Rational Steps #7:
Call to Bipartisan Action on Five Critical Issues

Welcome to the seventh installment of this series, which identifies and explores important issues
facing our state and recommends workable policy solutions.

e |ssue: The public expects elected officials to work together to address
the most important issues facing the state. While some public-policy
issues have a stark partisan divide, five issues are ripe for bipartisan
work that would greatly improve the lives of Washingtonians.

e Rational Step Toward a Better Washington: The Legislature should
not end the 2023 session without collaboratively addressing these
critical areas:

— Decline in homeownership & affordability
- The growing drug overdose epidemic

- Too much crime, not enough police

— Chronic homelessness

- Fall of K-12 student performance

Legislators don’t see eye-to-eye on some of the pressing issues our state faces. Political beliefs
cause them to disagree about the severity, the causes, and the solution. Other issues, however,
are non-partisan at their core. They cry out for the collaboration that tends to produce the best,

most enduring policy solutions.

The following five issues present opportunities to engage and benefit from the full scope of the
legislative body’s combined wisdom and experiences. For the sake of the people we serve,
legislators should not pass them up.



I. Address the declining dream of homeownership

Washington has sunk to 7th lowest in the nation, as of 2021, in the percentage of residents
who are homeowners.! The state’s standing has declined significantly in this measure since the
turn of the century, and the reason is clear: not enough housing is being built. This affects
renters as well — while homeowners’ monthly mortgage costs are essentially fixed, rents go up
when the supply is insufficient. We must do better.

a. Fewer Washingtonians achieve the American dream of homeownership - At the end
of 2005 (as far back as census homeownership quarterly data is collected), 69% of
Washingtonians lived in owner-occupied housing. By the end of 2021, that figure had
dropped to under 63%, ranking Washington 7th lowest in the country.?

b. Significant racial disparities in homeownership - Minority home ownership is even
more scarce. In the Puget Sound region, only 28% of African-Americans own vs. rent,
and 37% of Hispanics.3

c. Bottom 10 ranking for housing affordability - Washington ranks 6th worst in the
country in housing affordability, a metric that compares median incomes to the
mortgage for a median-priced house.

d. Bottom 10 ranking for housing underproduction - Fewer housing units are being
produced here than in prior decades. Reportedly at 225,000 fewer housing units were
produced from 2000-15 than what was needed, ranking Washington 8th worst in the
country.®

e. Housing underproduction impacts renters as well — Besides affecting prospective
homebuyers, housing underproduction also leads to escalating rents. Washington
renters spent the 7th highest percent of income on median rent in the nation,
significantly up from 2005.°




Il. Stem the tragic rise in “deaths of despair”

There is no denying Washington has an overdose epidemic. King County just surpassed 1,000
overdose deaths for 2022.7 A decade ago, it was a quarter of that number. Just two years ago it
was half.
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King County is not alone — OD deaths are spiraling around the state. The CDC found the OD
death rate in Washington is growing at several times the national average.? It is the leading
cause of death in our state for people under age 60.°

That bears repeating: in Washington, the #1 cause of death for those under age 60 is an
overdose of drugs or alcohol.

This is a human tragedy. We must do better.

Ill. Bring in more law-enforcement officers to help curtail the historic
rise in crime.

Violent crime in our state is at a 25-year high.1® Murders in 2022 surpassed the previous year,
which itself was an all-time Washington record — yet in much of our nation, murders declined.!
Property crime is on the rise, and our state ranks 4th worst in the country by that metric.1?



Crime in Washington, 2021 Report

Change

Since

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2015

Violent Crimes 16,311 19,150 20,677 22,445 22,348 22,949 26,139 60.3%
- Murder 166 177 202 220 201 302 325 95.8%
- Rape 1,702 2,223 2499 2852 2879 2376 2572 51.1%
- Robbery 4392 4987 5002 5476 5235 5261 5802 321%
- Aggravated Assault 10,051 11,763 12,974 13,897 14,033 15010 17,440 73.5%

We must act to keep people safe in our communities. That begins with reversing the erosion of
people keeping our streets safe: our law enforcement officers. Washington ranks dead last in
the number of law enforcement officers per capita — as in 51st in the nation. We must do
better.

IV. Recoghnize Washington is a huge outlier in the rise of homelessness

According to the federal department of Housing and Urban Development, Washington is a huge
outlier: unsheltered homeless, the chronically homeless, and unsheltered chronically homeless
have all increased at roughly 20 times the nation as a whole over the past decade.®3
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Source: HUD Point In Time Estimates of Homelessness in the United States, Dec. 2022
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html

Billions of dollars have already been spent on addressing homelessness, yet the data are clear:
what government is doing is not working. We must do better.

V. Reverse the steep decline in K-12 student performance

The most recent state and national assessments paint a picture that should concern us all.

e State assessment data shows only 1 in 3 children are at grade level in both English and
math, down significantly from the pre-pandemic level.'4

e National assessment data reported Washington students are “not significantly different
from the national average”.'® This is significant considering our state historically ranked
among the top 10 states in student performance.!® The latter trend predates the pandemic:
after peaking in 2013, our students’ relative performance has declined every cycle since.

To give a visualization,'” here’s a comparison of Washington and Idaho scores, in national
terms. Our state sank in all four categories, while Idaho is up across the board, and has shot
past Washington when it comes to the reading scores of students poised to enter high school:



2013 2022
4th Grade WA % D WA | ID X
Math #10 #31 #27 #24
Reading #15 #31 #23 #29
8th Grade
Math #7 #21 #18 #3
Reading #8 #13 #14 #6

We must do better.
Conclusion

The people elect all of us to work on and address the critical issues before the state.
These five areas are critical to the well-being of Washington. The Legislature needs to
address them in a collaborative manner in the 2023 session.

That is how we do better.
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