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What is the Charter? 

 Under Washington State Law, County area allowed to become “Home Rule” 

Counties by enacting a charter which sets out how the government should be 

structured and run. 

 This document becomes known as a “Charter.” The most commonly known 

way to describe this would be a “constitution” for local governments. 

 The King County Charter was first adopted in 1970. 

 Every ten years, the Charter Requires a “Charter Review Commission” to 

review the Charter and recommended changes. 



Preamble

 A preamble is a statement of intent and purpose for the document that 

follows. The King County Preamble reads as follows: 

 “We, the people of King County, Washington, in order to form a more just and 

orderly government, establish separate legislative and executive branches, 

insure responsibility and accountability for local and regional county 

governance and services, enable effective citizen participation, preserve a 

healthy rural and urban environment and economy and secure the benefits of 

home rule and self-government, in accordance with the Constitution of the 

State of Washington, do adopt this charter.”



Sections 110-140 General Provisions

 Section 110 reserves all possible home rule provisions for King County. This means 
that if state law allows the County to legislative something then the County claims 
that right. 

 Section 120 allows the county to contract or partner with other governments to 
provide services. 

 The County does this in quite a few instances like Sheriff’s Services, Historic 
Preservation, Procurement certifications and District Court Services to name a few. 

 Section 130 is similar to Section 110 in that it declares that local laws supersede 
state or general laws if they are different and if those differences are allowable 
under state law or the constitution. 

 Section 140 Preserves the name, boundaries and County seat of the county and 
allows for local county branches to be opened. 

 Currently most county services are located in Seattle. However, Permittis is in 
Snoqualmie, Elections is in Renton, Superior Court and the Jail have locations in Kent 
and there are several District Court locations. 



Sections 210-270 The Legislative Branch

 Section 220.1 creates a nine member County Council, elected by geographic 
district and on staggered 4 year terms. 

 The Council was downsized from 13-9 in 2005. In 2005, prior to the reduction to 9, a 
council district had about 140,000 residents. Since then, due to the reduction and 
population increases, a district has increased to approximately 240,000 residents. 

 Section 220.2 designates the County Council as the policy making body of the 
County

 Section 220.3 requires the election of a Council chair, makes the responsible for its 
own organization and for the employment and supervisor of employees it deems 
necessary to do its work, also requires appointment of a clerk. 

 Section 220.4 Requires the Council to adopt rules of Procedure and requires a 
verbatim public record and requires all meeting to be open to the public. 

 All Council Meetings and almost all Council Committee meetings are currently broadcast 
on live TV. 



Legislative Branch Continued (220.5-

230.2)

 Section 220.5 prohibits the Council and individual councilmembers from 

interfering with the administration of the County and from issuing orders to non-

legislative branch employees. 

 This means that the Council issues orders and makes policy only through the passage of 

legislation. They do not direct Executive employees in individual actions. 

 Section 230.1 Limits ordinances to one subject and governs how ordinances come 

to be introduced and implements a 7 day waiting period between introduction and 

action on ordinances except in emergencies. 

 Section 230.2 creates a line-item executive veto for the County Executive. An 

executive veto can be overridden with at least 6 votes of the County Council.

 This means that the Executive can veto parts or an ordinance, or the ordinance in full. 

When it comes to appropriations ordinances the Executive can veto just a single 

appropriation or the ordinance as a whole.  



Legislative Branch Continued (230.3-

230.5)

 Section 230.3 allows for ordinances to be passed as an emergency in certain 

circumstances with at least 6 votes of the County Council. These ordinances 

become effective immediately and are not subject to veto or referendum. 

 Allows for skipping of the Executive Signature and Referendum waiting periods in 

times of emergency. 

 Section 230.4 creates a referendum process for a public vote on any 

ordinance passed by the County Council except for those dealing with 

appropriations, emergencies, collective bargaining, compensation or 

initiatives. 

 Section 230.5 creates an initiative process and sets the terms and conditions 

of what can be run as an initiative and the rules and procedures for the 

initiative process. 



Legislative Branch Continued(230.5.1-

230.75)

 Section 230.5.1 creates a Municipal Initiative whereby cities can join together 

to propose an ordinance directly to the County Council. 

 Section 230.6 sets the requirements and process for referendum and initiative 

petitions.

 These processes are further informed by County Code as it pertains to 

implementation of the elements of the charter. 

 Section 230.7 Specifies the process for how ordinances become effective. In 

general an ordinance becomes effective ten days after the executive signs. 

 Section 230.75 prohibits the County from amending an ordinance approved by 

the voters for at least two years unless 2/3 of members vote for the change. 



Legislative Branch Continued (240-265)

 Section 240 creates “motions” which are used to confirm or reject appointees, organize the 
legislative branch, make declarations of policy which do not have force of law and to request 
information of county agencies. 

 Motions can be used to give a policy intent or make a statement on behalf of the Council about 
County Policies where an ordinance is not needed or not yet ripe. Motions are not subject to 
Executive veto. 

 Section 250 creates a county auditor that is responsible for conducting independent audits of 
county agencies. 

 The County Auditor has an adopted work program that is approved annually by the County 
Council. All audit reports are made public after being presented to a Council Committee of 
jurisdiction. 

 Section 260 creates the office of citizen complaints, more commonly known as an ombuds to 
investigate complaints about the operation of the county. 

 Section 265 creates the Office of Law Enforcement oversight to investigate, review and 
analyze use of force by county law enforcement officers among other things. 



Legislative Branch Continued (270.1-

270.4)

 Section 270.1 – Section 270.4 creates the Regional Policy Committee, the 

Regional Water Policy Committee and the Regional Transit Committee to deal 

with specific regional issues. These committee are comprised of County 

Councilmembers and other elected officials from the region.  

 The Regional Policy Committee sets its own work program for the year and has a 

broad jurisdiction that extends to anything that is both on its work program and is 

also a countywide policy or plan. 

 The Regional Water Quality Committee has jurisdiction to review County plans for 

the disposition of wastewater generated within the service area for the County. 

 The Regional Transit Committee has jurisdiction to review countywide policies or 

plans related to regional transit. 



The Executive Branch (310-340)

 Section 310 establishes the County Executive and associated offices like the 
Assessor and County Administrative office as the holders of all executive powers of 
the county. 

 All countywide elected offices are non-partisan. 

 Section 320.1 establishes the County Executive a separately elected office with a 4 
year term and sets the Executive’s salary at 1.5 times that of a Councilmember. 

 Section 330 Establishes the position of County Administrative Officer. 

 Supervises the Divisions within the Department of Executive Services which are largely 
administrative offices providing internal services to all county departments. 

 Section 340 Includes a number of provisions regarding appointment of county 
officials and members of boards and commissions. 

 In short, the Executive or Administrative Officer appoints and either the Council or 
Executive approves(confirms) in almost all cases. 



The Executive Branch Continued (350)

 Section 350 provides authority for the Council to divide the government into 

offices and departments. Section 350 includes the following departments and 

offices: 

 Administrative Offices

 Executive Departments

 Department of Assessments

 Department of Judicial Administration

 Department of Public Safety (Sheriff)

 Department of Elections

 Department of Public Defense Duties, Administration, and Advisory Board



Financial Procedures (405-460)

 Title 4 of the Charter is a section covering, in detail, the financial aspects of 
operating the government. Not all sections are covered in this presentation.

 Section 405 establishes a biennial or two year budget process. 

 Section 410 and 420 cover the process by which the budget is compiled by the 
Executive branch an presented to the Council. 

 Section 425 creates the Office of Economic and Financial Analysis which is an 
independent office in charge of providing financial forecasting and modeling 
for the County. 

 Both branches of government are required by the charter to use revenue estimates 
approved by the Forecast Council and developed by the Office of Economic and 
Financial Analysis. 

 Sections 430-460 covers the contents of the budget, budget message and 
adoption process for the budget. 



Financial Procedures Continued (470-

495)

 Section 470 covers the process for additional appropriations outside of the budget 
process. In short it: 

 Requires an Executive proposal to amend the budget (unless in an emergency) 

 Requires an Executive request in the case of capital expenditures 

 Section 480 Declares that operating expenditures lapse or end when the budget 
period ends. For capital expenditures they appropriation lapses after 3 years of no 
activity. 

 This means that operating expenditures do not carry forward into the next budget year 
and allows for more accountability and accounting accuracy in matching expenditures to 
the adopted budget. 

 Section 495 provides that any contract in excess of appropriation is null and void. 

 This means that officials cannot enter into contracts that exceed the appropriation for 
their agency. 



The Personnel System (Title 5)

 Section 510-530 establish the personnel system, require creation of personnel 
rules and require those rules to be approved by ordinance. 

 Section 540 establishes the Personnel Board to report on the status of the 
personnel system and hear appeals from career service employees. 

 Section 550 creates career service positions for county employees and exempts 
specific positions that are deemed not career service. 

 Career service positions are insulated from political influence or pressure and are not 
subject to appointment by elected officials or removable from office because an elected 
official has changed. 

 Section 560 covers political activities of county employees by referencing what is 
prohibited by state law. 

 County Employees cannot use public resources to participate in political activities of any 
kind. If they participate it must be on their own town using their own personal 
resources. 



Elections (Title 6)(610-649)

 Section 610 covers the nominating primary process for county elected offices. 

 Section 630 sets the qualifications for holding office. 

 Section 640-649 establish the following as elected offices of the County: 

 Executive 

 Assessor

 Sheriff

 Director of Elections

 Prosecuting Attorney



Elections Continued (650-690) 

 Section 650 covers the election of County Councilmembers. Specifically: 

 The County Council is comprised of 9 councilmembers representing geographic districts. 

 Every 10 years there will be a redistricting commission to set the district boundaries

 Establishes staggered terms. Either 4 or 5 councilmembers are up in the odd numbered 

years. In 2019 5 positions will be on the ballot (4 were on the ballot in 2017). 

 Section 680 covers the process for filling vacancies in elected office. In addition, 

County elected positions (except for Councilmembers) shall designate someone to 

continue their administrative activities should the office become vacant. 

 Section 690 requires campaign contribution and expenditure disclosure and 

provides limits on campaign contributions (set by ordinance). 



Board of Appeals (Title 7)

 Title 7 covers the creation, composition and selection process for the Board of 

Appeals which hears complaints regarding property valuation. 

 This is an independent agency that hears appeals from people who believe the 

Department of Assessments has incorrectly valued their property for tax purposes. 



General Provisions (Title 8) (800-830)

 Title 8 is a bit of catch-all for items that do not have their own title. Not all are 

included in this overview. 

 Section 800 Creates the Charter Review Commission and requires a process at least 

every ten years. 

 Section 815 requires construction of buildings and public works to be done by 

private contractors except in certain circumstances. 

 Section 820 requires establishment of a conflict of interest process for county 

officers and employees. 

 County employees must annually declare any financial or potential financial conflict of 

interest between their personal financial holdings and their county responsibilities. 

 Section 830 provides public access to county records. 

 Largely superseded by state law provisions. 



General Provisions Continued (840-843)

 Section 840 is the County’s anti-discrimination policy and prohibits 

discrimination based upon sex, race, color, national origin, religious 

affiliation, disability, sexual orientation, gender identity or expression or age, 

except by minimum age and retirement provisions. Additionally, the county is 

prohibited from entering into contracts with entities or persons who do 

discriminate based upon the list above. 

 Section 843 provides freedom of religion and prohibits, with some exceptions, 

any county spending from going towards religious practice. 



General Provisions Continued (850-895)

 Section 850 covers how and when a county official can delegate authority. 

 Section 870 prohibits salaried employees from receiving compensation for 

sitting on boards or commissions. 

 Section 890 covers enactment of ordinances supporting the right of employees 

to collectively bargain and designates the County Executive as the bargaining 

agent for the County in most cases. 

 Section 895 requires an inquest any time a law enforcement officer is 

involved in any death as a result of use of force. 



General Provisions Continued (896-899)

 Section 896 provides for an appeals process for land use decisions. 

 Section 897 allows for the designation of properties that have a high value for 

land conservation.

 Section 898 and 899 discuss how the County deals with collective bargaining 

with regard to Sheriff’s employees and public defense employees. 


