




























City of Stanwood 
Public Safety Lid Lift FAQs 
 
1. Why is the City asking voters to approve a levy lid lift? 
 

To maintain current levels of service in public safety (police, fire and emergency management services, 
or “EMS”).  Total public safety and criminal justice costs are budgeted at just under $3.3 million in 2015 
include the following services: 
 

2015 Budgeted Public Safety/Criminal Justice Costs 

2015

Description Budget

Cascade Court 15,000$            

Public Defense 32,000$            

Prosecuting Attorney 10,000$            

Law Enforcement 1,886,933$      

Fire Control/EMS 1,296,937$      

County Jail 40,000$            

Total Public Safety 3,280,870$       
 

These costs represent about 57% of the $5.8 million general fund budget, and are projected to go up an 
average of about $200,000 (6%) per year over the next six years. 
 
Meanwhile, the City’s ability to fund these increases with additional property taxes is very limited.  In 
2001 the voters of the State of Washington passed Initiative 747 which limits property tax increases to 
no more than 1% plus new construction.  The City of Stanwood currently levies property taxes of about 
$2.1 million, so under the 1% limit, the City can only raise property taxes about $21,000 ($2.1 million X 
1% = $21,000).  New construction may add, on average, another $19,000 per year to the property tax 
levy, for a total increase of $40,000. 
 
Bottom line: the city faces a $160,000 per year shortfall in property taxes to maintain current levels of 
public safety services.  State law does allow voters of a city or other local government to raise taxes 
above the 1% limit through a process called “levy lid lift.”   
 
Under the current public safety levy lid lift ballot measure, Stanwood citizens will vote on whether to 
“lift” the 1% annual property tax limit for the next six years (2016 through 2021) in order to help fund 
increases in public safety costs. 
 
2. How can voters be sure the money will be used to support public safety? 
 

There are strict safeguards in place for this proposed levy lid lift: 
1. The additional proceeds will only be used to fund public safety costs (police/fire and EMS). 
2. The annual tax rate cannot exceed 6% 
3. The City share of property tax cannot exceed the state mandated limit of $3.10/$1,000 assessed 

value. 
4. The City Council will review and authorize the property tax levy each year to ensure that only 

the minimum increase is taken to meet the public safety increases for the upcoming year. 



3. How much will this cost me? 
 

While we can only estimate the overall assessed valuation for the City in 2016, based on our estimate, 
the property tax rate would increase by about $0.155/$1,000 and a house that is valued at $300,000 
next year would pay an additional $46.50/year or $3.88/month. This assumes that the overall assessed 
valuation for the city increases by about 6%. 
 

 Annual increase in property taxes for a $300,000 home 

106%

Year Lid Lift

2016 46.50$                                                      

2017 46.50$                                                      

2018 46.50$                                                      

2019 46.50$                                                      

2020 46.50$                                                      

2021 46.50$                                                      

Total 279.00$                                                     
 

Assuming overall assessed valuations increase by an average of 7%, which has been the recent trend 
over the past three years, the property tax rate would increase the same $0.155/$1,000 in subsequent 
years (2017 through 2021). 
 

If the assessed valuation increases by a lower amount than the projected 7%, then the property tax 
increases would be less.  The state mandates that the maximum levy rate for the city of Stanwood shall 
not exceed $3.10/$1,000. 
 

The calculation of the cost is highly variable and can change from year to year as a function of 
the economy, overall property value changes, individual property valuation, and the increase in 
new construction within the City. Consequently, any estimate of cost is a broad estimate based 
on the average tax‐payer. The City’s levy lid lift would raise an additional $171,000 in property 
tax revenue in 2016.  
 

The City Council reviews and approves the property tax levy each year to ensure that property tax levels 
are held at the absolute minimum amount necessary to maintain public safety services. 
 

All of the proceeds from the public safety lid lift will only be used to maintain current levels of service for 
public safety (i.e. police, fire and EMS). 
 
4. Why doesn’t the City annex into a fire district or form a fire authority? 
 

The City has had preliminary talks about annexation with North County Regional Fire Authority (known 
as North County Fire/EMS), the City’s current provider of fire and EMS services, about annexation.  The 
City ultimately rejected this concept as it would mean the City’s property taxing capacity would be 
reduced from $3.10/$1,000 to $1.60/$1,000.   
 

Under annexation, the City would lose control of its taxing ability and also run the risk of subsidizing fire 
protection services outside the City.  For those reasons, the current practice of contracting out fire and 
EMS services with North County Fire/EMS is preferred. 
 
 
 



5. How much are public safety costs projected to increase through 2021? 
 

Public safety costs, which are  paid for out of the city’s general fund, could potentially increase by about 

$1.35 million from 2013 to 2021 (50%).  Sales tax revenues, which are budgeted at $1.1 million in 2015 

are slowly and steadily increasing, but nowhere near enough to cover the anticipated increases in public 

safety costs.  Similarly, Property taxes are budgeted at about $2.1 million in 2015, but with the 1% limit 

on property taxes, the increase on existing construction is limited to about $21,000 per year ($2.1 

million X 1% = $21,000).  Of course, new construction adds about $25,000 to total property tax revenues 

each year, but not nearly enough to cover expected increases in public safety costs over the next few 

years.  

Assuming 5% increases in 2019 through 2021 for the police contract, the table below shows projected 

future public safety costs based on the best information that we currently have: 

 Projected Combined Public Safety Costs through 2021 
Police Fire/EMS Total Percentage

Year Contract Contract Public Safety Increase Increase

2013 1,407,373$         1,279,393$         2,686,766$         -$                     

2014 1,478,296$         1,279,393$         2,757,689$         70,923$               2.6%

2015 1,567,042$         1,279,393$         2,846,435$         88,746$               3.2%

2016 1,656,503$         1,279,393$         2,935,896$         89,461$               3.1%

2017 1,666,371$         1,493,674$         3,160,045$         224,149$            7.6%

2018 1,717,688$         1,674,658$         3,392,346$         232,301$            7.4%

2019 1,803,572$         1,791,884$         3,595,456$         203,110$            6.0%

2020 1,893,751$         1,917,316$         3,811,067$         215,611$            6.0%

2021 1,988,439$         2,051,528$         4,039,967$         228,900$            6.0%
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6. What process did the City go through before deciding to propose this to voters? 
 

City officials have met and discussed this issue extensively with both of its contract public safety 
providers (North County Fire/EMS and Snohomish County Sheriff).  This issue has been reviewed by both 
the City’s Public Safety and Finance Committees, who unanimously recommended that a public safety 
lid lift is the best course of action in order to maintain current levels of service for police, fire and EMS 
over the long term.  
 
As a result, City Council adopted Resolution 2015-16 at its public meeting on July 23, 2015, which directs 
Snohomish County Elections to place a public safety lid lift measure on the November 3, 2015 general 
election ballot.  If passed, the city will begin collecting additional property taxes dedicated to public 
safety in 2016.  
 



7. What have you done to keep the costs down on this proposal? 
 

The reason communities choose to consolidate, annex, share services or contract for services with other 
neighboring agencies is to maximize efficiencies and utilize public funds more resourcefully.    
 

The City has successfully maintained its cost of public safety by contracting with the Snohomish County 
Sheriff for police protection and North County Fire/EMS for fire protection and EMS services.  With such 
contracts, the City gains efficiency through economies of scale, and avoids wasteful duplication of 
efforts in staffing, equipment and facilities.  
 
8. I thought that my property taxes couldn’t go up more than 1% per year? 
 

The voter‐approved initiative 747 limits the rate of property tax income growth to 1% per year, 
with exceptions for new construction and annexations. It also created a process for the voters to 
approve additional property tax increases for a specific purpose by approving  a levy lid lift. If approved, 
the additional property taxes would be restricted to public safety expenses. 
 
9. Did the firefighters or police officers receive a raise this year? 
 

North County Fire/EMS employees received a 2.1% cost of living adjustment (COLA) in 2015 and are 
currently in contract negotiations for 2016 and beyond. 
 

There are 22 full-time equivalent (FTE) employees who are dedicated to providing fire and EMS services 
to the City of Stanwood. 
 

Snohomish County Sheriff, which provides police protection services to the City under contract, is still in 
negotiations for 2015 and subsequent wage increases, so no current COLA information is available. 
 

There are 11 Snohomish County Sheriff commissioned officers who are dedicated to provide police 
protection services to the City, along with two City employees who provide administrative and records 
support.  
 
10. Do we use volunteer firefighters and police officers? 
 

Both the Sheriff’s Office and North County Fire/EMS have Explorer programs for youth who are 
interested in public safety.  The Explorers volunteer to assist the City with a variety of public events.  
Additionally, the Sheriff’s Office occasionally provides volunteer reserve deputies to assist at special 
events. 
 
11. When there is a medical call, why does the big fire engine show up? 
 

Modern advances in medicine and technology require additional personnel to increase patient 
survivability.  Firefighters today are cross-trained in EMS as well as firefighting to increase efficiencies 
and maximize the proximity of personnel to the already strategically located fire stations.  
 

Pre-hospital care is broken down into basic life support (BLS) and advanced life support (ALS).  The 
Snohomish County dispatchers question callers and attempt to send the appropriate vehicles and 
personnel to the appropriate call types.   However, protocol requires the fire department to err on the 
side of safety and send a set number of staff for particular signs and symptoms that will provide for the 
best medical outcome.  New technology allows North County Fire/EMS to quantitatively break down job 



tasks to predict best outcomes for survivability matched with the medical equipment necessary to treat 
different call types that dictate the optimum number and type of staff best suited for each response. 
 
12. How many calls do the firefighters and police officers go on? 
 

In 2014, North County Fire/EMS responded to 1,801 emergency calls in the City –1,465 (81%) of which 
were EMS related. 
 

2014 Calls Made by North County Fire/EMS in the City of Stanwood  

Call Types 1st Q 2nd Q 3rd Q 4th Q Total

Fire 72            90            104          70            336          

EMS 332          346          373          414          1,465      

Totals 404          436          477          484          1,801       
 

In 2014, the Stanwood Police Department responded to 11,181 calls for service, which is up 2,089 from 
the prior year.  Calls for service include self-initiated events.  Swing and night patrols have been more 
active working special projects throughout the City to include business checks, which makes up a large 
portion of the increase in calls. 
 

December 2014 Compstat Report as Prepared by Stanwood PD 

Type of Crime
December 

2014

December 

2013

Year to Date 

2014

Homocide 0 0 0

Rape 1 0 3

Robbery 0 0 4

Assault 2 2 48

Burglary 2 0 32

Larceny 8 10 156

Motor Vehicle Theft 0 2 17

General
December 

2014

December 

2013

Year to Date 

2014

Calls for Service 827 597 11,181

Case Reports 70 54 893

Traffic Collisions 12 13 118

Arrests (Adult/Juvenile) 12 15 184

Investigations (Open Cases) 14 11 N/A

Investigations (Closed Cases) 11 8 N/A

Impaired Driving Arrests 0 0 1

Infractions Issued 10 12 160

Public Disclosure Requests 32 35 339

Concealed Pistol License Permits 21 24 322  
 
 13. What has the City done to save money so that raising taxes is the last resort? 
 

The City saves money by contracting out many of its major services, including police, fire, EMS, library, 
janitorial and information technology.  Because so many of its major services are contracted out, the city 
is able to maintain a regular staff of less than 27 full-time equivalents, which is less than half of the staff 
of a comparably sized city that does not contract such services.  The City also utilizes seasonal staff 
during the summer months for mowing, weeding, brush-cutting and general maintenance, which saves 
money on wages and benefits over hiring additional regular staff. 
 

In 2012 the City discontinued providing in-house fire/EMS services and contracted with North County 
Fire/EMS, saving about $100,000 per year.  For the first five years of the contract, the City’s annual 
payment to North County has been a flat $1,279,400, with no annual increases.  Factoring inflation, this 



contract has saved the City $500,000 to $700,000 over the first 5-year contract period.  However, in 
2017 the annual payments to North County will go up based on a formula that reflects the increase in 
assessed valuation of property within the City of Stanwood.  
 
14. Why can’t we use ‘mutual aid’ to address the needs for fire response? 
 

Mutual aid is commonly used in the fire service to handle large, complex calls that are difficult to staff 
due to their infrequent occurrence. These would be considered low‐frequency, high impact events. 
Currently, when a large fire occurs in Snohomish County, it is common to have many departments 
respond in order to safely handle all of the tasks that must be completed to reduce the impact of the 
incident on our citizens’ lives and property.  The mutual aid system is designed to mutually assist one 
another.  Modern fire service departments rarely, if ever, have enough staff on duty to handle a 
commercial fire by themselves, much less multiple concurrent alarms. It is commonly assumed that the 
number of mutual aid given events will be similar to the received events. In 2014, North County 
Fire/EMS received mutual aid from surrounding agencies 194 times and provided mutual aid 374 times.  

 
15. Is the money being used by administrative staff in Police and Fire Departments? 
The Police Department has a police chief. The remainder of the 11 commissioned officers include: 2 
sergeants, 6 deputies, 1 school resource officer and 1 deputy.  Two office administrative staff are 
employed by the City to perform administrative and records duties. 
The Fire Department has a fire chief.   In addition to regular firefighters, there is a finance manager and 
an executive assistant who performs administrative and clerical duties. 
 


