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I want to thank the Chamber for the opportunity to speak about Home Rule.   
  
The Home Rule process is totally controlled by the citizens of Yakima County from beginning 
to the end. The Home Rule debate started when nine thousand-seven hundred 
Yakima County voters stepped up and signed a petition asking for a review of our county 
government. 
  
Bottom line deciding whether or not Home Rule is good for Yakima county three questions 
must be answered: 
  

1.     What is Home Rule? 
2.     Can we do better than what we are doing now? 
3.     Will Home Rule make Yakima County government better? 

  
To answer the first question: 

What is Home Rule? 

  

The present charter for Yakima County is an actually default non-charter that was written into 
the state constitution in 1889. It was a one size fits all form of county government written by the 
state legislature. It was mandatory for every county in Washington State. In the 1948 an 
amendment was added to the state constitution that allowed counties inWashington to write 
their own county charter. Home rule for counties is very much like the constitutional authority 
cities and towns have.  Citizens get to design their own county government.  The responsibility 
to write the Home Rule charter rests with fifteen Freeholders, five elected by the voters from 
each county commissioner district.  Home Rule is about Yakima County voters deciding all the 
issues from start to finish. 
  
Ninety-seven hundred Yakima County voters signed a petition to start Home Rule by putting on 
the ballot the question: Whether or not Yakima County should begin the process of writing a 
Home Rule charter.  Once the charter has been written it will be submitted to the county voters 
for approval. 
  
Forty-two Freeholders filed as candidates for the fifteen Freeholder positions.   There is at least 
one outstanding Freeholder candidate in every one of the fifteen positions.  Many of the 
candidates have local government experience.  All of the candidates have had successful 
professional or business careers.  Each is known for their ability to listen and take input 
seriously.  Among candidates there is a good mix of political interests.  The elected Freeholders 
job will be to guide the process, review the Home Rule options and writing the Home Rule 
charter from start to finish.  The final Home Rule Charter will be submitted 
to Yakima Countyvoters for approval. The process is the purest form democracy. 
  



Everyone who is not a Freeholder will also have a job.  That is to participate in a vigorous and 
open debate about how to make our county better.  The idea is not to draw lines in the sand.  It 
will be about learning and teaching each other how to improve county government. 
  
Another part of the process is to take the opportunity to learn from the other counties who have 
adopted Home Rule.  We need to learn what others have done. What works better and what 
does not work so well.  So our charter will have the best ideas. 
  
Besides changing and improving the governing structure of county government there are two 
other features of Home Rule that will give voters checks and balances the existing law does not 
allow.  We can decide if we want to include them in our Home rule charter. 
  
The first is to allow citizens to initiate county wide referendums or ballot initiatives.  While this 
can be done both state wide and city wide; it is not allowed for counties. 
  
The second Home Rule option is to allow the county to set up special areas of the county that 
follow natural boundaries, such as Terrace Heights, Outlook, and Parker Heights so, residents 
can better handle problems. 
  
The Home Rule process from beginning to the end gives the citizens of Yakima Countychoices 
when designing Yakima County’s government structure.   
  
An important part of the Home Rule debate is answering the question: 
  
Can we do better than what we are doing now? 
  
Most people are like me. Until now I haven’t really thought about or realized how 
large YakimaCounty actually is. 
  
Geographically Yakima County is twice the size of Delaware.  Yakima County’s population is 
half the population of Wyoming.  These two states have a Governor and a Legislature to govern 
them. 
  
Yakima County has three commissioners.  The commissioners act as both the chief executive of 
the county and the legislative body of the county. 
  
There is a second way to look at county government. We hear it all the time.  Government 
should be run like a business.  That is not a bad idea.  It is a good idea. We do need to take a 
look and see what we are talking about and examine how businesses are governed and compare 
that with how our county government is run. 
  
I spent hours looking at nearly a hundred companies with gross sales of fifty-four million or less 
listed on the various stock exchanges and over the counter.  Every company had a single person 
serving as CEO and a Board of Directors that is much larger than three members. 
  



The reason is easy to explain.  Every company needs a single person who is responsible for 
running the company’s daily business making sure the company is making or is headed to 
making a profit.  A company with public shareholders needs a board with the depth of 
experience, perspective and vision to set policy and direction.  It is the board’s job to monitor to 
make sure the CEO is doing his job. Corporations know profits don’t come naturally. Running a 
county is no different.  County government needs leadership to run the county’s business.  It 
also needs a broader source of input that comes from a numerous experiences, perspectives and 
visions when setting county policy and direction.  Good county government requires a 
monitoring of its leadership. 
  
Many good people have served as County Commissioners.  When one reviews their job, it is 
easy to conclude the commissioner form of government is often unfair to the three 
commissioners. They have little time to develop the vision our county needs. The pressures are 
immense to either hold back or take chances. 
  
Bad things can happen if you assign three people to the CEO function and have the same three 
be legislators acting as the Board of Directors of our county.   Our three Commissioners are 
expected to represent both the rural and urban interests in their districts. That is an impossible 
situation.  With three people there is no way to have balance between urban and rural interests. 
The natural tendency is to pick one interest over the other.  It becomes particularly a problem in 
the areas just outside of the city limits. 
  
A good example is thirty years ago there was large concentration of housing just west of the 
City of Yakima’s borders.  The county allowed the building to occur without urban sewer 
service.  Each house had its own septic tank and drain field.  Eventually the ground became 
saturated with sewage and sewage springs began to crop up in the WestValley area.  The City 
of Yakima was faced with expanding the sewage treatment plant and extending sewer lines out 
to the residences.  The effect on city residents was a doubling of sewer rates. Rural residents 
lost what they spent on septic tanks and drain fields and then had pay additional money to hook 
up to sewer lines.   
  
The City of Sunnyside faced a similar problem.  The county allowed a large feed lot to be 
located just west of Sunnyside.  Flies and feedlot odor invaded the residents of Sunnyside.  The 
final solution by Sunnyside entailed buying out the feedlot and closing it down. 
  
It is very hard for three commissioners to resist the pressure to build housing too close to 
dairies, feed lots and other farming operations not compatible with residential housing, or to 
resist the pressure to lower infrastructure standards near cities and towns.  When it is done, 
problems generally arise and it is very expensive and time consuming to find solutions. 
 
Plus, three commissioners in their role as chief executive are so busy putting fires that it limits 
their ability to be legislators and get out in front of developing problems.  Two examples are: 
  
First, is the Terrace Heights land-fill.  It is nearly at the end of its life.  We, as citizens, are not 
hearing how we can respond to extend its life a few more years or talk about the importance of 



recycling.  We are not hearing about the higher costs to transport trash to a site that may be 
miles away. 
  
The second example is three years ago it was reported the ground water in the lower valley had 
nitrates polluting the aquifer.  The commissioners failed act.  Now the Department of Ecology 
is involved.  The chance for local input and a local solution are slim.  If the commissioners had 
acted early this would have occurred. 
  
When general revenue and expenses are running tight; and in addition-- raising taxes is not an 
alternative, the pressure on the three commissioners becomes immense. The what-if questions 
and due-diligence takes a back seat when an apparently good idea pops up. 
  
One of the best examples is the jail fiasco.  The commissioners decided to partially fund the 
county’s general fund by renting out jail space to other counties.  They forgot to check to see 
what other counties were planning.  The other counties were also building jail space.  The result 
was Yakima County was left with a new jail that cost millions with no customers to put into the 
jail. 
  
At the same time when buying land near Toppenish to put the jail on, the commissioners forgot 
to ask the Yakima Indian Nation if they were willing to continue furnishing water to the land if 
a jail were built on the land.  The Indian Nation refused to furnish the water.  We know the 
resultYakima County lost hundreds of thousands of dollars. 
  
How many corporations do you know that the stock holders insist upon appointing the mid-
level management positions rather than the CEO or the Board of Directors?  Yet, that is exactly 
how Yakima County is doing business. 
  
Voters elect many of Yakima County’s mid-level management positions, such as, 
theCounty Coroner and the County Treasurer as two examples. As voters—do we really know 
the skill levels of the various candidates running for these positions? For example does the 
average voter know what it takes to be a good coroner?  It is very hard to get a murder 
conviction if the coroner’s work is poorly done. 
  
Do voters know if the County Treasurer candidates are qualified to invest tens of millions of 
dollars?  The three commissioners do not have control over the treasurer’s decisions.  In 
1994, San Diego filed bankruptcy because their treasurer bought derivatives betting the interest 
rates would fall.  Instead the Federal Reserve raised interest rates.  Just this issue alone is a 
power keg waiting to explode when the wrong person is elected treasurer. So far we have been 
lucky. 
  
In spite of the fact commissioners hold both the executive and legislature authority they also do 
not have the authority to manage the entire county operation because voters elect the mid-level 
management officers. Instead of the best of both worlds, it is the worst of both worlds. It limits 
their ability to streamline operations and control expenses.  It makes it harder to predict revenue 
and expenditures over a long period of time.  The result is financial problems persist, take up 



considerable time to debate how to proceed and often the commissioners are put in a box they 
can’t get out of. 
  
An example is voters wanted more law enforcement.  They passed a levy to add deputies and 
policemen.  Cities and towns councils were faced with the same national and state financial 
challenges but they were able to add policemen.  The continuing financial crisis in the county 
forced the commissioners to ignore the voters and they made additional deputy cuts.  
  
There is no better example of voters wanting something, willing to be taxed more and the 
commissioners are unable to provide it because the box they are in.  In fact they are forced to do 
just the opposite. As my Dad would say, “When it ain’t running right it’s broken and it 
needsfixin’.” 
  
This leads us to the final question: 
  
Will Home Rule make Yakima County government better? 

  
Home Rule is about modernizing and making county government fit what is happening 
today. Our county has grown up. It is not only very large both geographically. It’s large 
population-wise.  The interests in Yakima County are many and varied. When there are many 
interests there is a need for transparency.  Debate should be open and vigorous. Each interest 
plays an important role in our county’s economy and culture.  A modern county government has 
to have strong representation from both the rural and urban communities.  The relationships 
between county, towns and cities need to be strengthened and improved.  A Home Rule charter 
written solely by Yakima county residents can provide a county government which will nurture 
our economic, rural and urban diversity.  Home Rule is democracy in action giving a voice to 
the people. 
  
  
Home Rule is not a new idea to Yakima County.  Several years ago, I was asked by the late 
Shirley Doty to participate in a Home Rule initiative.  Even though most of that group was 
conservative and Republican, they were dissatisfied with Republican county 
commissioners.  They did not like the idea decisions were being made behind closed doors and 
without public input. They were upset at the thought a single person from the outside of 
government could take control of county government by being a strong influence on only two 
of the three commissioners.  The effort faded away largely because they couldn’t get organized 
enough to get the required amount of signatures. Since then I thought a lot about the issues they 
raised and feel they were right.  We need Home Rule. 
  
Today the actors are somewhat different but the debate is the same.  I am pleased Home Rule 
will be on this November’s ballot.  We need to pay attention to the fact it was 9,700 signatures 
ofYakima County voters that started the Home Rule process this time.  
  
Again, my challenge to each of you is not only to talk and let people know what you are 
thinking. Each of us needs to listen to others.  We need a vigorous and open debate on how to 



make our county government better.  The idea is not about trying to draw lines in the sand to 
separate us from each other.  It is about erasing lines and working together.    
  
Home Rule gives us the opportunity to decide issues that are clear and easy to understand.  The 
issues are: 
  
                   Do we want to stay with a charter that is a one size fits all charter written a hundred 
years ago that is out of step and out of touch with the way business is done in the modern 
world?  Or, do we want a Home Rule charter designed to fit Yakima County today and written 
by Yakima County citizens? 
  
          Should we continue with three commissioners or do we want a different alternative?   
  
          Should we continue to elect the county coroner, the county court clerk, the county 
auditor, the county treasurer, the county sheriff, the county attorney, or the county assessor? Or 
should some be elected and some appointed? 
  
          Should we allow citizens to start a referendum or a ballot initiative?  If so, what will be 
the minimum required signatures? 
  
          Should we allow the county to create special areas that follow natural lines?  
  
          Do we want to start a process to do future reviews of our county charter every five, ten, or 
twenty years? 
  
I don’t know about you.  But in my business when times get tough that is when I do my best 
work.  I take a look at everything.  I find efficiencies I hadn’t noticed before, find new ways to 
do things and make the changes. The profits improve and the services we give to our customers 
improve.  There is no better time to review your operation than when your back is to the 
wall. The same holds true for county government.  It is time for the review Home rule can offer. 
  
I urge each of you to think and talk about options we have for a better government.  And vote 
yes to start the process to write a Home Rule charter for Yakima County.  The voters should be 
allowed to decide the important issues.  Home Rule gives county voters the option to decide, 
Yes or No.  That is what democracy is all about—our county government should be by, of and 
for Yakima County. 
 
Once again I want to thank the Chamber. 
 


