Island County Catching up on Technology as Planned and Budgeted

Island County reached an important technological milestone Monday. The Board of Island County Commissioners approved a contract with True Automation, Inc. for computer software installation, training, maintenance and support to replace outdated property assessment and taxation systems used by the Assessor’s and Treasurer’s offices. 

Island County Assessor Dave Mattens was joined by former county assessor Tom Baenen, Whidbey government watchdog Bill Strowbridge, and representatives of the real estate industry, Jason Easton, Christina Parker and Todd Bitts, to applaud Board adoption of the fully integrated property tax and assessment package, originally budgeted at $799,165 but now expected to cost $700,000 with $100,000 of that covered by a state grant. Everyone agreed it is long overdue. 

Mattens, who vowed to improve technology in the Assessor’s office when he ran for office in 2006 and has been working for three years to make it happen, shared credit for the accomplishment with Island County Treasurer Linda Riffe, her chief deputy Ana Maria d. Nunez, who is a candidate for Treasurer this year, project manager Cathy Caryl , and former Island County Assessor Tom Baenen, “who fought hard for about a decade to make today’s event a reality.” Baenen pointed out that current staff levels in the Assessor's office are the same as they were 15 years ago, underscoring the need for technology tools to meet today’s mandates and expanded population. 

 “We have worked hard to find the most reliable, efficient, cost-effective product available on the market that would be a good fit for Island County,” Mattens added, referring to a thorough cost-benefit analysis of property tax and assessment systems on the market. 

In addition to the current Board of Commissioners – Helen Price-Johnson, Angie Homola and John Dean -- Mattens thanked two previous Island County Commissioners, Mac McDowell and Phil Bakke , who joined Commissioner Dean in approving the budget for this program before the two left office. 

The outdated existing computer system used a series of computer programs, one originally written in the 1970s for a Burroughs® mainframe computer, to calculate values, administer exemption programs and calculate levy rates and taxes. Most of it was translated into a Windows platform in 1998 with few enhancements, but some of the functionality was lost due to changes in computing platforms and equipment. The old program included multiple databases, one of them composed of 32 complex interactive spreadsheets containing millions of individual codes and symbols. 

Prior audits by Department of Revenue and State Auditor’s Office criticized the software programs and spreadsheets, warning they are highly susceptible to errors, easy to make but difficult to detect. 

Island County will be the 10th of Washington’s 39 counties to use True Automation products. The new software makes all data publicly available on-line and produces complete reports for hearings, state agencies, and levy calculations almost immediately, rather than requiring weeks or months, Mattens said. 

The new Assessor and Treasurer’s Office computer system follows on the heels of a new Sungard countywide accounting system, approved and budgeted for several years ago and finally in the implementation stage this year, through the leadership and coordination of Budget Director Elaine Marlow, Auditor Sheilah Crider, Deputy Auditor Anne LaCour, Central Services Assistant Director Diana Vaughn, and Human Resources Director Larry Larson. 
