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High-Risk List for 2026-2027

TO: The High-Risk List highlights areas where the lack of action on audit
Metropolitan recommendations poses substantial risks. The highlighted areas stem from
King County insufficient response to audit findings and include significant safety, financial,
Councilmembers and reputational risks to King County.

Implementing these recommendations could have an immediate impact on
FROM: some of the most pressing challenges King County faces.

Kymber Waltmunson,

: Councilmembers may wish to consider taking legislative actions to inspire
County Auditor

county agencies to promptly address the outstanding concerns highlighted in
the High-Risk List.

Department of Adult and Juvenile Detention

ACTION NEEDED TO REDUCE RACIAL DISPARITIES
To reduce the harmful impact of disparities in restrictive housing on Black people, the King

County Council took action in the 2025 budget process to encourage DAJD’s implementation of
unaddressed audit recommendations. The County Council is awaiting additional information
from DAJD and recommendations remain unaddressed by DAJD.

In the 2025 budget, the County Council required the Department of Adult and Juvenile Detention
(DAJD) to produce a report on racial disparities in infractions. The County Council considered the report
at the September 3, 2025 meeting of the Law and Justice Committee and decided to defer a decision on
acceptance of the report until December of 2025, to provide DAJD time to conduct additional analysis.
This analysis is an important step toward DAJD acting on Recommendation 17 from the jail safety audit.



https://kingcounty.gov/en/independents/governance-and-leadership/government-oversight/auditors-office/reports-papers/reports/2021/jail-safety
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Research has shown that restrictive housing (solitary confinement) causes psychological harm and could
increase the risk of death after release. Our 2021 audit found that DAJD places Black people in more

restrictive housing than other people.

DAJD has argued that racial disparities shown in our audit stem from issues outside its control. However,
there is evidence that DAJD's risk-scoring approaches and responses to infractions incorporate racial
biases that contribute to disparities in outcomes. DAJD said that it considers its current system to be
within best practice and has said that an annual review of its classification system is not necessary.

The Auditor’s Office is concerned that DAJD is missing opportunities to reduce negative impacts on
Black people in custody.
Summarized unaddressed recommendations:

e Evaluate the risk-scoring system for bias and adjust it as needed to reduce racial disparities. (Jail

safety audit, Recommendation 13)

e Review infractions and sanctions data by race to detect racial disparities at least annually and
take steps to reduce any disparities. (Jail safety audit, Recommendation 17)

Facilities Management Division — King County Courthouse

To make users of the King County Courthouse safer, there could be opportunities in the budget

u ONGOING LIFE-SAFETY ISSUES IN THE KING COUNTY COURTHOUSE PUT OPERATIONS AND PEOPLE AT RISK

process to support FMD action on outstanding issues.

The Facilities Management Division (FMD) is requesting funds in the 2026-27 budget to address some of
the life-safety issues in the King County Courthouse that we recommended addressing ten years ago in
our 2015 courthouse revitalization letter, including those that affect crucial systems such as fire

suppression, smoke control systems, and heating, ventilation, and air conditioning systems. Unaddressed,
these deficiencies may create risks for tenants during an emergency and/or an inability for tenants to
continue operations at the courthouse. We will monitor this issue until all life-safety issues are addressed.
FMD has made progress evaluating risks. It anticipates having new information, which would allow it to
more effectively work with courthouse tenants to develop action plans. This would mitigate potential
impacts to operations and services provided in the courthouse.

This is the fourth time this issue has appeared on our High-Risk List. FMD recently completed its Civic
Campus Strategic Plan, which envisions a replacement courthouse in the SoDo neighborhood. However,
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under this plan, the existing courthouse would still need to remain operational for at least a decade, until
a new facility is constructed.

Summarized unaddressed recommendations:

e Conduct risk management planning to maintain county services in the courthouse. (Courthouse
revitalization letter, Recommendation 4)

e Develop action plans to mitigate potential impacts to operations in the event of failure of building
systems. (Courthouse revitalization letter, Recommendation 5)

King County Information Technology — Personally Identifiable Information

SENSITIVE DATA HELD BY KING COUNTY IS STILL AT RISK OF EXPOSURE
To protect county employees’ and customers’ sensitive data, there may be opportunities in the
budget process to encourage KCIT to increase the pace of protection efforts.

Unauthorized access to personal information could lead to serious harm to King County’s reputation,

finances, and well-being of individuals and communities. Six years ago, in our 2019 data privacy audit,
the Auditor’s Office made several recommendations to improve the security of sensitive data.

The County does not yet have a shared definition of personally identifiable information, a complete
inventory of personal information that it collects, nor an exact inventory of all the County’s technology
systems. King County Information Technology (KCIT) hired a privacy program manager in late 2024 who
began work implementing some of our recommendations. KCIT leadership said that they are committed
to prioritize actions that will address privacy challenges. As we recommended, KCIT proposed three
projects to mitigate risk and modernize systems in the 2026-27 budget period. Privacy concerns are
unlikely to be resolved in the next two years. KCIT indicates that the complexity of the initiatives impacts

the implementation timeline.

The Auditor’s Office is concerned about the slow pace of KCIT's actions that could help avoid the
negative impacts of a data breach.

Summarized unaddressed recommendations:

e Establish, communicate, and use a common definition of personally identifiable information. (Data
privacy audit, Recommendation 12)

e Establish and monitor performance measures to ensure that county agencies purge sensitive
personal information in line with relevant records retention schedules. (Data privacy audit,

Recommendation 10)
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e Ensure that all county information systems are capable of purging data in accordance with county
policy and best practice. (Data privacy audit, Recommendation 11)

e Build and maintain an accurate and up-to-date inventory of personal information King County
collects. (Data privacy audit, Recommendation 13)

King County Sheriff’s Office / Facilities Management Division

DEFICIENCIES IN EVIDENCE STORAGE PRESENT RISKS
To reduce risks to evidence storage, there may be opportunities in the budget process to
encourage the Sheriff's Office and FMD to make progress toward acquiring an alternate facility.

Continuing to use the current facility presents significant risks. We first raised this issue six years ago, in
our 2019 high-risk equipment audit, but the Sheriff's Office and FMD have not yet resolved the risk.

The Sheriff's Office and FMD are working with a brokerage firm to identify options to re-locate evidence
storage, including an existing building or land where a facility could be constructed. A suitable facility or
location has not been identified, and the work remains underway. The Auditor’s Office is concerned
about the long timeline to reduce risk.

Criminal Legal System — Particularly Superior Court and District Court

UNEVEN COMMITMENT TO COOPERATION BY CRIMINAL LEGAL ENTITIES HINDERS PROGRESS
To help advance criminal legal system reforms, there may be opportunities in the budget process

to further encourage stakeholders to engage in system collaboration.

Without collaboration and shared data, King County cannot be sure that its criminal legal programs are
effective and that investments are achieving county goals. There are many known issues within the
criminal legal system that have negative effects on county residents, which cannot be resolved if
individual system entities are working separately.

Nearly every audit of the criminal legal system in the past five years includes a recommendation intended
to encourage cooperation among criminal legal entities. Since 2011, nearly half of our findings in criminal
legal audits point to data shortcomings. These information gaps hinder continuous improvement of the
criminal legal system. The courts are an essential county function that receive millions of taxpayer dollars
in funding each biennium, making independent oversight and public transparency especially important
to ensure the County uses resources equitably and effectively.
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There has been some effort to improve cross-branch coordination to help inform the County’s criminal
legal reform strategy, but efforts are still nascent. It is too early to tell if these efforts will continue, and
our audits note that similar efforts in the past were not sustained, so there is risk that current efforts
could end similarly without continued, meaningful cooperation.

Summarized unaddressed recommendations:

e [Criminal legal system stakeholders] should develop, document, and implement a strategy for
achieving criminal legal reform goals, collection of race data, and performance monitoring and
evaluation. (Alternatives to incarceration audit, Recommendations 1-13 and 15)

e Superior Court should establish a workgroup to collaborate with stakeholders for the continuous
improvement of protection order processes. (Protection orders audit, Recommendations 7-9)

¢ In partnership with Superior Court, Prosecuting Attorney’s Office, and Department of Public
Defense, DAJD should develop a plan to address issues identified for securely detained youth.
(Juvenile detention audit, Recommendation 2)

ACTION NEEDED TO IMPROVE JAIL SAFETY
To make the jail safer, there may be opportunities in the budget process to encourage DAJD to
find solutions to the concern of double-bunking.

King County is not pursuing our recommendation to reduce or end double-bunking and has made a
policy choice to accept the risk of a less-safe jail environment.

This issue will no longer appear on our High-Risk List, and the recommendation will be marked as
"Closed, Incomplete.” The Auditor’s Office remains concerned about negative impacts on staff and
incarcerated people.

Summarized unaddressed recommendations:

e Develop a plan to manage the population in county jails with the goal of no double-bunking
of cells. (Jail safety audit, Recommendation 7)



https://kingcounty.gov/en/independents/governance-and-leadership/government-oversight/auditors-office/reports-papers/reports/2022/incarceration-alternatives
https://kingcounty.gov/en/independents/governance-and-leadership/government-oversight/auditors-office/reports-papers/reports/2022/protection-orders
https://kingcounty.gov/en/independents/governance-and-leadership/government-oversight/auditors-office/reports-papers/reports/2024/ccfjc
https://kingcounty.gov/en/independents/governance-and-leadership/government-oversight/auditors-office/reports-papers/reports/2021/jail-safety

