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October 10, 2006

The Honorable Shay Schual-Berke, Chair

Joint Select Committee on Public Health Finance

PO Box 40600

Olympia, WA  98504-0600

Dear Representative Schual-Berke:

This letter is in support of increased state funding for public health protection as proposed by the Joint Select Committee on Public Health Financing.  We appreciate your work and that of the committee members over the past two years in examining the work of public health, identifying the gaps, and proposing more funding for such an important, basic community need.

Additional funding for public health services must be sustainable, and allow for local flexibility to address the greatest needs identified in our communities.  With this in mind, the greatest need for additional investment in Thurston County is in communicable disease control and support for healthy families, as identified in the Creating a Stronger Public Health System report from the Washington State Association of Local Public Health Officials. We, along with the Committee members, seek the proposed $50 million in the first year of the biennium, and an additional $100 million in the second year.  
In Thurston County we have been dealing with significant and urgent security issues within our law and justice responsibilities.  Like most other Counties across Washington State, these responsibilities consume more than seventy percent (70%) of our general fund.  Due to a number of long term problems, we are facing the very expensive proposition of constructing and operating a new jail facility within the next few years.  This overwhelming responsibility will curtail our ability to direct any additional funds to public health from our general fund.
We feel strongly that funding of basic community needs is a joint responsibility of state and local government.  Today and the foreseeable future we are looking to the state to step up to this responsibility for funding public health.  In Thurston County only seventeen percent (17%) of our $10million expenditure for public health activities is from state sources.  Of that, eleven percent (11%) is from grants with very specific deliverables associated.
Long term, sustainable funding for public health protection is our need.  The ability of local government to direct resources to the greatest, local, need is imperative to address the important issues of public health protection.  

We believe the best solution for improved, sustainable funding for public health lies in generation of a statewide revenue mechanism, with equalized distribution to local government.  Funding by local taxing authority, whether by council action or voter approval, would only further exacerbate the current gaps across the state.
Local government has a long history of being accountable to local citizens.  We also act as an “arm” of state government, and are thereby accountable to the state for service delivery.  While we accept this accountability, any additional demands for accountability could create hardship for some counties, particularly the smaller ones. We hope you will keep this in mind as you move forward to address this important issue.
Thank you for your attention to the important matter of sustainable statewide funding for public health.  We look forward to positive results of your efforts.

Sincerely,

______________________________________

Robert N. Macleod, Chairman

______________________________________

Cathy Wolfe, Vice-Chair

______________________________________

Diane Oberquell, Commissioner
Cc:
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WA State Legislative Delegation
