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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Members of the League of Women Voters of Tacoma-Pierce County established this study of the Pierce County 
budget as a priority at its Annual Meeting in June 2015. The directive was to define the services that Pierce County 
provides, and those provided by other special purpose taxing districts; to explain how those services are funded; 
and to determine whether the services provided are what the public wants and whether the services provided are 
adequately funded. 

This study reviews the 2016 adopted County budget.  It describes the role of County government and identifies the 
services provided by the County and other taxing entities within the boundaries of Pierce County.  Though its main 
focus is on the County’s General Fund – the County’s largest single fund with the most visibility – it also describes 
the Public Works & Utilities Funds because they affect the public directly in physical ways; and the Community 
Connections and Tacoma-Pierce County Health Departments that provide social and health services. 

The study found: 

• The General Fund is the largest single Fund in the county budget, at 32% of the total.  It covers the 
costs of the functions that most people most often think of as “the county”, including the Executive 
and Council, Assessor-Treasurer, Auditor, Prosecuting Attorney, Sheriff and Courts. 

• Of these expenditures, the largest share, 79%, goes to law, safety and justice activities undertaken by 
sheriff (including the jail), courts, the prosecutor’s office, and public defender services.  This is similar 
to most counties in Washington State and is explainable by the 24/7 coverage required for law 
enforcement. 

• Growth in the General Fund resources is substantially limited by the state statutory one percent 
annual cap on property tax increases and because counties have fewer revenue sources available to 
them than cities.  Thus the County’s, ability to shift or increase funds to match changing priorities is 
extremely limited. 

• Pierce County has not yet implemented the local option one-tenth of one percent sales tax dedicated 
to mental health and chemical dependency treatment, which if enacted could expand and improve 
services for mentally ill and chemically dependent people. 

This study points to an additional issue, which is public awareness (or lack thereof).  The public at large is generally 
not aware of county funding structures, how the budget is constructed, and the limits on funding that constrain 
options and choices about use of county resources.  Even with information on property tax statements about the 
amounts that go to the county and to other jurisdictions, people remain confused about the property tax 
distribution, what happens to it once it has been collected by the county; and which jurisdictions provide what 
services. 

This study was not intended to, nor does it, address issues related to Pierce County financial policy, such as fund 
balance minimums, reserve requirements and investment policy.  The study also does not address every fund 
equally; rather, it focuses on those deemed to draw the most public interest.  Additionally, this report does not 
evaluate policy choices such as the stated County goals and values or whether or not the budget reflects those 
well. 

The study could not address questions about public preferences for types and levels of services.  However, 
questions related to these preferences will be the topic of the League’s consensus meeting process to follow 
publication of this study. 
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The study committee thanks the reading committee and the people from Pierce County government who have 
served as resources for this work. 

INTRODUCTION 

Purpose of the Study 
In December 2014, the League of Women Voters of Tacoma-Pierce County members proposed a local study of 
Pierce County Funding.  League members’ interest in county services arose following discussion of the most recent 
other study that League produced, the Study of Mental Health in Pierce County, published in February 2016.  That 
study was underway in December 2014, though not completed for over a year after that. 

The intention of this study is to educate League members and the public about sources of revenue for the County, 
services provided by the County, special taxing districts, cost of services, and more.  The scope of work as adopted 
is shown in Appendix A. In short, the study was recommended to determine whether the County collects adequate 
resources to deliver priority services to residents; and if not, what could be done about it.  The Study was approved 
by the membership at its Annual Meeting in June 2015. 

ROLE & STRUCTURE OF COUNTY GOVERNMENT1 

The role of County government is important to understand because it explains why certain services are funded and 
others may not be. 

Background  
Counties, cities, and towns are general-purpose governments, providing a broad range of services to their 
residents. In contrast, special purpose districts are established to deliver specific services to a particular 
population. 

During Washington’s territorial days, counties were the basic unit of government, with authority in virtually all 
spheres of government activity. The territorial government was very small, basically only including the Legislative 
Assembly and Governor. Counties essentially acted as agents, or direct political subdivisions, of the territorial 
government, carrying out all territorial activities and acting as separate local governments. Among other 
responsibilities, counties created, regulated, and financed school districts, provided public assistance, provided 
public health, provided all means of transportation in the Territory, imposed and collected taxes, provided all law 
enforcement, and enforced regulations. Some of these functions are no longer provided by county government. 

However, modern county government possesses some authority that did not exist in territorial times. Counties 
now possess express statutory authority to provide water and sewer systems and mass transit systems, adopt 
comprehensive plans and zoning, provide airports, and provide 911 dispatch services, among other things. 

                                                

1 League of Women Voters of WA & Institute for Washington’s Future, “COUNTY FINANCES: Tax and Revenue 
Systems in Washington Counties”, October 2000, http://www.lwvwa.org/pdfs/county_finance_study.pdf 

http://www.lwvwa.org/pdfs/county_finance_study.pdf
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Current Roles 
Currently, Washington counties have three major roles: 

1. Administrative arms or political subdivisions of the state; 
2. Regional governments; and 
3. Local service providers. 

As state agents, counties provide services such as public defenders, courts, and jail systems; mental health, 
developmental disability, elections, document recording, licensing and administration services; and collection of 
property taxes. In their role as regional governments, counties may provide, among other things, transit services, 
airports, housing programs, veterans assistance, 911 dispatch, growth management policies, solid waste 
management, juvenile justice facilities and services, and public health services. Finally, as local service providers, 
counties perform municipal duties for the unincorporated area, which include law enforcement, construction and 
maintenance of roads and bridges, land use planning, parks and recreation, and sometimes water and sewer 
services.  

The state legislature can pass laws requiring counties to perform certain functions, such as legal defense for 
indigents or growth management planning. Responsibilities passed by the legislature are referred to as mandates.  
Citizens in the seven counties that have adopted home rule charters, like Pierce County, may also have the ability 
to require certain county functions by means of the initiative process. The legislature can also grant specific 
powers to counties, such as the authority to operate park facilities or water and sewer systems. In these cases, 
counties can pass legislation to establish those authorized services. So counties throughout the state perform 
some similar functions—those mandated by the state legislature -- but they also carry out different services, 
depending on the needs and desires of their residents. 

County as State Agent 
During Washington’s territorial days and early statehood, the only forms of local government were counties, cities, 
towns, school districts, and road districts. They each had distinct roles: counties were large geographic areas, 
serving as local arms of the territorial or state government, while cities were created around economic centers to 
provide protective services, such as police, to their residents. As a sub-unit of the state, counties were responsible 
for maintaining birth, death and land transfer records; providing courts and law enforcement; building and 
maintaining roads and public buildings; granting licenses; supporting indigents and collecting taxes. Road districts 
were sub-units of county government, created to construct roads throughout the county, including in early cities 
and towns. School districts were separate units of government, but were under the general regulatory control of 
county government. 

County as Service Provider 
In the early 1900s, Washington experienced significant growth. Booming timber and mining industries, the 
development of the railroad and the appearance of automobiles provided new opportunities and attracted many 
people to the state. During the 1930s and the Great Depression, the federal and state governments sponsored 
many public works projects—such as building roads, bridges and dams—to spark the local economy. These 
projects started the movement of people out of cities and into rural areas. As people settled in unincorporated 
areas, they demanded the same services—fire, sewer, and water—that were available in cities. But counties, which 
were responsible for unincorporated areas, did not yet have the express authority to provide these municipal 
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services. Cities were reluctant to incorporate the newly-settled areas because of their own financial constraints. As 
a result, special purpose districts were created to provide these services in unincorporated areas. 

During World War II, the population of Washington State continued to expand, as many people immigrated to 
work in the ship and airplane building industries. At the same time, federally-sponsored programs, such as the 
insurance of long-term mortgage loans and the building of federal highways, further facilitated the growth of 
unincorporated areas. To meet the growing demands for services in unincorporated areas, counties began 
requesting authority from the legislature to provide municipal services. They argued this power would make 
services more efficient and centralized by cutting down on the number of special purpose districts that had risen to 
meet increasing needs. In 1967, the legislature passed the County General Services Act, allowing counties for the 
first time to provide water, sanitary sewer, and storm sewers -- powers that had previously only been granted to 
cities and some special-purpose districts. With the granting of this new authority to counties, some of the 
historically distinct roles carried out by city and county governments in Washington disappeared. Utility services, 
such as those granted by the County General Services Act, typically are now financed by rates and charges rather 
than by general tax revenues. 

Greater Responsibilities 
Under the current system, counties, cities, towns, and 
some special purpose districts have the power to 
provide urban services. Some of these local 
governments are struggling to meet needs. Counties 
face increasing demands for services in unincorporated 
areas as well as increasing mandates from state and 
federal governments. But revenue has not kept pace.  
Constraints have kept revenues below the rate of cost 
inflation, and counties are limited in the sources of 
revenue available to them.  This is described further in 
the section on Revenue and in the graph on page 24. 

The legislature has authorized county revenues in the 
form of both taxing authority and grants of state 
revenues. Perhaps the greatest change has been 
granting the authority for counties, cities, and towns to 
impose local sales and use taxes and the related sales 
tax equalization provisions. Additionally, there have 
been extensive annexation and incorporation moves, 
consistent with the Growth Management Act. 
However, to the extent that annexations and 
incorporations remove sales tax bases from the 
unincorporated areas, these have adverse impacts on 
county finance. It is true that counties lose the 
requirement to provide local government services to 
areas that are annexed and incorporated, but the 
county also loses the tax generated by retail sales in 
those areas, which is often greater than the amount saved in service delivery cost. 

Growth Management Act 

Adopted in 1990, GMA (Chapter 36.70A RCW) was enacted in 
response to rapid population growth and concerns with 
suburban sprawl, environmental protection, quality of life, and 
related issues. The GMA has been amended several times, and is 
codified in many chapters but primarily in Chapter 36.70A RCW. 
The GMA requires the fastest growing counties and the cities 
within them (Pierce County is one of these) to plan extensively 
in keeping with state GMA goals on: 

•Sprawl reduction 
•Concentrated urban growth 
•Affordable housing 
•Economic development 
•Open space and recreation 
•Regional transportation 
•Environmental protection 
•Property rights 
•Natural resource industries 
•Historic lands and buildings 
•Permit processing 
•Public facilities and services 
•Early and continuous public participation 
•Shoreline management 

For more information, see Municipal Research Services Center, 
http://mrsc.org/Home/Explore-Topics/Planning/General-
Planning-and-Growth-Management/Comprehensive-Planning-
Growth-Management.aspx. 
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As county roles have shifted and increased, counties have come into competition with cities, towns, and special 
purpose districts for funding. Revenues have been further stretched as state and federal mandates have increased 
county responsibilities and standards of performance without making provisions for increased funds. In these 
cases, new programs and requirements must compete with other county services for General Fund dollars. In 
addition, rapid growth in Washington has led to increased infrastructure needs—such as roads, schools and 
utilities—and the costs of those for which the county is responsible have seriously outpaced available county 
revenues. 

This evolution in local government roles and responsibilities raises questions about the adequacy and flexibility of 
our public finance system. Does the current tax system provide sufficient revenues as county functions and 
population demand for services expand? 

Governance 
In 1981, Pierce County voters approved a County charter, and the County became a Home Rule County. Home rule 
means that the County charter establishes the form of government.  Under the Charter, Pierce County’s Executive 
branch includes an elected Executive, Assessor-Treasurer, Auditor, and Sheriff, and the executive departments of 
Clerk of the Superior Court and Coroner2.  The Charter also established a legislative branch of a seven-member 
Council.  State law governs the Prosecuting Attorney and the court system, which includes 22 Superior Court 
Judges3 and nine District Court judges4. 

SERVICES 
One of the questions that this study is intended to answer is what services are provided by the County and what 
services are provided by other jurisdictions.  This section of the report is contained in appendices to make the body 
of the report more readable. 

Services Provided by Pierce County 
Appendix C provides a table enumerating the extensive services provided by Pierce County government.  It is 
organized by branch of government:  legislative, executive and judicial.  It shows the services, what department 
provides those services and the major sources of funds for those services.  The table is too lengthy to incorporate 
in this text and is therefore provided as an appendix. 

Services Provided by Special Purpose Districts 
See Appendix G for a description of the special purpose districts that provide services in Pierce County.  These are 
different services than those provided by county government. 

 

                                                

2 Section 3.65 of the Pierce County charter states, “Section 3.65 – Coroner - There is hereby created the executive 
department of Coroner. The Coroner shall be appointed by the Executive and confirmed by a majority of the 
Council.”  However, the Coroner is commonly designated now as the Medical Examiner. 
3 http://www.co.pierce.wa.us/index.aspx?NID=1060, 7/24/16. 
4 http://www.co.pierce.wa.us/index.aspx?NID=101, 7/24/16. 

http://www.co.pierce.wa.us/index.aspx?NID=1060
http://www.co.pierce.wa.us/index.aspx?NID=101
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Pierce County Government Organization 
The organization chart below5 shows how Pierce County government is organized to provide the services identified 
above.  

 

Figure 1   Current Pierce County Organization 

Figure 1, above, shows how Pierce County government is organized to fulfill its responsibilities.  It portrays the 
independently elected executive roles of the County’s Auditor, Assessor/Treasurer, Sheriff and Prosecuting 
Attorney, as well as the separate branches of government, Judicial (District and Superior Courts) and Legislative 
(Pierce County Council). 

  

                                                

5 Pierce County 2016 Budget, General Oveview, http://www.co.pierce.wa.us/DocumentCenter/Home/View/38470 
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Counties Are Different From Cities 
From the list of services provided by Pierce County, it is evident that counties are quite different from cities in their 
types of responsibilities. All counties in Washington State, including Pierce County, provide both municipal services 
to unincorporated areas and regional services countywide. Also, the authorized revenues for counties are more 
limited than those for cities. 

A report from the former Washington State Department of Community, Trade and Economic Development (CTED) 
to the Legislature6,7, described county funding as a two-legged stool; and contrasted that to city funding, which it 
described as a three-legged stool (much more stable).  The two “legs” of the county General Fund are property tax 
and sales tax.  In contrast, the three “legs” of city General Funds are both of those plus a third set of options 
involving business and occupation tax and utility tax.  Neither the business and occupation tax nor the utility tax 
option is authorized for counties by state statute.  However, they have the capacity to generate millions of dollars 
in revenue, particularly the utility tax in unincorporated county areas. 

 

Figure 2- Comparison of General Fund Revenue8 

                                                

6 County Financial Health and Governance Alternatives, Report by Department of Community, Trade and 
Economic Development (CTED) to the Legislature, December, 2007. 
7 CTED is now the Department of Commerce. 
8 County Financial Health and Governance Legislative Report Power Point Presentation, Department of 
Community, Trade and Economic Development, May 6, 2008.  NOTE:  Although this study is eight years old, the 
relationships of the taxing structure have not changed since then. 
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PIERCE COUNTY BUDGET STRUCTURE 

What is a Budget? 
A budget is a plan for how to cover the costs of services provided, given the funds that the jurisdiction expects to 
have available.  The Municipal Research Services Center describes a budget as9: 

• A legal document.  Once adopted, the budget provides a mandatory limit on expenditures and 
allocates funds to specific services.  It also is a legal commitment to cover mandatory costs. 

• A value statement.  The ways in which the funds are used reflect the values and priorities of the 
jurisdiction’s elected representatives.  See Appendix B for Pierce County Mission, Vision & Values. 

• A source of information.  These days, most budgets include mission statements, goals, and objectives 
to explain how budget decisions relate to a wider vision for the future of the jurisdiction. 

• An evaluation tool.  Comparison of budgets from year to year with actual accomplishments allows 
evaluation of the effectiveness of the jurisdiction’s use of funds.  

Pierce County Budget Elements 
The County’s budget is actually a combination of several distinct budget elements. The first element is “Funds”.  
The second element is designation of “Operating” and “Capital” budgets.  Each category is described below. 

Funds 
Money collected by the County is deposited into designated “Funds” according to the money’s intended use.  This 
would be analogous to bank accounts for designated money.  The Fund accounts for revenue, expenditures and 
balance (fund balance) for specifically-designated money.  Figure 3  Fund Categories used in Pierce County Budget, 
which follows, shows the types of Funds used by the County and the relationship of each to the total County 
budget of $904 million (2016 adopted budget). 

                                                

9 http://mrsc.org/Home/Explore-Topics/Finance/Budgets/Budgets.aspx 

http://mrsc.org/Home/Explore-Topics/Finance/Budgets/Budgets.aspx
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Figure 3  Fund Categories used in Pierce County Budget 

Categories of Funds include the following: 

General Fund 
The largest – and most flexible – of the Pierce County Funds is the General Fund.  This is the Fund that 
covers the cost of most of the County’s general government functions.  It is described in more detail 
beginning on page 13. 

Capital Funds 
Capital Funds are money set aside for capital projects, which are projects that involve long-term 
investments requiring relatively large sums to acquire, develop, improve, and/or maintain a capital asset 
(such as land, buildings, dikes, roads).  Money may be transferred from the original Fund to a Capital Fund 
set aside for approved capital projects. 

Enterprise Funds 
Enterprise Funds are those Funds for which revenue is dedicated to a specific purpose and in which the 
expenses of the “enterprise” (the department or service) are expected to be funded by the revenues 
generated specifically for that purpose. Money in Enterprise Funds may not be spent on costs unrelated 
to the enterprise, and in most cases, General Fund money is not used for the services delivered by 
operations with their own enterprise funds.  Examples of Enterprise Funds are Solid Waste Management 
and Airport Funds.  In these cases, revenues are generated mostly by user fees and grants. 

Money within Enterprise Funds may be used for both operating and capital budgets.  It is important to 
note, however, that Enterprise Funds may also include in their costs contributions to Internal Service 
Funds (see below), which in turn provide services to the enterprise.  So, for example, Airport or Solid 
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Waste may use facilities management services or IT support, and they contribute to the Internal Service 
Funds to cover the direct costs related to those functions. 

Special Revenue Funds 
Special Revenue Funds are those for which money is dedicated to specific functions and may not be used 
for other purposes.  Special Revenue Funds may be combined with other monies to cover designated 
costs.  Examples of Special Revenue Funds are the Parks Sales Tax Fund and the 2nd REET Fund.  Those 
funds do not have their own budgets, but revenues from those funds are allocated to other budgets. 

Internal Service Funds 
Internal Service Funds account for financing of goods or services provided to other county funds on a cost-
reimbursement basis. The accrual basis of accounting is used for Internal Service Funds.  Examples of 
services provided by Internal Service Funds are Information Technology (IT) support, facilities 
management and self-insurance pool.  These funds provide a way to allocate or share administrative 
operating costs. 

Debt Service or Bond Funds 
Debt service funds are used to account for the specific revenue, interest earnings and expenditures from 
each bond issued.  Revenues from bond sales are deposited and then “transferred in” to the capital funds 
from which the actual expenditures will be made. Debt service, which is repayment of the principal and 
payment of interest on the bonds, is collected from the revenue source utilized to “back” the bond. 

Operating and Capital Budgets 
Each Fund then has a budget for operating and/or capital costs, based on the money anticipated within the Fund 
during the budget period. 

Operating Budget 
The Operating budget is adopted annually and allocates funds for running the organization.  There is an 
Operating Budget for the General Fund and there are also operating budgets for each Enterprise Fund. 

Capital Budget 
The Capital Budget is based on long-term needs first identified in the County’s Comprehensive Plan and 
estimated more carefully through a series of steps until money is appropriated in the budget for specific 
projects.  The County is required by state law to have a comprehensive plan that describes a vision of a 
preferred future and looks ahead at least 20 years, projecting what measures are needed to achieve that 
vision and setting priorities.  Among the measures are infrastructure requirements to support the 
community and its vision.  The intention is to be aware in advance of the infrastructure implications of 
land use plans and to plan to properly finance them concurrently with new development. 

A Capital Facilities Plan is one of the elements of the County Comprehensive Plan.  It outlines the 
necessary infrastructure, generally estimates the costs and timing of the infrastructure and prioritizes 
needs.  From the 20-year view, a Capital Improvement Plan is established and updated more frequently, 
providing a six-year financial plan of capital projects and funding sources for them. The Capital 
Improvement Plan is a multi-year project plan that is updated annually, for which annual appropriations 
are made based on the phase of each project.   

Annually, the Capital Budget establishes the appropriations that will actually finance specific capital 
projects. The Capital Budget is a combined document that includes the capital budgets from all of the 
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Funds that contribute to capital projects. Appropriations (an appropriation is authority to spend money 
granted through adoption of the budget) to the Capital Budget, unlike the Operating Budget, may extend 
over a period longer than a year – until the project (or phase of the project) that has been funded has 
been completed or until the appropriation is removed.  Once a project is approved in the annual capital 
budget, money may be spent on that project. 

These relationships are portrayed below in Figure 4  Process for Development of Capital Budget.  This 
graphic shows the relationship of the annual Capital Budget to the Comprehensive Plan, Capital Facilities 
Plan and Capital Improvement Plan. 

 

 

Figure 4  Process for development of Capital Budget 

 

General Fund 
The General Fund is the part of the County budget that is most flexible and covers the costs that most people 
consider to be “general government”:  the County Council and Executive, Assessor-Treasurer, Auditor, Sheriff and 
Prosecuting Attorney.  The General Fund is 32 percent of the entire county budget at $291 million (see Figure 3 on 
page 11). 
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Where Does the General Fund Money Come From? 
The General Fund revenue comes from a variety of sources.  As shown in Figure 5  Sources of Revenue, below, 70% 
of the General Fund’s revenue is from taxes.  The remainder is from a range of fees, fines, permits, etc.10 The 
condition of the economy has a direct impact on tax revenue and other resources.  In order to understand the 
economic climate of Pierce County, a profile is provided in Appendix D.  Employment is outlined in Appendix E.  
These factors underpin tax collection and property values. 

 

 

Figure 5  Sources of Revenue 

 

Figure 6  Types of Taxes Paid to Pierce County, below, shows the ratio of each type of tax revenue that contributes 
to the General Fund.  Of the Pierce County tax revenue, 60% is property tax, 33% is sales tax and 6% is a special 
levy for law enforcement.11 

 

                                                

10 https://www.co.pierce.wa.us/ArchiveCenter/ViewFile/Item/4213, p.10 
11 Ibid, p.12 

https://www.co.pierce.wa.us/ArchiveCenter/ViewFile/Item/4213
https://www.co.pierce.wa.us/ArchiveCenter/ViewFile/Item/4213
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Figure 6  Types of Taxes Paid to Pierce County 

 

Figure 7  Relationship of Types of Taxes to County General Fund Revenue, below, shows the relationship of the two 
diagrams above. 
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Figure 7  Relationship of Types of Taxes to County General Fund Revenue 

Property Tax 
Property tax is assessed by the Pierce County Assessor-Treasurer then collected by Pierce County Budget and 
Finance on behalf of the County and also on behalf of all of the other jurisdictions to whom property tax is 
allocated, including the State of Washington, cities, the Port, libraries, schools and other taxing districts. The 
Assessor-Treasurer values and provides information on approximately 1,080,000 acres of land in Pierce County. Of 
this total, 51% is taxable acreage with the remainder exempt under state law. 

Property tax rates are established consistent with statute for each taxing jurisdiction.  Some are established by the 
elected officials of the jurisdiction and some are voter-approved.  Each property owner pays different rates 
depending upon the combination of districts in which the property is located. 

To illustrate the effects of the various taxing districts on total property tax paid, four separate property tax bills 
were reviewed.  Itemized charges for each of the example properties are shown in Appendix F on page 38. 

Figure 8   Percentage of Total Property Tax Paid that goes to the Pierce County General Fund, below, shows the 
differences in percentage of total property tax paid that goes to the County General Fund from these four different 
example properties.  In all cases, about 89-90% of the property tax collected is NOT retained by Pierce County.  The 
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share of total tax collected that goes to the Pierce County General Fund, which is the same rate in all cases, 
changes based on its relationship to other cumulative property taxes paid. 

 

 

Figure 8   Percentage of Total Property Tax Paid that goes to Pierce County 

Figure 9  Examples of specific parcels and their respective total property tax levy rates, below, shows how different 
the total rates can be.  AV refers to the assessed value of the property, the value ascribed to the property by the 
County Assessor’s staff. Levies are commonly described in relation to $1,000 AV. In other words, a $250,000 
property would pay the levy rate shown below multiplied by 250, the number of $1,000 of value. 

 

Figure 9  Examples of specific parcels and their respective total property tax levy rates 

Figure 10  Special Taxing District Levies in Three Examples, which follows, shows how different the rates for each 
special taxing district can be. 
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Figure 10  Special Taxing District Levies in Three Examples 

Property tax allocated to Pierce County also differs according to whether the property is inside a city boundary or 
in unincorporated county.  Parcels in unincorporated Pierce County also pay a road levy that supports the County’s 
Road Fund.  Cities have a different structure for financing streets. 

Sales Tax 
The second largest revenue source for Pierce County’s General Fund is sales tax.  Sales tax is collected at the point 
of sale and is distributed to the authorized jurisdictions by the State of Washington.  Each county and city has the 
option to adopt “local option” sales taxes that go beyond the statutory rates that are automatically shared with 
the cities and counties. 

Chapter 82.14 RCW defines the baseline sales tax authority and describes local options – and conditions imposed 
on them – that may also be adopted.  Some local options are subject to a vote; others are not.  The rate of sales 
tax paid in Pierce County differs among the cities and the county, according to which local options have been 
enacted. 

Charges for Service 
The third largest source of funding for the Pierce County General Fund is charges for services provided.  This may 
include fees that the public pays, such as court fees or document fees; or it may include charges that other 
governments pay to the county to provide services for them, such as Treasurer and Auditor services. 

Intergovernmental 
A major source of revenue in some cases is “intergovernmental”, which refers to funding from other governments 
– primarily the state and federal governments - in the form of grants or allocations for programs.  These are 
different from charges for service in that the funding agency is not receiving the services, but instead is providing 
resources for a specific purpose because they have received tax funding that can or must be redistributed. Some 
intergovernmental funding must face competition and there are often terms and/or restrictions on eligibility or 
use. 
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How Does the Money Get Spent? 
In local government – including counties - it is typical that a majority of the operating costs are for personnel, 
including salaries, benefits, and payroll taxes.  This is because local government services are generally people-
driven.  As shown in Figure 11, below, about 72% of the Pierce County General Fund budget is used for personnel 
costs, including salaries, benefits and payroll taxes.  The remainder is other operating costs (e.g., supplies, services, 
and other), including debt service (interest and principal payments for bonds). 

 

Figure 11  2016 General Fund Expenditures 

Expenditures from the General Fund can be classified into broad categories, as shown in Figure 12  General Fund 
Expenditures by Functional Group (that is, type of service),  below.  As shown, the combined categories of Law, 
Safety and Justice comprise about 80% of the General Fund budget.  This is slightly higher but very similar to the 
average for most counties, which generally average about 75%.  For example, King County and Snohomish County 
each spend 73% of their General Funds on Law, Safety and Justice.12,  13 

                                                

12 King County Budget Basics, http://www.kingcounty.gov/council/budget/budget_basics.aspx, 8/27/16. 
13 Snohomish County 2016 Budget Summary, http://snohomishcountywa.gov/DocumentCenter/View/34208. 

http://www.kingcounty.gov/council/budget/budget_basics.aspx
http://snohomishcountywa.gov/DocumentCenter/View/34208


 

 

STUDY OF PIERCE COUNTY BUDGET – October 2016  20 

 

Figure 12  General Fund Expenditures by Functional Group 

 

Public Safety – 50% 
Public safety in most local governments is the highest cost category.  It includes police services and jail costs.  The 
reason this category is so high is that both policing and jail are provided on a 24/7 basis.  It typically takes 
approximately 5.4 FTEs14 for each position on a 24/7 basis.  This accounts for vacation, sick leave and training time 
as well as regular staff coverage.  In the case of police and jail services, there is also often a need for additional 
time for shift change to assure coordination between shifts.  The Corrections Bureau has 321 FTEs and the Sheriff 
has 376 FTEs.  Each of these FTEs also has costs beyond that of most other County employees for specialized 
equipment, such as uniforms and vehicles for Sheriff Deputies. 

Legal and Judicial – 29% 
This category includes Assigned Counsel (public defender), Prosecuting Attorney, Superior Court, District Court, 
Juvenile Court and Court Clerk services.  The highest share of these costs, about one-third, is for the court system, 
including District Court, Superior Court and Court clerk.  Among them, they utilize 254 FTEs. 

Close to 30% of the Legal and Judicial category is Prosecuting Attorney, with 209 FTEs and a budget of $30.4 
million.  The next highest category, approximately 20%, is the Juvenile Department, which is responsible for the 

                                                

14 FTE is “full-time equivalent”, the hours worked by one employee on a full-time basis. The concept is used to 
convert the hours worked by several part-time employees into the hours worked by full-time employees. On an 
annual basis, an FTE is considered to be 2,080 hours, which is calculated as: 8 hours per day. 
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provision of probation, detention and dependency cases; and court/administration services.  It utilizes 153 FTEs.  
Public defense utilizes 98 FTEs. 

General Government – 14% 
The General Government category is what most people think of when they describe “government”.  This 
amalgamation of diverse administrative services utilizes 249 FTEs.  It includes the Assessor-Treasurer, Auditor, 
Budget and Finance, Communications, County Council and Executive, Human Resources, Fleet Rental, General 
Services, Self-Insurance Fund and Workers Compensation administration.  There are also some costs included in 
this category that are Fund transfers that do not have FTEs associated with them, such as Election Stabilization, 
State Auditor (the County pays the State Auditor for the cost of audit, but the FTE is a State position), and a 
Miscellaneous Current Expense cost. 

Other – 7% 
Pierce County Parks and Recreation, with a budget of $7,378,450 and 44.47 FTEs, manages and maintains County 
parks and recreation facilities as well as providing recreation services, including a volunteer recreation program. 
Not included in the General Fund, but an example of the use of Enterprise Funds for related County services are 
the Golf Course Fund and the Conservation Futures Fund. The Golf Course Enterprise Fund supports two golf 
courses, one at Spanaway and the other at Steilacoom. User fees offset the cost of operating the golf courses 
through this Fund. The remainder of the costs are transfers in to the Golf Course Fund from the General Fund. 

The Conservation Futures Fund, which helps with acquisition of interests in open space, habitat areas, wetlands, 
and farm, agricultural, and timberlands in unincorporated and incorporated areas of Pierce County, has a 2016 
budget of $4.3 million and utilizes 5.2 FTEs and is financed through a property tax levy for conservation futures. 

The Health Department receives $2.5 million in Pierce County General Fund revenue, but this is only 7% of the 
Department’s budget.  The Health Department is described further on page 27. 

Other Funds 
All of the Pierce County Funds are listed in Appendix H, page 42. In that table, the estimated ending fund balances 
are shown.  This is one of the many methods used to monitor the county’s financial status.  As noted in the section 
above regarding the General Fund, the General Fund is the largest, though its fund balance is somewhat smaller in 
proportion to total fund balances.  The estimated fund balance at the end of each year is not the same as the 
budget. 

Pierce County also uses a variety of special revenue funds, funds into which dedicated revenues are placed and 
from which expenditures are made for those specific intended purposes.  Although these in combination are 
greater than the General Fund, they are typically of less interest to the public, because they cannot be used for any 
purpose other than that for which they were collected.  One set of Funds, however, is often subject to public 
interest and scrutiny because of its direct impacts on the public:  the Public Works and Utilities Fund. 

Public Works & Utilities 
The Public Works & Utilities Department (Public Works) in combination accounts for $316.9 million, or 35.1 
percent, of the total county budget of $904 million.  This department is comprised of a number of different 
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functions and Funds, as shown in Figure 13. Funds Included in the Public Works & Utilities Department, in the table 
that follows, 15 and in the table below. 

Of these, the County Road Fund is the largest, at $68 million, which is 21.5 percent of the Public Works budget and 
7.5% of the total County budget of $904 million.  The County Road Fund is a special revenue fund for which the 
primary revenue is the County road levy. 

Next largest are Sewer Utility, $62.9 million, or 19.9% of the Public Works budget; and the Sewer Utility 
Construction Fund, $44.7 million, 14.1% of the Public Works budget. 

The remaining 44.6 percent of the Public Works budget is comprised of nine funds at under 3 percent of the 
budget each; and five Funds with budgets ranging between 4 and 8 percent of the Public Works total budget. 

Public Works Department Funds Budget in 
$1,000 

Ratio of 
Public 
Works 
Budget 

Primary Sources of Revenue 

Transportation Facilities  250 0.1% Fund Balance from previous 
Intergovernmental Transfers in 

Sewer - Capital Preservation Reserve 
& Facility Restricted Reserve 8,394 2.6% Fund Balance and Intergovernmental 

Transfers in 

In-Lieu Fee Wetlands Mitigation  3,196 1.0% Charges for Service 

Airport 3,247 1.0% Rents, Fees, Grants, Taxes (e.g., 
leasehold excise tax) 

Traffic Impact Fee 3,976 1.3% Fees on development impacting road 
needs (Charges for Service) 

Second REET Roads16 4,500 1.4% Real Estate Excise Tax (REET) 

Solid Waste Management 5,761 1.8% Charges for Service 

                                                

15 A complete description of the Public Works Budget can be found at 
http://www.co.pierce.wa.us/DocumentCenter/Home/View/38464. 
16 RCW 82.46.010 authorizes all cities and counties to levy a 0.25% tax, described as "the first quarter percent of 
the real estate excise tax" or "REET 1" on all sales of real estate. RCW 82.46.035 allows all cities and counties that 
are planning under the Growth Management Act (GMA) to have the authority to levy a second 0.25% tax (REET 2), 
on all sales of real estate. REET 1 funds may be used "for any capital purpose identified in a capital improvements 
plan and local capital improvements.  REET 2 is specifically dedicated to “public works projects of a local 
government for planning, acquisition, construction, reconstruction, repair, replacement, rehabilitation, or 
improvement of streets, roads, highways, sidewalks, street and road lighting systems, traffic signals, bridges, 
domestic water systems, storm and sanitary sewer systems, and planning, construction, reconstruction, repair, 
rehabilitation, or improvement of parks”.  Municipal Research Services Center, http://mrsc.org/Home/Explore-
Topics/Finance/Revenues/Real-Estate-Excise-Tax.aspx. 
 

http://www.co.pierce.wa.us/DocumentCenter/Home/View/38464
http://mrsc.org/Home/Explore-Topics/Finance/Revenues/Real-Estate-Excise-Tax.aspx
http://mrsc.org/Home/Explore-Topics/Finance/Revenues/Real-Estate-Excise-Tax.aspx
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Public Works Department Funds Budget in 
$1,000 

Ratio of 
Public 
Works 
Budget 

Primary Sources of Revenue 

Ferry 7,163 2.3% Charges for Service; 
Intergovernmental 

Equipment Rental & Revolving 
(ER&R) 14,899 4.7% Charges for Service; Miscellaneous 

Sewer Revenue Bonds  19,165 6.0% Transfers in from other Funds (Bond 
Funds) 

Surface Water Management 23,336 7.4% 
Charges for Service, 
Intergovernmental, Transfers in from 
other Funds 

Public Works Construction  23,495 7.4% Intergovernmental, Transfers in from 
other Public Works Funds 

Surface Water Mgmt Construction  23,939 7.6% Intergovernmental, Stormwater 
Management Tax 

Sewer Utility Construction 44,683 14.1% 
Appropriations & loans from the 
Sewer Utility Operating & other 
Funds 

Sewer Utility  62,975 19.9% Charges for Service 

County Road 68,044 21.5% Utility Operating Fund. 

Total $317,023 100.0%  
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Figure 13  Funds Included in the Public Works & Utilities Department 

 

Community Connections Department 
At $55.5 million, or 6.1 percent of the total County budget, the budget for Community Connections is not one of 
the major financial expense categories for Pierce County17.  However, it does encompass some of the most 
politically volatile and publicly emotive aspects of county services. Many of these elements are quality of life issues 
associated with social justice. 

This budget is quite complex for its size.  It includes the following programs and funding sources. 

                                                
17 For the complete Community Connections budget, see 
http://www.co.pierce.wa.us/DocumentCenter/Home/View/38463. 

http://www.co.pierce.wa.us/DocumentCenter/Home/View/38463
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Community Connections 
Programs 

Budget in 
$1,000 

Ratio of 
CC 

Budget 
Primary Sources of Revenue 

Community Action 7,328 13.2% Intergovernmental, Miscellaneous 

Community Connections HS 27,274 49.1% Intergovernmental, Charges for Service, 
Tax 

Community Development 3,310 6.0% Intergovernmental 

Homeless Housing Program 4,637 8.4% $10 recording fees (portion) 

Housing Repair Programs 9,461 17.0% Intergovernmental Revenue, Charges for 
Service 

Low Income Housing Fee 1,417 2.6% $10 recording fees (portion) 

Mental Health 34 0.1% Fund balance (records management only) 

Prevention Services & 
Programs 1,697 3.1% General Fund (.0025% criminal justice tax, 

unincorporated areas only) 

WSU Pierce County Extension 353 0.6% General Fund, Transfers In 

Total $55,511   
 

Many of the intergovernmental revenues are state or federal funding sources that Pierce County must compete for 
in order to receive.  In turn, the County will contract with local service agencies to provide direct services based on 
the conditions and availability of the funding.  Of particular interest in this budget is the allocation for mental 
health.  Mental health is no longer managed by the county but is handled through a state contract for services with 
the Regional Services Network (currently Optum).  So the mental health budget shown in the table above is not 
reflective of total costs paid for mental health service delivery in Pierce County but does reflect the minor role the 
county has retained. 

Public Health 
Another important, though relatively small, Fund is that of Public Health.  It has a budget of $34 million, which is 
just under 4 percent of the total county budget.  The Health Department is jointly funded by both Pierce County 
and the City of Tacoma.  Almost half (49%) of its budget comes from intergovernmental revenue.  The next biggest 
source is charges for service (22%).  The remaining sources are a mix of fund balance and other smaller categories 
of funding.18 

                                                

18 For details of this budget, see http://www.co.pierce.wa.us/DocumentCenter/Home/View/38467. 

http://www.co.pierce.wa.us/DocumentCenter/Home/View/38467
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Policy for the Health Department is set by the Board of Health, whose membership includes the Mayor and a 
Councilmember of the City of Tacoma, the County Executive and three County Councilmembers, an elected official 
representing the other cities and towns, and one Member-At-Large selected by the Board. 

The Department uses about half of its revenue for environmental health; food safety; and sewage, surface water 
and solid waste inspections and code enforcement, for which charges are paid.  The remainder is a combination of 
oral, physical and preventive health services, funded largely by state and federal money with some county and city 
funds added. 

HOW DECISIONS ARE MADE 
 

Budget decisions are made at a variety of places in the organization and over much of each year.  

Budget Schedule and Process 
State law allows counties to adopt either annual or biennial budgets (see RCW 36.40.250).  Pierce County adopts it 
annually as required by the Pierce County Charter. Pierce County prepares its annual budget on a schedule 
determined by the Pierce County Charter and RCW requirements. 
Opportunities to influence the process are inherent in the steps – influence comes from engaging with the decision 
makers:  

1) Department Heads (in making their initial proposals) 
2) Pierce County Executive (influences key strategic or emergent needs) 
3) Council Members (via Committees, discretionary funding and debate over/adoption of the budget) 
4) Public at hearings on the budget 

There may be public processes added at each of these levels, such as Advisory Committees, optional public 
hearings, etc., in addition to the mandated public processes. 
 
Executive Receives Preliminary Agency Budgets – mid-August. 
The County Charter states that 135 days prior to the end of the fiscal year (approximately August 18), County 
agencies submit budget preparation information to the Executive. RCW 36.40.010 requires the county auditor or 
chief financial officer designated in a charter county to notify each county official, elective or appointive, in charge 
of an office, department, service, or institution of the county, by the second Monday in July of each year, that they 
must file with him or her on or before the second Monday in August.  In 2016, this would occur by August 15, very 
close to the August 18 requirement of the Charter. 
 
Before agency budgets are submitted, agencies are usually given a budget target.  This is based on analysis of 
forecasts of various revenue streams (see Where Does the Money Come From, beginning on page 12, for more 
information).  Agencies then analyze their spending patterns and adjust their requested expenditure budgets to 
the target they have been given.  Decision-packages are used to align the overall budget with central priorities, 
strategic planning documents and performance goals. 
 
There is actually relatively little flexibility within the budget each year.  External factors and changes in revenue will 
often dictate reduction or growth areas.  As noted in other sections of this report, the primary sources of revenue 
do not have growth capacity for increases in service.  In most cases, off-setting reductions would be required to 
fund any service increases. 
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Proposed Budget Submitted to Pierce County Council – mid-September 
RCW 36.40.050 requires the County Auditor or Chief Financial Officer to submit the budget to the County Council 
on or before the first Tuesday in September of each year. The Charter requires that the Executive submit the 
budget to the Council 100 days prior to the end of each fiscal year (approximately September 22). The process 
includes updates to the six-year capital improvement plan, economic development programs and administrative 
goals that correlate with the fiscal requests. These deadlines are not identical but are so similar that they achieve 
the same end. 
 
The budget is prepared using a format approved by the Government Finance Officers Association (GFOA) to create 
a transparent process.  Having this high-quality document also aids in bond ratings. Bond analysts use the budget 
book and Comprehensive Annual Financial Report (CAFR) to evaluate the County’s capacity to repay bonds. 
 
Council Adoption of Budget – on or before December 1 
The Charter requires that the Council adopt appropriations, tax and revenue ordinances 30 days prior to the end of 
the fiscal year (approximately December 1). 
 

Performance Measures 
Performance measures are considered at each level of decision-making. Prior to 2009, County departments 
identified performance measures that were significant to their operations and presented those measures in the 
annual budget document. These measures were classified as “workload service indicators” or as “budget 
performance measures,” depending on the available data and desired outcomes. The Budget and Finance 
Department conducted quarterly reviews of these performance measures, but the measures were not widely 
published outside the budget document. 

Beginning in 2009, a countywide discussion of strategic planning was initiated. This discussion resulted in two 
initiatives – one, the development of a Pierce County strategic plan based on the Baldrige criteria; and two, a 
comprehensive review of existing Pierce County performance measures with an eye toward improving outcomes 
through better performance management. 

In 2013, a core sponsor team took a look at the County’s strategic plan to evaluate strengths and opportunities for 
improvement. This work led to a comprehensive review of the county’s historical work. The core sponsor team, 
with direction from the County Executive, worked to fine-tune the County’s Vision and Mission statements to more 
clearly make the connection to the work the county performs each day, refine the number of Strategic Objectives, 
and reaffirm the County’s values. 

The following excerpt from the Assessor-Treasurer’s budget shows how performance measures were captured in 
the final adopted 2016 budget. 



 

 

STUDY OF PIERCE COUNTY BUDGET – October 2016  28 

 



 

 

STUDY OF PIERCE COUNTY BUDGET – October 2016  29 

ISSUES 
 

This study raises a number of issues for further consideration, including the following. 

1. Lack of Public Awareness 
 
Those involved in this study found that the Pierce County budget is quite transparent.  The information is 
presented well and thoroughly.  However, it is our perception that public awareness of what services are provided 
by which jurisdiction, and how county services are funded, is limited. 
 
For example, two particular areas in which public awareness is important are 1) understanding the small 
percentage of property tax retained by the County (relative to the total collected and the amount distributed to 
other entities), and 2) recognizing the impacts of voter actions, such as voter-approved levies, initiatives and 
approval of special districts, on County funding and services. 

2. Revenue Constraints 
 

There are several significant revenue constraints that affect Pierce County’s ability to raise revenue to meet 
increasing demands.  Because of this, choices in the budget are limited to very marginal adjustments on the 
baseline each year.  Setting new priorities means shifting money away from something else in order to stay within 
a very constrained total budget.  The constraints include these: 

Property Tax Limit 
Since 2001, when Initiative 747 was passed by the voters, there has been a limit on the amount that property tax 
could increase annually.  The Initiative, which was subsequently ratified by the Legislature, requires that the total 
increase in property tax each year be no more than 1% of the preceding year’s tax, plus the application to new 
construction.  This has typically been lower than the annual increase in cost of living.  King County developed a 
graphic that portrays the effect of this constraint on all local jurisdictions and the state of Washington, shown 
below.19. 

                                                

19 King County Budget Basics, http://www.kingcounty.gov/council/budget/budget_basics.aspx, 8/27/16. 

http://www.kingcounty.gov/council/budget/budget_basics.aspx
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Prior to 2001, property tax could be raised in amounts that governing bodies felt were necessary, often matching 
the cost of living increases.  Since 2001, the State of Washington and all local governments have been affected by 
this constraint. 

Amount of Land in Pierce County that is not Taxable 
Only 51% of the acreage in Pierce County is taxable.  The remaining is exempt under state law because it is federal 
or state land or is owned by a religious institution. This also affects the amount of money that can be generated 
within Pierce County to fund services. 

Counties Have Less Taxing Authority than Cities 
While required to provide regional services countywide, to both city and county residents, counties have fewer 
revenue sources.  Under state statute, counties are not allowed to collect two sources of revenue that are 
significant in cities, the B&O tax and utility taxes.  Of the two, the utility tax is the most significant.  Cities may (and 
most do) charge up to six percent on each of six different utilities (e.g., phone, electricity, natural gas, cable).20  
This could generate millions of dollars annually if counties were given the same authorization. 

See the graphic portraying this, Figure 2- Comparison of General Fund Revenue on page 10. 

Restricted Intergovernmental Funding Sources 
Many human services provided by Community Connections are grant-funded by money passed through from the 
state and federal governments, sometimes based on formulae and sometimes on a competitive basis.  

When funding is awarded on a competitive basis, the local agency has to compete for funding based on 
competitive priorities that might not focus on Pierce County's greatest service needs.  Local funds often get tied to 
state and federal funds on a matching or other shared basis, compromising Pierce County's ability to set its own 

                                                
20 Cities may charge up to six percent without a vote of the public and more with voter approval. See RCW 
35A.82.020 (code cities); RCW 35.22.195 (first class cities); RCW 35.23.440(8) (second class cities); RCW 
35.27.370(9) (towns). http://mrsc.org/Home/Explore-Topics/Finance/Revenues/Utility-Tax.aspx, 10/17/16 

http://mrsc.org/Home/Explore-Topics/Finance/Revenues/Utility-Tax.aspx
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agenda for social services. Further, these sources of funding may change every four years, or even on an annual 
basis.  

$37 million of the $55 million Community Connections budget comes from intergovernmental sources awarded on 
a competitive basis. Only $13 million is generated by fees for services, of which the largest share is document 
recording fees collected by the Auditor as required by state law. 

 

3. Effects of Growth Management Act 
 
The Growth Management Act, adopted in 1990, was intended to focus growth on designated urban areas, thereby 
preserving rural lands by protecting them from uncontrolled sprawl. To the extent the population spreads through 
the formerly rural area, the greater there is a demand for urban levels of services (e.g., police, sewer, water), 
which are very expensive. However, the unintended consequence of much of the inclusion of areas that were 
formerly unincorporated in cities has been to move the lucrative sales-tax-generating property into cities, thereby 
increasing their revenue potential, while leaving much of the population and its demand for high level of service in 
the unincorporated, urban growth areas. This has generated high demands for the county to provide services with 
diminished ability to generate the revenue to pay for the services.  Areas of impact include: 

 

a. Forty-six and a half percent of Pierce County’s population resides in unincorporated areas of the county.  
That is a larger percentage of unincorporated area population to serve than is the case for other urban 
Washington counties.21 

b. County-wide or regional services (court, etc.) do not diminish with incorporations or annexations, because 
the total population of the county must be served. 

 
Thoughtful decisions about annexation or incorporation of economic business centers (e.g., Frederickson, 
Parkland, etc.) would need to be carefully evaluated for impacts. 
 

4. Pierce County is not currently using all of its revenue options 
The Tacoma-Pierce County League of Women Voters’ 2016 study on Mental Health in Pierce County22 finds that 
the County has two options for revenue that are not currently utilized. These are the Housing and Related Services 
Sales and Mental Health and Chemical Dependency Taxes, each of which would be one-tenth of one percent sales 
tax (one cent tax per every $10 spent) if adopted. These have been estimated to generate approximately $9 million 
annually each. 

                                                

21 In contrast, the percentage of population in King County that resides in unincorporated areas is 16.8%; in 
Snohomish County it is 43.8%.  Washington State Office of Financial Management, 2016 population estimates, 
http://www.ofm.wa.gov/pop/april1/. 
22 League of Women Voters of Tacoma-Pierce County, Study of Mental Health In Pierce County, February 2016, 
http://www.tacomapiercelwv.org/files/Mental_Health_Study_Report_-3-17-16_CORRECTED_for_web.pdf 

http://www.ofm.wa.gov/pop/april1/
http://www.tacomapiercelwv.org/files/Mental_Health_Study_Report_-3-17-16_CORRECTED_for_web.pdf
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Mental Health and Chemical Dependency Tax 
RCW 82.14.460, enacted in 2005, authorizes counties to enact a sales and use tax of one-tenth of one percent 
(0.1%) on taxable goods.  This is equal to one penny of tax for every ten dollars spent.  If adopted, this tax must be 
dedicated to support operation or delivery of chemical dependency or mental health treatment and therapeutic 
court programs and services.  If Pierce County were to adopt the Mental Health and Chemical Dependency Tax, it 
would require a two-thirds (2/3) vote of the Pierce County Council.  This is because of an amendment to Pierce 
County Charter that requires any tax adopted after January 1, 2013 to have a minimum of two-thirds affirmative 
vote of the County Council.53   The statute does not require voter approval for this tax. 

Housing and Related Services Sales Tax 
The Housing and Related Services Sales Tax23 may be used to fund housing and related disability services, provided 
that at least 60% of those tax revenues be used for constructing, operating or maintaining affordable housing, 
mental and behavioral health-related services or evaluation and treatment centers and facilities reserved for the 
mentally ill, low-income veterans, senior citizens, homeless families with children, homeless youth, domestic 
violence victims, or other disabled citizens.  This tax requires voter approval. 

 These local option taxes have not been adopted by Pierce County and could benefit important social services 
significantly.  The County has argued in the past that mental health is a financial responsibility of the state and has 
declined to use the funding opportunities offered by the local options. 

CONCLUSION 
The main question (focus) of the study was services provided by the county as opposed to or contrasted with those 
desired by county residents.  The study has enumerated the services provided by the county.  Absent a survey or 
some other way to capture county residents’ desires, the study cannot address the issue of what services residents 
want or their priorities. 

One factor, however, has become clear.  With the majority of the county resources spent on law, safety and 
justice, and on fixed costs, there is little additional revenue to add services or increase levels of services.  This leads 
to an inevitable conclusion:  to add services (e.g., mental health), some existing services would need to be 
eliminated or additional revenue would have to be secured. 

  

                                                

23 RCW 82.14.530 
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APPENDIX A:  Pierce County Funding Study Scope Of Work 
 

PIERCE COUNTY FUNDING STUDY:  

What services do we want and how do we pay for them? 
Scope:  
• Where does the money come from?  
• Sources of revenue used by Pierce County.  
• How counties are funded.  
• Needs vs. available funds. 
• What services are provided?  
• How does the County set priorities? 
• Current cost of services provided. 
• What are special taxing districts and what is funded through them? 
• What services are paid for through fees? 
• Fiscal outlook. 
• Study, Leading to consensus and action. 

 

Adopted by members at Annual Meeting, June 20, 2015. 
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APPENDIX B:  Pierce County’s Mission, Vision & Values 
The 2016 adopted budget states: 

Vision:  A livable Pierce County where people choose to live, work, and play. 

Mission:  Pierce County delivers essential, customer-focused government services with innovation and 
passion. 

Values: 

1. Integrity – Open, ethical, honest, and fair in all we do and words and deeds match up. 
2. Teamwork – Cooperative effort by a group or team. 
3. Innovation – Thinking outside the box – trying better ways to accomplish a goal. 
4. Public Service – Focus on providing customer service and action as good stewards of public 

resources. 
5. Respect – Show regard or consideration for someone’s rights or opinion, a variety of 

cultures/lifestyles. 

Strategic Objectives: 

• Public Service – Understand our customers’ and stakeholders’ needs and expectations and 
enthusiastically deliver essential County services. Strategic Objectives: 

o Increase customer satisfaction  
o Increase Partnerships  

• Financial Stewardship – Prioritize, align and manage all of the County’s financial resources to 
achieve the County’s vision in an efficient, effective, and sustainable manner. Strategic 
Objective: 

o  Improve Resource Allocation Decisions to Leverage Resources to Increase Capacity  

• Service Delivery – Identify and optimize processes, tools, and teams to deliver high quality 
and efficient services. Strategic Objectives: 

o  Improve Strategic Planning 
o Improve Service Delivery 
o Increase Use of Tools 

• Organizational Capacity – Attract, deploy, develop, retain, and equip a diverse and talented 
workforce to continually deliver innovative and responsive services. Strategic Objectives: 

o Strengthen Employee Safety & Wellness Programs  
o Increase Employee Engagement  

Performance Measures  - County Balanced Scorecard: 

Performance measures have been developed for each department or fund budget as appropriate. These 
measures are specific and quantifiable statements of what major items will be accomplished in this fiscal 
year and are listed in each department section in the 2016 budget document.  
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In 2013, the County began developing an online reporting tool to report department performance 
measures, including how these measures reflect the County Executive’s Goals. The online reporting 
system is currently being used internally by County Departments. The online system provides users with 
information about how a department is performing in relation to the County Executives’ strategic 
objectives and measure progress towards achieving a department’s performance targets.  
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APPENDIX C:  Pierce County Services 
In the tables below, “regional” refers to services provided not only to unincorporated area residents, but county-wide or to multiple jurisdictions.  “Local” refers to 
services that are municipal services provided to unincorporated area residents.  In the case of Local services, the agency may contract with other jurisdictions to provide 
services there, but the primary function is directed at unincorporated area residents. 

Legislative Branch 
 

Service Source of Funding Scope 

Pierce County Council Pierce County General Fund Local or Regional, depending on issue 

 

Executive Branch 
 

Service Department Primary Sources of Funding Scope 

Airports Thun Field 
Tacoma Narrows Public Works  Rental fees, user fees, federal (FAA) funding, 

state funding, REET Regional 

Assigned Counsel Public Defender services Director of Judicial 
Services 

Pierce County General Fund 
Charges for Services 
Court fines & penalties 
Intergovernmental 

Regional 

Animal Services 
Animal Licensing 
Animal Control 
(Enforcement) 

Auditor Charges for service 
Local; 
and for some cities per 
inter-local agreement 
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Service Department Primary Sources of Funding Scope 

Assessments Establish property value 
for tax levies Assessor-Treasurer General Fund Regional; 

Separately elected official 

Building Permits & 
Inspection Permitting, Inspections PALS 

License & Permit Fees 
Charges for Service 
Transfers in from other Funds 

Local 

Clerk, Superior Court Admin of Superior & 
Juvenile Courts 

Director of Judicial 
Services 

Pierce County General Fund 
Charges for Services 
Court fines & penalties 
Intergovernmental 

Regional 

Community Action -  
Anti-Poverty Strategies 

Community Emergency 
Services 
Early Childhood & Family 
Services, Energy Assist, 
Weatherization 

Community Connections 

State government – Community 
Development Block Grants 
Electric Utility  
Puyallup Tribe 
Fee for Service 

Regional, excluding 
Tacoma, Lakewood and 
Bonney Lake 

Coroner – See Medical Examiner    

Corrections Jail 
Probation Public Safety 

General Fund 
Drug Investigation Special Revenue Fund 
Court fines 
Jail Commissary 
Intergovernmental / Fees 
Criminal Justice Special Revenue Fund 

Regional 

County Executive Management of portions 
of Executive Branch Executive General Fund; 

Pro-rations from Enterprise Funds Regional 
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Service Department Primary Sources of Funding Scope 

Dispute Center Dispute Resolution Other Programs Charges for Service Regional 

District Court 
Administration Administration Director of Judicial 

Services 

General Fund 
Charges for Services 
Court Fines & Penalties 

Local 

E-911 
Communications 
Network 

EMS 
Coordination of other 
Emergency Response 

Emergency 
Management 

Radio Communications Fund 
E-911 Special Revenue Fund 
South Sound Sales Tax (0.1%)    

Regional 

Economic 
Development 

Tourism; 
Business recruitment; 
Local investment 

Other Programs General Fund Regional 

Elections  Auditor General Fund 
Charges for Service (other jurisdictions) Regional 

Emergency 
Preparedness/ 
Planning 

Public Safety 
Fire Prevention 
Natural Disaster 
Response 

Emergency 
Management 

General Fund 
License & Permit Fees 
Charges for Service 
Intergovernmental 
Federal grants 

Regional 

Environmental 
Health 

Sewer/septic & water 
inspections & code 
enforcement 

Health Department General Fund 
Charges for Service Regional 

Fair Pierce County Fair Other 
Charges for Service 
Intergovernmental 
Miscellaneous 

Regional 



 

 

STUDY OF PIERCE COUNTY BUDGET – October 2016  39 

Service Department Primary Sources of Funding Scope 

Family Justice Center 
Non-criminal justice 
advocates/staff assist 
victims 

Legal & Judicial 

Federal Grants 
Intergovernmental – City of Tacoma, Pierce 
County 
Private grants & donations 

Regional 

Ferries Steilacoom, Anderson Is., 
& Ketron Is. Ferry Public Works 

Charge for Service 
Intergovernmental – State Ferry Subsidy 
Gas Tax 
County Road Fund 

Local 

Fire Marshal  PALS General Fund 
Charges for Service Local 

Food Safety Restaurant inspections Health Department Charges for Service/Permit fees Regional 

Health Services Immunization 
Maternal/Child Health Health Department 

General Fund 
Intergovernmental – Grants and City  
Charge for Service 
License & Permits 

Regional 

Housing & Homeless 
Services 

Emergency Shelters 
Property Development / 
Housing Loans 
Rapid Rehousing 
Homeless Housing 
Home Repair 
Community 
Development 

Community Connections 

Federal Funding – Community Development 
Block Grants and Emergency Shelter Grants, 
HOME Investment and Supportive Housing 
Grant fund. 
Tax 

Local plus Lakewood and 
Bonney Lake 
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Service Department Primary Sources of Funding Scope 

Human Services 

Aging & Disability 
Resources, 
Chemical Dependency 
Developmental 
Disabilities 

Community Connections 
State & Federal Grants 
Charges for Services 
Tax Revenue 

Regional 

Internal Services 

Human Resources; 
Info Technology; 
Risk Management; 
Government Relations; 
Facilities Mgmt & 
Security 

General Government General Fund 
Charges for Services 

These services support 
other agencies of County 
government and are not 
services to the public 

Jail - see Corrections    

Land Use Planning Long range & current 
land use plans PALS 

License & Permit Fees 
Charges for Service 
Transfers in from other Funds  
General Fund 

Long range planning, 
Regional; 
Other, Local 

Law Enforcement 

Patrol 
Investigation 
Enforcement 
Boater Safety 

Sheriff 

General Fund 
Charges for Services 
Intergovernmental 
Marijuana enforcement excise tax 
Marine Services special revenue fund 

Local 
Separately elected official 

Law Library 

Legal Forms 
Legal Books 
Other Legal Research 
Support 

Law Library/ Board General Fund 
Charges for Service Regional 
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Service Department Primary Sources of Funding Scope 

Licensing 

Vehicle & boat licenses 
Business licenses 
Pet licenses 
Marriage Licenses 

Auditor Charges for Service Regional 

Medical Examiner Public Safety Director of Justice 
Services General Fund Regional 

Parks and Recreation 

Chambers Bay 
Paths & Trails 
Park Development 
Recreation Programs 
Conservation Futures 
Maintenance 

Parks & Recreation 

General Fund 
Service Fees  
Conservation Futures Dedicated Tax 
Partnership Agreements 
Park Impact Fees 
Parks Sales Tax 
Second REET 
Grants or contributions.    
Motor Vehicle Excise Tax 
Restricted Federal Forest Land Fund 
Restricted Pierce County Fair Fund 

Regional 

PCTV Cable TV Other Services 
Rainier Communications cable franchise fees 
Charges for service 
Local jurisdictions via interlocal agreement 

Regional 

Permitting Building Permits; 
Building Inspections 

Planning & Land 
Services 

License & Permit Revenue 
Charges for Services Local 
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Service Department Primary Sources of Funding Scope 

Planning 

Current Planning, 
Development; 
Engineering; Resource 
Management; and Long 
Range Planning 

Planning & Land 
Services (PALS) 

General Fund 
Fees for Service 

Regional (Comprehensive 
Planning) 
& Local (Current Planning, 
Engineering) 

Prosecuting 
Attorney 

Criminal Prosecution 
Victim/Witness 
Civil Advisement 

Legal & Judicial General Fund 
Intergovernmental 

Regional; 
Separately elected official 

Public Disclosure Responses to public 
inquiries 

Auditor 
(and individual 
department) 

General Fund 
Charges for Service Regional 

Recycling & Waste 
Reduction 

Education, Information & 
Alternatives to Disposal Public Works Fees paid by garbage haulers and individuals 

using solid waste transfer stations Regional 

Roads 
1,550+ miles of county 
roads; 
Bridges 

Public Works 

County road levy 
State Funding 
Intergovernmental grants and funding 
Real Estate Excise Tax (REET) 
Traffic Impact Fees 

Local 

Search & Rescue Urban Search & Rescue - 
FEMA response 

Emergency 
Management General Fund Multi-County 

Sewer Wastewater collection & 
treatment Public Works 

Sewer Utility Charges for Services 
Sewer Revenue Bonds (Construction) 
State Loans (Construction) 

Local 
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Service Department Primary Sources of Funding Scope 

Solid Waste Disposal Disposal Public Works Charges for Services  Regional 

Surface Water 
Management 

Stormwater runoff 
prevention and 
management 

Public Works 

Per parcel service charge 
Pierce County In-Lieu Fee Program (PCILF) 
Wetland Mitigation Fees  
REET River Fund 

Local 

Sustain-ability 2020 
Various programs to 
reduce climate change 
and its impacts 

Sustainability 2020 Grant Funding 
Transfers in from other Funds Regional 

Tourism Promotion  Other Services Tourism Promotion Area Fund Charges 

Local, plus Tacoma, 
Lakewood, Puyallup, 
DuPont, Fife, Gig Harbor, 
and Sumner 

Veterans Relief 

Emergency assistance to 
indigent veterans and 
their spouses, 
widows/widowers and 
minor children 

Other Programs Dedicated Tax Fund County  

Violence Prevention 
Program 

Granted to service 
agencies serving youth & 
families 

Community Connections Dedicated 25% of one-tenth of 1% sales and 
use tax. Local 

WSU Extension 
Services 

Health Education & 
Research; 
Prevention 

Community Connections General Fund County 

Note that mental health services are not included because the county does not directly fund these services.  
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Judicial Branch 
 

Service  Source of Funding 

District Court 

Court of limited jurisdiction hearing the following cases: 
•Traffic and non-traffic infractions  
•Criminal and criminal-traffic misdemeanors and gross misdemeanors  
•Civil matters for damages for injury to individuals or personal property and contract 
disputes no greater than $100,000  
•Small claim matters for recovery of money not to exceed $5,000  
•Name changes  
•Anti-harassment protection orders  
•Stalking protection orders 

Pierce County General Fund 

Juvenile Court 

Dependency 
Delinquency 
Detention 
Probation 

General Fund 
Intergovernmental – Federal 
Charges for Service 

Superior Court 
Superior courts are general jurisdiction courts. Superior courts also have authority to hear 
cases appealed from courts of limited jurisdiction.  The Superior Court also manages the 
Pierce County Juvenile Court. 

State Funds cover cost of 
Judge salaries; 
Pierce County General Fund 
covers cost of 
administration, facilities, 
Juvenile Court, etc. 
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APPENDIX D:  Pierce County Profile 
The profile of Pierce County is important in understanding both the County’s service delivery needs and the 
revenue opportunities and challenges.  Population and area affect delivery of services, while employment (and 
unemployment), businesses, and real estate transactions affect revenue.  Additionally, the amount of land that is 
not taxable because of federal or private non-profit ownership affects the County’s revenue potential.  The 
number and types of special taxing districts are also informative because they provide services that the County 
does not, and understanding who delivers what services - and who receives what levies – is critical in 
understanding the County’s budget. 

This information was gathered from a variety of sources and is similar to but not identical to the Washington State 
Employment Security Department’s Pierce County Profile at 
https://fortress.wa.gov/esd/employmentdata/reports-publications/regional-reports/county-profiles/pierce-
county-profile. 

Area and Population 
Pierce County has a land area of 1,794 square miles (1,676 square miles of land and 118 square miles of water) and 
a population of 844,49024.  At 470.7 people per square mile, Pierce County is in the top five in the state for 
population density. 

There are 21 cities in Pierce County, plus portions of Auburn and Pacific, which are primarily in King County.  Of the 
population, 452,230, or 53.5%, live in cities, and the remainder in unincorporated Pierce County25, as shown in the 
table below. 

Jurisdiction Population 

Pierce County, TOTAL 844,490 

Unincorporated Pierce County 392,260 

Incorporated Pierce County 452,230 

Auburn (part) 9,720 

Bonney Lake 20,000 

Buckley 4,550 

Carbonado 635 

DuPont 9,330 

Eatonville 2,925 

Edgewood 9,735 

                                                

24 WA State OFM, Population Estimate as of 4/1/16, http://www.ofm.wa.gov/pop/april1/. 
25 Ibid. 

https://fortress.wa.gov/esd/employmentdata/reports-publications/regional-reports/county-profiles/pierce-county-profile
https://fortress.wa.gov/esd/employmentdata/reports-publications/regional-reports/county-profiles/pierce-county-profile
http://www.ofm.wa.gov/pop/april1/
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Jurisdiction Population 

Enumclaw (part) 0 

Fife 9,910 

Fircrest 6,625 

Gig Harbor 9,065 

Lakewood 58,800 

Milton (part) 6,625 

Orting 7,535 

Pacific (part) 55 

Puyallup 39,850 

Roy 805 

Ruston 935 

South Prairie 435 

Steilacoom 6,170 

Sumner 9,705 

Tacoma 206,100 

University Place 32,230 

Wilkeson 490 
 

The incorporated vs unincorporated population is significant because the unincorporated population is provided 
with local services by the County; while those local services are provided to incorporated area residents by the 
cities.  The County provides regional services to the entire county population.  Over the years, incorporations and 
annexations - as anticipated and even mandated by the Growth Management Act that was adopted in 1990 – have 
consolidated much of the commercial property and sales-tax generating area into cities, leaving less revenue 
generation potential for the County. 

Pierce County has a significant military population.  Fort Lewis and McChord Air Force Base became Joint Base 
Lewis McChord (JBLM) in 2010.  JBLM has more than 25,000 soldiers and civilian workers and supports over 30,000 
military retirees.  More than 29,000 family members live both on- and off-post.  Ft. Lewis proper covers 86,000 
acres.  Located next to JBLM, Camp Murray is home to the Washington Air National Guard and has two armories. 

Joint Base Lewis-McChord (JBLM) is a significant presence in the economy and culture of Pierce County. According 
to a survey completed in 2015, one in four households in the county includes an employee associated with the 
Dept. of Defense and almost 40% of households include a veteran.  Pierce County residents’ opinion of JBLM’s 
presence on the South Sound is largely positive (75%), due primarily to its large impact on the local economy and 
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jobs, and secondarily on increased security, its facilities and good neighbor connections. Traffic was rated as a 
negative impact by about half of respondents and aircraft noise was a negative to a small percentage. 

The median age in Pierce County is 36.  The median income as of 2014 is $53,48226. 

Employment 
Pierce County has a diverse employment base.  In March 2016, 49% of the population of Pierce County, or 406,000 
people, were in the labor force.  The unemployment rate is now down to 6.1%27, as of May 2016, a significant 
reduction over recession-era unemployment rates.  The table below shows March data; the update for May was 
only captured in unemployment rate.  However, the table reflects the change in that period and the trend to 
higher rates of employment, lower unemployment, though still high. 

 

 

Source: Washington State Employment Security Department, Labor Market and Performance Analysis  

 

Source: Washington State Employment Security Department, Labor Market and Performance Analysis 

Of non-farm employment, 19.3% is government and 80.7% is private sector employment.  Of the total non-farm 
employment, 87.4% is engaged in service delivery (including education, health and government) and only 12.6% in 
producing goods, of which a little over half are in construction jobs and the remainder in manufacturing.  Eight-
seven percent of the non-farm jobs are categorized as “service employment”.  This includes jobs at the 10 
hospitals, 17 public school districts, a large number of private schools and nine colleges.  Together, health care and 
                                                

26 http://www.census.gov/quickfacts/table/INC110214/00, 7/24/16. 

27 https://fortress.wa.gov/esd/employmentdata/reports-publications/economic-reports/monthly-employment-
report/map-of-county-unemployment-rates, 7/24/16. 

http://www.census.gov/quickfacts/table/INC110214/00
https://fortress.wa.gov/esd/employmentdata/reports-publications/economic-reports/monthly-employment-report/map-of-county-unemployment-rates
https://fortress.wa.gov/esd/employmentdata/reports-publications/economic-reports/monthly-employment-report/map-of-county-unemployment-rates
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education comprise more than 25% of the county’s employment base.  See Appendix E for the table of 
employment by industry. 

     

Real Estate Activity 
Real estate activity is important because the calculation of property tax levy rates depend on the assessed values 
of property.  When property values increase, the levy rates can decrease to generate the same amount of tax 
revenue.  Additionally, property tax on new construction each year can be added to the statutory maximum of one 
percent increase in property tax revenue the county can collect.  Further, the County gets revenue from a fee on 
each property transaction in the County. 

In 2016, the average residential value countywide rose 10.7% over 2015 values, to $258,42728. 

Data for home sales and permit activity is hard to obtain on a countywide basis, but all indications are that the 
housing market has been improving over the last few years.  The seasonally adjusted existing home sales for the 
fourth quarter of 2015 were 3.4% greater than the fourth quarter of 2014. The Washington Center for Real Estate 
Research’s housing affordability index for the County as of the 4th quarter of 2015 is 157.9, which is 12.6% better 
than the state average of 140.2. In 2015 the County experienced an increase of home price of 9.4 from 2014.  

Residential Permits: Residential permit activity may have hit bottom at 1.841 in 2009.  In 2013, residential permits 
were unchanged from 2012.  In unincorporated areas, both residential and non-residential permit applications 
have increased approximately 10 percent per year for the last several year, rising to a total of 3,440 residential and 
504 non-residential applications projected for 2016.29 

Retail and Construction Taxable Sales 
 

Taxable sales: 2015 taxable sales in all of Pierce County totaled $13.8 billion.  Of that, the amount collected in 
unincorporated Pierce County was $2.5 billion, or 18 percent.  City of Tacoma generated $4.6 billion in taxable 

                                                
28 Pierce County Assessor/Treasurer web site, http://www.piercecountywa.org/Index.aspx?NID=91, 7/24/16. 
29 2016 Adopted Pierce County Budget, Planning and Land Use Services, Workload Service Data, 
http://www.co.pierce.wa.us/DocumentCenter/Home/View/38466 

http://www.piercecountywa.org/Index.aspx?NID=91
http://www.co.pierce.wa.us/DocumentCenter/Home/View/38466
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sales, or 33.5% of the county total.  Next was City of Puyallup, where $2.1 billion, or 15.3 percent of the county’s 
taxable sales were generated.  All other cities were below 10 percent each, and many below one percent each30. 

Port facilities: Port of Tacoma is the 7th largest container port in North America. This deep-water harbor 
located in Commencement Bay has 2400 acres used primarily for shipping terminal activity, warehousing, 
distribution and manufacturing. It is an independent municipal corporation created by Pierce County citizens in 
1918 and authorized to operate under state-enabling legislation. Statistics: Total containers increased by 8.3% 
from 2013 to /2014.(TEUS= 20 foot equivalent unit) 

  

                                                

30 All NAICS, Pierce County, http://dor.wa.gov/content/aboutus/statisticsandreports/tid/StatsExcel.aspx 

http://dor.wa.gov/content/aboutus/statisticsandreports/tid/StatsExcel.aspx
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APPENDIX E:  Non-Farm Employment in Pierce County 
 

Total nonfarm employment, not seasonally adjusted, in Pierce County, WA 

NAICS industry title Mar-16 

Total Nonfarm 302,400 

  Total Private 244,100 

    Goods Producing 38,100 

      Natural Resources and Mining 300 

      Construction 20,800 

        Specialty trade contractors 12,900 

      Manufacturing 17,000 

    Service-Providing 264,300 

        Trade, Transportation, and Utilities 64,000 

          Wholesale Trade 13,100 

          Retail Trade 37,900 

            Food and beverage stores 6,100 

            General merchandise stores 8,700 

          Transportation and Warehousing 13,000 

        Information 3,000 

        Financial Activities 14,500 

        Professional and Business Services 27,300 

          Administrative and waste services 16,900 

            Administrative and support services 15,200 

        Education and Health Services 52,500 
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Total nonfarm employment, not seasonally adjusted, in Pierce County, WA 

            Ambulatory health care services 15,400 

            Hospitals 11,600 

        Leisure and Hospitality 31,000 

            Food services and drinking places 25,100 

        Other Services 13,700 

      Government 58,300 

        Federal 11,400 

        State government 12,000 

          State government educational services 3,900 

        Local government 34,900 

          Local government educational services 19,400 

Source: Washington State Employment Security Department, Labor Market and Performance Analysis 
Branch  
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APPENDIX F:  Property Tax Examples 
In the table, RLR refers to the regular levy rate authorized by statute; ELR refers to additional levies approved by 
the voters. 
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APPENDIX G: Special Purpose/Taxing Districts in Pierce County 
RCW 84.04.120 defines “taxing district” (also known as special purpose district) as “the state and any county, city, 
town, port district, school district, road district, metropolitan park district, regional transit authority, water-sewer 
district, or other municipal corporation, now or hereafter existing, having the power or authorized by law to 
impose burdens upon property within the district in proportion to the value thereof, for the purpose of obtaining 
revenue for public purposes, as distinguished from municipal corporations authorized to impose burdens, or for 
which burdens may be imposed, for such purposes, upon property in proportion to the benefits accruing thereto.”  
For purposes of this paper, “taxing district” refers to any jurisdiction except the state, Pierce County or a city within 
Pierce County that is authorized to tax and provide services. 

The Municipal Research Services Center estimated in 2012 that there are approximately 1,670 special purpose 
districts in the state of Washington that have independent governing bodies (including school districts) 31.  Of 
those, 70 are in Pierce County32.  These 70 are distributed among 15 different types of district, described below. 

Drainage Districts 
There are eight drainage districts in Pierce County.  Drainage districts provide services for surface water runoff, 
including drainage ditches and are managed by boards of commissioners composed of three members each. The 
boards have exclusive charge of the construction and maintenance of all drainage systems for the district. The 
districts are funded by property tax levies. 

Conservation District 
The Pierce Conservation District works with the community to improve water quality, promote sustainable 
agriculture, create thriving habitat, and build a just and healthy food system for all, through education, community 
engagement, and financial and technical assistance. The Conservation is non-regulatory.  It is governed by an 
elected Board. 

Fire Districts 
There are 23 fire districts in Pierce County.  In addition, the City of Tacoma and some of the smaller cities have 
their own city-operated fire departments. These districts are funded by property tax levies, many of which are 
voter-approved and some of which include “levy lid lifts”, allowing an increase in the levy for that district to 
increase more than the regular limit of one percent per year33. 

Flood Control Zone District 
Pierce County has estimated that a major flood could cause as much as $725 million in damages and losses, dealing 
a crushing blow to our county’s economy.  Thus, in 2011, the Pierce County Council created a Flood Control Zone 
District (FCZD), to address some of the flood management needs.  It is a special-purpose district covering the entire 
area of Pierce County.  It is funded through a property tax levy.  Although it is a special taxing district, it is governed 

                                                

31 http://mrsc.org/Home/Explore-Topics/Governance/Forms-of-Government-and-Organization/Special-Purpose-
Districts-in-Washington/How-Many-Special-Purpose-Districts-in-Washington-6.aspx 
32 http://mrsc.org/Corporate/media/MediaLibrary/SampleDocuments/ArtDocMisc/spdcountymap.pdf 
33 Judith Cox, Municipal Research Services Center, “Levy Lid Lifts”, rev October 2010, 
http://mrsc.org/Corporate/media/MediaLibrary/SampleDocuments/ArtDocMisc/levylidlift.pdf 

http://mrsc.org/Home/Explore-Topics/Governance/Forms-of-Government-and-Organization/Special-Purpose-Districts-in-Washington/How-Many-Special-Purpose-Districts-in-Washington-6.aspx
http://mrsc.org/Home/Explore-Topics/Governance/Forms-of-Government-and-Organization/Special-Purpose-Districts-in-Washington/How-Many-Special-Purpose-Districts-in-Washington-6.aspx
http://mrsc.org/Corporate/media/MediaLibrary/SampleDocuments/ArtDocMisc/spdcountymap.pdf
http://mrsc.org/Corporate/media/MediaLibrary/SampleDocuments/ArtDocMisc/levylidlift.pdf
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by the Pierce County Council, with input and recommendations from an Advisory Committee. The Pierce County’s 
Department of Public Works carries out the district’s approved projects and programs.34 

Library District 
The Pierce County Library District is an independent municipal corporation established under RCW 27.12, serving 
all unincorporated area within Pierce County as well as annexed cities and towns.  Seventeen of the County’s 21 
cities and towns have annexed to the Library District, which operates 20 branches throughout Pierce County.  All 
operations and capital improvements are funded by a dedicated property tax levy with a maximum mill rate of 50 
cents per $1000 of assessed property value.  The District is governed by a Board appointed by the County 
Council.35 

Metropolitan Park Districts 
There are three Metropolitan Park Districts in Pierce County.  They are Peninsula, Key Peninsula and Tacoma. 
Metropolitan park districts, authorized by Ch. 35.61 RCW, may be created for the management, control, 
improvement, maintenance, and acquisition of parks, parkways, boulevards, and recreational facilities.  They are 
funded through property tax levies. 

Park and Recreation District 
Anderson Island has formed the only Park and Recreation District in Pierce County.  Park and Recreation Districts 
are authorized by Ch. 36.69 RCW to provide leisure time activities and facilities and recreational facilities of a 
nonprofit nature as a public service to the residents of the geographical areas included within their boundaries.  
They are financed by property tax levies. 

Port District 
The Port of Tacoma, which includes 24 cities in the county, is an independent municipal corporation that operates 
under Title 53 RCW. Five commissioners are elected to four-year terms by the citizens of Pierce County to serve as 
the Port’s board of directors.  The commission hires the CEO36, sets policy and strategic direction and approves all 
major expenditures. 

Public Facilities District 
Public facilities districts (PFD) are municipal corporations with independent taxing authority and are taxing districts 
under the state constitution. There are a variety of means to support the operation of the PFDs, including charging 
fees for the use of facility, levying a limited admission tax, imposition of a local sales and use tax to finance, design, 
construct, remodel, maintain or operate public facilities. The PFD in Pierce County is the Greater Tacoma Regional 
Convention Center PFD that includes Tacoma, Fife, Lakewood, and University Place.37 

Public Housing Authorities 
There are two public housing authorities in Pierce County.  One is the Housing Authority of the City of Tacoma; the 
other is the Pierce County Housing Authority. The Housing Authority of the City of Tacoma provides housing 

                                                

34 Chapter 11.06, Pierce County Code, Pierce County Flood Control Zone District 
35 https://www.co.pierce.wa.us/DocumentCenter/Home/View/33; www.PierceCountyLibrary.org 
36 http://portoftacoma.com/about/organization, 8/27/16. 
37 http://mrsc.org/Home/Explore-Topics/Economic-Development/Financing-Economic-Development/Public-
Facilities-Districts-(PFDs).aspx, 8/27/16. 

http://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.69
https://www.co.pierce.wa.us/DocumentCenter/Home/View/33
http://portoftacoma.com/about/organization
http://mrsc.org/Home/Explore-Topics/Economic-Development/Financing-Economic-Development/Public-Facilities-Districts-(PFDs).aspx
http://mrsc.org/Home/Explore-Topics/Economic-Development/Financing-Economic-Development/Public-Facilities-Districts-(PFDs).aspx
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assistance to over 11,000 individuals, the majority being minors, seniors or persons with disabilities. It has no tax 
authority and depends on program income, mostly from the federal government and grants.38  The Pierce County 
Housing Authority is a public body, corporate and politic, created by Pierce County in 1978, pursuant to State 
statute, to provide affordable housing for low-income families in Pierce County. The governing body is a board of 
commissioners, which is comprised of five members appointed in rotating terms by the Pierce County Executive.  
The Authority does not have the power to levy taxes and must rely upon the County’s ability to issue bonds and its 
ability to collect rent from residents and receive financial assistance from the Federal, State, and local 
governments for its operation.39 

Regional Transit Authority 
Central Puget Sound Regional Transit Authority, also known as Sound Transit, operates high capacity transit, 
commuter rail and light rail throughout a three-county district that includes King, Snohomish and Pierce Counties.  
It is governed by a board whose composition is directed by statute.  It includes the Washington State Secretary of 
Transportation and the King, Pierce, and Snohomish County Executives. The three County Executives appoint other 
elected officials from their counties to the remaining seats on the board, which are apportioned based on 
population, with each county receiving a seat for each 145,000 people that live within the county.  Sound Transit is 
funded with a Regional Transit Authority (RTA) tax imposed within the Sound Transit district that includes a retail 
sales tax and a  motor vehicle excise tax (license tabs).40 

Road and Bridge Service District 
RCW 36.83.010 allows the legislative authority of a county to establish one or more service districts within the 
county for the purpose of providing and funding capital and maintenance costs for any bridge or road 
improvement or for providing and funding capital costs for any state highway improvement a county or a road 
district has the authority to provide. The District is governed by a board of three commissioners appointed by the 
county legislative authority or county executive. The electors of a service district are all registered voters residing 
within the district.  Pierce County has established one, the Road and Bridge Service District No. 1.  It is funded with 
the County road property tax. 

School Districts 
There are 15 public school districts in Pierce County41. These are each governed by an elected school board.  They 
are funded by a complex system that includes federal and state funding and local voter-approved school district 
levies. 

Transportation Benefit Area 
There is one Transportation Benefit Area in Pierce County, which is Pierce Transit.  Pierce Transit covers the 
unincorporated area of Pierce County and 19 cities. Founded in 1979, Pierce Transit covers 292 square miles of 
Pierce County with roughly 70% of the county population.42 Pierce Transit is governed by a nine-member Board 
comprised of elected officials representing Pierce County, Tacoma, Lakewood, Puyallup, University Place, and the 

                                                
38 www.tacomahousing.net/content/history, 8/27/16. 
39 www.pchawa.org/About_PCHA.php, 8/27/16. 
40 http://m.soundtransit.org/Projects-and-Plans/Developing-Regional-Transit/Funding-projects, 8/27/16. 
41 http://www.k12academics.com/national-directories/school-district/Washington/Pierce#.V7A4eDZTFl8 
42 http://www.piercetransit.org/about-pierce-transit/, 8/27/16. 

http://www.tacomahousing.net/content/history
http://www.pchawa.org/About_PCHA.php
http://m.soundtransit.org/Projects-and-Plans/Developing-Regional-Transit/Funding-projects
http://www.k12academics.com/national-directories/school-district/Washington/Pierce#.V7A4eDZTFl8
http://www.piercetransit.org/about-pierce-transit/
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smaller cities and towns in Pierce County. A tenth, non-voting union representative is also allowed, although this 
right is currently not being exercised and the position is vacant.43  Pierce Transit is funded primarily through a sales 
tax imposed in Pierce County, grants, fares and advertising revenue.44 

Transportation Benefit Districts 
Chapter 36.RCW authorizes cities and counties to form transportation benefit districts, which are quasi-municipal 
corporations and independent taxing districts that can raise revenue for specific transportation projects, usually 
through vehicle license fees or sales taxes. Transportation benefit districts have been established in Orting, 
Tacoma and University Place. 

Water and Sewer Districts 
There are 15 districts in Pierce County that are either water districts, sewer districts or a combination of both.45  
Water and sewer districts can impose an excess levy, but not a regular levy.  The excess levy requires a vote 
approval of 60 percent of 40 percent of those voting in the last general election.  Water and sewer districts may 
also receive grant funding for certain projects. 

  

                                                

43 2016 Budget, p. 2, http://www.piercetransit.org/budget-finances/, 8/27/16. 
44 Ibid, pages 11-13.  
45 http://mrsc.org/getdoc/fdbaee22-e491-4b33-b5cf-5fe65f66410c/Washington-Water-and-Sewer-Districts-Listed-
by-Cou.aspx, 8/27/16. 

http://www.piercetransit.org/budget-finances/
http://mrsc.org/getdoc/fdbaee22-e491-4b33-b5cf-5fe65f66410c/Washington-Water-and-Sewer-Districts-Listed-by-Cou.aspx
http://mrsc.org/getdoc/fdbaee22-e491-4b33-b5cf-5fe65f66410c/Washington-Water-and-Sewer-Districts-Listed-by-Cou.aspx
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APPENDIX H – Pierce County Funds – Fund Balances 

 

 
Fund Balance at Year End 
Actual  Actual  Estimated  Projected 
12/31/2013  12/31/2014  12/31/2015  12/31/2016 

General Fund 
001 Total General Fund  39,697,939  46,622,283  44,622,283  43,320,443 
Special Revenue Funds 
125 911 System  6,117,900  6,336,442  4,005,202  943,912 
106 Auditor's M & O  331,559  394,761  188,901  87,511 
178 Blighted Property Maintenance  —  —  40,000  40,000 
167 Community Action  1,156,070  1,021,916  828,926  612,166 
115 Community Connections  2,294,145  1,932,532  1,806,132  1,883,242 
134 Community Development  42,154  42,154  42,154  48,844 
109 Conservation Futures  1,578,243  1,280,763  151,473  224,383 
150 County Road  13,432,499  11,449,927  13,732,903  15,312,563 
107 Criminal Justice Fund  508,862  446,445  276,925  101,865 
118 Detention Center Comm.  378,920  437,326  437,326  425,926 
112 Dispute Resolution  22,788  43,463  43,463  44,393 
122 Drug Investigation  853,749  776,167  523,737  420,857 
175 Election Equip Replace  708,498  1,050,860  1,050,860  1,050,860 
179 Election Stablization  —  —  392,020  42,070 
138 Emergency Management  687,205  949,869  620,959  257,379 
155 Emergency Mgt. Sales Tax  —  858,460  858,460  858,460 
140 Endangered Species  140,228  140,228  140,228  140,228 
173 Family Justice Center  168,767  135,198  44,898  29,568 
119 Federal Forest  —  —  —  — 
154 Flood Control Zone District  5,547,451  4,552,564  4,552,564  4,552,564 
136 Homeless Housing  7,359,445  3,854,510  1,693,360  926,520 
133 Housing Repair  24,383  —  —  — 
177 In Lieu Wetlands Mitigation  —  —  —  1,547,900 
135 Low Income Housing  1,329,502  1,161,764  1,623,544  1,102,704 
117 Marine Services  169,036  205,008  170,598  125,478 
127 Mental Health  191,080  185,493  185,493  151,413 
176 PALS Building & Devel.  —  640,911  2,377,705  2,929,875 
144 Parks Impact Fee  371,019  295,894  232,514  232,574 
145 Parks Sales Tax  542,740  955,618  618,638  400,668 
152 Path & Trails  186,080  232,516  206,466  — 
113 Pierce County Fair  57,083  35,949  25,369  17,139 
116 Rainier Communications  825,785  1,025,010  941,950  757,730 
174 REET Electronic Technology  185,227  263,694  109,360  29,568 
147 Second REET Parks  620,216  761,849  873,649  220,479 
148 Second REET Roads  5,204,720  5,318,105  5,631,324  5,631,324 
153 Surface Water Management  6,673,357  5,583,692  5,426,828  4,176,748 
130 Tourism Promotion Area  458,562  513,699  364,949  173,079 
170 Tourism Promotion Facility  1,197,037  1,777,080  1,727,080  1,727,080 
151 Traffic Impact Fee  8,482,128  7,567,992  6,661,981  5,981,531 
101 Veteran's Relief  35,326  39,047  39,047  104,577 
Total Special Revenue Funds  67,881,764  62,266,906  58,646,986  53,313,178 
Capital Project Funds 
Total Capital Projects  46,737,464  30,102,978  20,987,156  16,985,406 
Enterprise Funds 
Total Enterprise Funds  215,367,506  127,204,113  61,638,005  57,182,875 
Internal Service Funds 
Total Internal Service Funds  61,610,229  69,394,534  57,784,374  53,680,134 
Total Fund Balance  431,294,901  335,590,815  243,678,804  224,482,036 
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