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House finance committee... Lawmakers urge board to...

Yakima County judges now have total control over
their budget

By David Lester
Yakima Herald-Republic

Yakima County judges and county commissioners approved an agreement
Tuesday that averts a potential showdown over separation of powers between
the legislative and judicial branches of county government.

The agreement, hashed out over nearly four months, gives judges total authority
over their $9.9 million annual budget to assure access to justice for county
residents. The courts no longer have to seek approval from commissioners for
hiring or for entering into contracts. The courts also can create a reserve fund
Com and won’t have to turn back unspent funds to commissioners at the end of each
EXPER'ENCE year. They also can now shift money from among Superior, District and Juvenile

courts as needs change.
, ] Yakima County commissioners and local judges described the agreement,
‘ signed during the commission’s weekly business meeting at Yakima City Hall, as
| s the first of its kind in the state.

Presiding Superior Court Judge Ruth Reukauf said the accord is an example of

AMERICA'S how officials in Yakima County are willing to tackle difficult issues.

LARGEST’ “This is a very good day and this is something the rest of the state is looking at,”
Reukauf told commissioners before signing the agreement along with District

MOST Court Presiding Judge Donald Engel.

RELIABLE 4G Commission Chairman Mike Leita said the pact averts an expensive legal battle.

LTENETWORK

“This agreement gives the commissioners satisfaction that we are able to work
with the courts and do something that is cutting edge,” he said.

EXpIRIE LN S Tension between the judicial and legislative branches of county government has

arisen elsewhere in the state and goes well beyond a normal budget dispute.

In Grays Harbor County judges sued county commissioners more than a year
ago, alleging their funding was inadequate for the court to meet constitutional
mandates as a co-equal branch of government. The lawsuit has cost taxpayers
there and the state more than $500,000 in legal fees. The state Attorney
General’s Office is representing the Grays Harbor judges.

a trademark
5.

One immediate result of the Yakima County agreement, said court administrative consultant Harold Delia, is the
ability to rehire court commissioner Gayle Harthcock, who was laid off in February because of a cut in the courts’
2013 budget. Delia said the reserves and the retirement of a part-time court commissioner allowed him to bring
her back.

Meanwhile, in a separate development, county courts and other parts of the county law and justice system can
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