of professional management of county affairs, key decisions
are more apt to be politically driven, these critics say.

Counties have often sought to fill the management gap by creating an officer whose explicit
responsibility is the administration of county programs and operations. These structures are generally
of two kinds: systems in which the council or commission appoints a professional county manager, and
those in which a county executive is separately elected.

One of the results of the county home rule movement was to give counties the authority to choose for
themselves among the alternative forms of government, rather than being limited to the form
previously prescribed for them by state law.

This ability to choose their own government structure was a key step for counties seeking to apply more
resources and talent to meeting public demands and tackling growing problems.

Since many of local government’s new pressures in the postwar era in fact reflected regional
conditions—in areas from transportation to environmental protection—many leaders advocated a
strongly regional approach to solving these problems.

There were long established precedents for multi-government cooperation in many areas. Regional
planning commissions in some states dated to the early years of the century, and numerous
metropolitan areas with extensive transit, bridge, and highway networks managed these networks
through independent, multi-jurisdiction authorities.
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organized a “Second Constitutional Convention” in 1975, NACo President Conrad Fowler warned against
ceding too much power and authority to regional bodies.

“In a real sense the future of county government hinges on whether we accept the fragmented
delivering servicing strategy of the technocrats, specialists and single program functionaries, or whether
we fully recognize the merit of the traditional argument for democratic government,” Fowler said.

“We must accept the proposition that authoritative, accountable, multipurpose governments are
needed between the states and municipalities (and) reject the notion that a maze of regional
mechanisms is a respective and responsible approach to handling the mounting planning, financial and
servicing problems facing practically all of our urban and rural substate regions.”

Another strategy adopted in some regions was consolidation of city governments with those of adjacent
or surrounding counties. Of course, such consolidations had been seen before, most notably the
combination of five counties into New York City in 1898. But they had been quite scarce. Between 1962
and 1972 11 such mergers took place, more than had occurred in the entire previous 150 years.

Many consolidations took place in relatively rural settings: Carson City and Ormsby County, Nevada, for
instance, and the city of Juneau, Alaska with its surrounding Juneau Borough. But others involved major
cities. Jacksonville, Florida, for instance, consolidated with Duval County, and similar mergers were
accomplished in Nashville, Indianapolis, and Columbus, Georgia. Today there are 34 consolidated city
county governments. The most recent in a large metropolitan area is the merger of Louisville City and
Jefferson County, KY.

Advocates of consolidation have argued that services are improved, federal and state aid has been
increased, and major economies have been achieved through centralized purchasing and financial
services. Yet difficulties remain, and many proposed consolidations have been rejected by voters, often
concerned about the equity and responsiveness of the new government.

The Rise of the Urban County

At the end of WW |l as soldiers returned from overseas, prosperity returned to the country. The
military jeep was retrofitted to a sporty family car and the Levitt Brothers build the first suburban
development in Levitttown, NY. Prior to WWII, the vast majority of the population lived in cities, but
with the development of suburbs and subdivisions the exodus began. Many of these newly build
suburbs were in unincorporated areas in the counties because of their easier zoning and building
regulations and the availability of land. Asthe exodus grew, people moving from the cities to the
suburbs carried with them their expectation of city-style urban service delivery. They began to demand
this level of service from county governments that were not accustomed to providing them. As counties
scrambled to respond, they raised taxes, began regulating land use and planning.

Special challenges in the west

The west has always attached high importance to vigorous loca!l government. California, after all, was
the first state to allow county charters, and Los Angeles County, in 1912, was the first county to adopt
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PILT’s impact, moreover, was by no means limited to the west. Arkansas, North Carolina, Virginia,
Louisiana, Minnesota and other states all have significant amounts of entitiement lands within their
borders. Thus, preserving and expanding the PILT program was a truly national concern for county
government.

The turn of another century

As the 1990s drew to an end, county government found itself in a very different situation from what had
prevailed at the end of the previous century. It was now a robust and highly flexible level of
government, combining local responsiveness with growing sophistication in the provision of complex
services.

But it continued to struggle to maintain the right balance among local, state and national authority. The
lengthy county campaign against unfunded federal mandates is a prime example. This campaign
brought counties together—and especially highly populous urban and suburban counties—to oppose
the prospect that the federal government would impose major new requirements on counties without
providing funding to enable counties to meet those requirements.

Increasing diversity of population in counties, largely as a result of immigration, also posed a challenge
to many counties. This new diversity was appearing in locations across the nation that had lived with
fairly stable populations for many years. The need for governmental services and bilingual information
placed new and unique demands on many counties.

Another challenge that surfaced in the 90s was that of collecting sales taxes on purchases made on the
Internet. With the rapid growth of this medium counties faced a major loss of revenue when purchases
heretofore made locally and taxed locally were made via cyberspace. Opponents to this tax state that
businesses on the Internet should be supported and that collecting the differing sales tax rates that
could be in effect was an undue burden. Shifting national political sands also challenged counties. In
the 1990s Congress increasingly looked to “block grants” and other generic forms of financial aid to local
governments, significant grants of money not accompanied by specific conditions on its spending.

Counties across America have also taken on a much more vigorous role in promoting the economic
growth of their communities. Economic development, in fact, has become a key county mission.
Counties undertake such efforts as workforce training and expansion of technology infrastructure to
make themselves maore attractive to high quality businesses looking for new sites. They mount major
ongaing initiatives to communicate with these businesses and persuade them to choose county sites for
their facilities, and the resulting employment and tax revenues.

For businesses already thriving within county lines, the local economic development authority is often a
leader in organizing international trade missions, participation in overseas expositions, and other efforts
to reach the ever expanding global markets.

Infrastructure has become a critical element in success, and many counties have assumed a new and
powerful role in regulating everything from construction of new high speed data communications to
granting of satellite and cable television franchises. Counties have acted broadly and energetically to
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History of County Government in Washington

Counties existed during Washington's territorial days in the mid- to late- 1800's and were recognized in
the state constitution adopted in 1889. In Washington, the county was and still is the unit of local
government that has three primary responsibilities:

® Serves and governs residents who live in the unincorporated portion of the county outside
cities and towns.

e Provide regional services that Counties deliver for all residents, both those living in the
unincorporated areas as well as those that reside inside incorporated cities as well.

e |sthe administrative arm of the state - such as maintaining records, providing the trial court
system, assessing property, collecting certain taxes, and conducting elections.

As of 2010, there are 39 counties in Washington ranging in population from 2,266 (Garfield) to over 1.9
million (King) residents. Every Washington State resident lives in one of Washington’s 39 Counties.

Article XI, §s 4 and 5 of the state constitution authorize the legislature to create a uniform system of
government for counties. State law relating to counties is generallv eallected in Title 36 RCW The
uniform plan of county government provided by state law is th

The state constitution was amended in 1948 to provide counties the option of adopting a "home rule"

torm of government provided by state law and six Ot the counties nave adopted "nome ruie” cnarters as
provided for in the state constitution. Six counties have elected to adopt charters - King (1969), Clallam
(1976), Whatcom (1979), Snohomish (1980), Pierce (1981), and San Juan (2005).

Article XI, § 16 was added to the state constitution in 1948 and amended in 1972 to provide the option
of a consolidated city-county government. Clark, Thurston, Spokane, and Skamania counties have
considered this option, no consolidated city-county governments have yet been created in Washington
State.

In contrast to counties, cities and towns can choose from three forms of government provided by
statute, including the mayor-council, council-manager, and commission form of government. In addition
to the choice in form of government already provided by state law, cities also have the ability to adopt a
home rule charter, subject to certain requirements, and provide for their own form of government.
Unlike counties, cities and towns do not have separately elected officers in addition to the council
members and mayor.

An excellent history of counties and other local governments in Washington State can be found in "A

History of Washington's Local Governments," Volume | of the Final Report of the Washington State Local
Governance Study Commission, January 1988.
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elected status and auties oT the COUNTy prosecuting attorney or SUperior ana aistrict Court juages, or tne
jurisdiction of the courts.

Home Rule Charter County Authority

Home rule charter counties have broad authority to provide for purely local governance issues.
Traditionally there are two aspects of home rule authority:

- Act on its own without the express authorization from the legislature;

- Act contrary to state statutes concerning very limited and certain matters of "local" concern
(and not in conflict with constitutional requirements)

The state Supreme Court has ruled, however, that, under the state constitution, county home rule
charter rights are subordinate to express state law requirements that go beyond matters of local
concern. The court has concluded that the state constitution expressly relegates county home rule
charters to an inferior position vis-a-vis "the constitution and laws of this state" where the matter
involves public policy of broad concern, expressed in general laws. For example, the state Supreme
Court has concluded that home rule charter counties are free to provide a different time for election of
county officers. However, they have also held that ordinances enacted to implement a county's
comprehensive land use plan as required by the Growth Management Act cannot be subject to
amendment or repeal by referendum power granted in a county's home rule charter.

After adoption of a charter, the powers, authority, and duties of county officers provided for by state
law are vested in the county legislative antharity inlece the rhartar avnrecclv gssigns powers and duties
to a specific officer. The duties of tk or elected officers may
also be modified by charter. The board of commissioners and other eiected officers may be entirely
replaced, subject to certain restrictions.

Home Rule Charter Option for Power of Initiative and Referendum

Another reason for adopting a home rule charter is to provide the powers of initiative and referendum
to the citizens of the county. All charter counties have provided for initiative and referendum powers.

Optional Municipal Code cities are authorized by state law to provide for the powers of initiative and
referendum without adopting a home rule charter (RCW 35A.11.080 through 35A.11.100). Legislation
was proposed in the 1997, 1998 and 1999 legislative sessions which would have allowed the board of
county commissioners in noncharter counties to similarly authorize the use of initiative and referendum
without the need to adopt a home rule charter. However, none of these proposals have been adopted.
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home rule charter the following year. In 1998, Skamania County voters also approved a proposal to
begin the charter adoption process but subsequently rejected the resulting charter. In 2011, Yakima
County voters rejected a proposal to create a board of freeholders to draft a county charter.

Freeholders

Freeholders are elected directly from representation from either county commissioner districts or
legislative districts, proportional equal as possible. There is no timeframe for a board of freeholders to
develop a proposed charter. A board of freeholders dissolves after completing their responsibility to

draft a proposed charter.

Amending a County Charter

There are three basic ways that five of the six charter counties permit their county charter be amended:

- The constitutionally authorized procedure in which an amendment are initiated by action of
the county legislative authority, submitting a proposed amendment to county voters for their
approval or rejection;

- Electing a new board of freeholders to review the charter and submit proposed charter
amendments directly to voters for their approval or rejection;

- An alternative procedure where county voters may directly amend the county charter by
initiative action.

k mit proposed charter amendments to
VOTers TOr tNeir approval or rejection ana ror tne perioaic erecuon of a charter review commission to
propose charter amendments to the county council that may, at its option, choose to submit them to
the voters for approval or rejection. A supreme court decision in 2003 held that county voters may
approve an initiative requiring the county council to submit a charter amendment to voters for their
approval or rejection.

Current Washington Charter Counties and Their Form of Government

Until 1969, (King County voters rejected the first proposed charter in 1952) all Washington counties
operated under the commission form of government. However, since then, six counties have adopted
home rule charters:

e King (1969}

e (Clallam (1976)

e  Whatcom (1979)
¢ Snohomish (1980)
e Pierce (1981)

e SanJuan (2005)
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Pierce: 7 Members elected by district. Partisan. 2 term limit.

CAELULVE! County Executive elected by district. Partisan. 2 term limit.
Assessor-Treasurer: Non-Partisan

Auditor: Non-Partisan

Clerk: Appointed by County Executive, Confirmed by Council
Sheriff: Non-Partisan

Prosecuting Attorney: Partisan

San Juan: 6 Members elected by district. Non-Partisan.

cxecuuve: County Administrator appointed by County Council
Assessor: Non-Partisan

Auditor: Non-Partisan

Clerk: Non-Partisan

Sheriff: Non-Partisan

Treasurer: Non-Partisan

Prosecuting Attorney/Coroner: Partisan

ies are to adopt a budget and establish county policy. The county
executive or administrator is responsible for general administration and operation of the county. The
executive or administrator is also responsible for proposing the budget and, in the case of
an elected county executive, has a veto power over most council actions.

A county charter can make any elected county official, except the prosecuting attorney and superior
court judges, an appointive rather than an elective position. The coroner or medical examiner has been
made an appointive position in every charter county, although in Clallam County, the Prosecuting
Attorney serves as the ex officio coroner. To determine the particular organization structure of a home
rule county government, refer to the county's charter.

Consolidated City-County Government

At the same time the state constitution was amended in 1948 and again in 1972 to allow counties to
adopt "home rule" charters, another amendment was adopted to allow counties with a "home rule"
charter to provide for the formation and government of a combined city and county municipal
corporation known as a "city-county." The same procedures applicable to the adoption of a county
charter also govern the adoption of a city-county charter, except that the only method of beginning the
combined city-county charter process is through a voter petition. There is no minimum population
requirement.

In addition to providing for an alternative form of county government, a city-county charter may also
merge the county with cities and other municipal corporations within its boundaries. Consolidated city-
county governments have been proposed as a way to improve local government service provision by
eliminating conflicts between competing levels of local government. Although a few Washington
counties have explored this option (Clark, Skamania, Thurston, and Spokane), no combined city-county
governments have yet been formed.
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o Special duties —~ under certain circumstances, serve as county sheriff — and may serve
subpoenas on the County Sheriff

County Clerk

The County Clerk position is provided for in the Washington State Constitution and is best characterized
as the administrative and financial officer of the Superior Court. As an independent elected official, the
clerk preserves for the public unrestrained access to a fair, accurate and independently established
record of the opinions, decisions and judgments of the court. The County Clerk has six major functions

1. Administrator of Court Records and Exhibits
2. Financial Officer for the Courts
3. Quasi-Judicial Officer

4. Ex-Officio Clerk of the Court
5. Jury Management Officer
6. Department Administrator
7. Passport Information
8. Collection of Fees

County Prosecuting Attorney

The County Prosecuting Attorney has major responsibilities as a legal advisor, a prosecutor of criminal
matters, a representative of the county in civil cases, and in smaller counties, as ex-officio coroner.
Primary statutory responsibilities of the County Prosecuting Attorney include the following:

e District Court: Violation of state statutes involving misdemeanors and gross misdemeanors
committed by adults or criminal traffic violations by juveniles 16 & over; representation of the
State's interest at involuntary commitment hearings relating to alcohol abuse.

e  Superior Court: Violation of state statutes involving felonies committed by adults, and all
crimes committed by juveniles; Representation of the State's interest at involuntary mental
commitment hearings; Civil practice includes paternity establishment, enforcement of child
support orders, tort actions, and defense of lawsuits brought against the County.

e Appellate Courts: Handle appeals of lower court decisions to the Court of Appeals, Washington
State Supreme Court and potentially to the United States Supreme Court.

e Legal Advisor to all County departments including the County Council and County Executive.

e Legal Advisor to the county legislative authority, school directors and other county and precinct
officers in all matters relating to their official business although school districts may hire private
attorneys

¢ Represent the state, county, and all school districts in all criminal and civil proceedings in which
the state of county or any school district may be a party

e Prosecute all criminal and civil actions in which the state or county may be a party and defend
all suits brought against the county
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Servicing Court orders on defendants in legal actions
Serving summons on those drawn for jury duty and subpoenas on witnesses

c. Executing writs of executions on real and personal property , including publishing and
posting notice and conducting the sale
Conducting sheriff's sales on foreclosed chattel mortgages
Selling abandoned motor vehicles

f. Executing miscellaneous orders as to vacate or pay rent, demand for possession of
premises, etc

g. Collecting required fees and mileage charges to be remitted to the county treasurer

(9)Emergency Operations — many sheriffs serve as the Director of Emergency Services on behalf of the
county.

County Treasurer

The County Treasurer works to efficiently and effectively and debt for their respective County, and all
other junior and special purpose districts within the County.

The County Treasurer acts to collect, report, invest and manage all monies as the bank for the county,
school districts, fire districts, water and sewer districts and other junior and special purpose districts.
Over sixty percent of the workload of the county treasurer is directed toward providing services to the
taxing districts and cities and forty percent to the county. The major responsibilities of the county
treasurer are summarized as follows:

e Responsible for monies of county, cities, port, school districts, fire districts, cemeteries, public
utility districts and water districts.

e Bill and collect, real and personal property taxes, due April 30 and October 31.

o Bill & collect, special assessments and fees, for flood control, road improvement, water and
drainage districts.

e Deposit and invest all funds for county and districts. Provide banking services.

e Collect excise tax on sale, or transfer, of real property and mobile homes.

e Foreclose on property for delinquent taxes.

e Maintain inventory of county-owned property and conduct property sales.

e Collect gambling taxes, 911 taxes, and local gas tax (Point Roberts).
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