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Our county government is outdated; it was 
designed for a rural county in 1889.  

Many principles of good government are not 
possible under the current structure. 

Checks and balances are limited because 
administrative and legislative functions are 
combined. The management structure lacks clear 
lines of authority. The citizens are being 
shortchanged because they have no process of 
initiative or referendum or boards of appeals.  And 
the system lacks local self-determination because it 
constantly must seek enabling legislation from the 
state Legislature. 

Three county commissioners have combined 
powers to legislate, administer and adjudicate 
through appeals.  

Two of them form a quorum and may make some 
big decisions. 

The shape of the three commissioner districts 
makes it possible for all to be elected from central 
Spokane. The commissioners’ increasing workload 
has caused them to appoint administrative 
assistants, but they retain administrative authority. 

Six county officials (assessor, auditor, clerk, 
coroner, sheriff and treasurer) are elected by the 
voters and have great autonomy in their own 
departments under a charter however, these 
officials could be appointed on the basis of their 
job qualifications. 

The commissioners must approve departmental 
budgets, but they cannot streamline or consolidate 
the departments headed by elected officials. 

Clear lines of administrative authority are not 
present. 

Originally, the state constitution outlined county 
government as an arm of the state to asses 
property, collect taxes, operate elections, provide 

police protection and a court system and develop 
far-to-market roads. 

But now, the counties are involved in many 
services needed by rural, urban and suburgan 
populations; each additional service has been 
authorized under state legislation. 

The current political atmosphere in Spokane 
County features a complex array of proposals for 
the local governmental structure. 

What is the voter to do or even think about it all? 

The choices tend to polarize and fragmentize the 
ardent supporters. 

Incorporation of the Spokane Valley runs directly 
into opposition from annexation proponents. 

While city-county consolidation sometimes is cited 
as an ultimate goal, it is far from a realistic 
possibility in the near future. 

It creates many foes, especially among the small 
municipalities; it also needs some sound enabling 
legislation to remove threats of double taxation 
and other fiscal uncertainties. 

No city-county consolidation has occurred under 
current Washington state law. 

It is no surprise that large numbers of voters have 
become disenchanted. 

Where is a unifying thread to bring together our 
thinking about local government? Where are the 
people who would like to concern themselves with 
local issues on a non=crisis basis? 

There is no Spokane County charter, so that is a 
good logical place to begin. 

Please note that you who reside in the city of 
Spokane or any of the other municipalities are 
taxpayers to Spokane County just as those who live 
in unincorporated or rural areas are; all residents 



of the county may ote for county officials and 
receive varying kinds of services. 

A county home-rule charter would only restructure 
county government. 

A charter would coexist with existing municipalities 
and new incorporations and annexations because it 
could not change any municipality; instead, a 
county charter may rearrange county officials to 
provide a flexible structure for county functions. 

We have many fine and dedicated people in county 
government, and a charter change should not be 
construed as an attack on individuals or an attempt 
to discredit jobs being performed. 

Rather, the emphasis is to start to process for 
improving the system. 

A county charter could provide for the 
authorization of local services just as city charters 
do, thus lessening state legislative domination over 
county operations.  

A charter could create a different plan for elected 
county officials that would allow local decisions to 
meet local needs. 

It could provide for charter review and amendment 
procedures as well as establish a process of 
initiative and referendum and boards of appeals as 
avenues for citizen participation.  

Five counties in Washington have adopted county 
home-rule charters, and each charter is different. 

King, Pierce, Whatcom, Snohomish and Clallam 
counties all were motivated differently—by 
financial crisis, scandal, extremely rapid growth or 
other reasons. All five counties elected freeholders 
from their own residents, who wrote the charters; 
then the finished charters were voted upon 
favorably by the people. 

County charters must provide for the basic 
functions mandated by the state. In addition, they 
may provide for representation and services to 
satisfy local needs and desires. 

They may not add any taxing authority beyond the 
current legal limits. 

Most charters contain review and amendment 
capabilities so that changes and revisions may be 
decided by the local voters rather than by the state 
Legislature. 

There is a sound basis for starting now to consider 
a county government charter. 

It would provide a forum for all voters of the 
county to discuss local government.  Annexation 
and incorporation enthusiasts could talk together 
about county needs. 

Perhaps if we consider the overall county 
government first, the role of the municipalities will 
become clearer. 

A charter is needed for Spokane County whether 
there is new incorporation, annexation, or neither. 
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Updates since article was written 

1. Spokane County no longer elects a coroner, 
rather a Medical Examiner is appointed. 

2. Two additional counties, San Juan (2006) and 
Clark (2015) have adopted county charters. 

3. Liberty Lake (2001) and Spokane Valley (2003) 
have incorporated. 
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