




How can cities develop a defensible calculation of 
average or incremental fi re suppression costs?
Determining the costs of fi re protection can be complex, 
especially because the provision of these services relies 
on shared resources. In striving to make a reliable, defen-
sible calculation, consider the following questions:

 Does the water utility maintain asset cost informa-
tion by category, such as supply, transmission, distri-
bution, pumping, hydrants, meters, and general?

 What water main sizes serve hydrants? What are 
the installed material and trenching costs per lin-
ear foot?

 What is the reserved capacity to provide fi re fl ow 
on demand?

 What are the system’s historical peak-hour de-
mand, max-day demand, and overall system require-
ments for fi re protection?

 Does water storage include operational, equalizing, 
standby, fi re, and emergency components su�  cient 
to determine whether total needs incorporate su�  -
cient capacity to also meet fi re fl ow requirements?

 Do the pumps provide domestic water service and/
or adequate fi re volume and pressure?

 Can annual water utility expenses be classifi ed into 
functional areas such as administration, customer 
service, supply, transmission, distribution, storage, 
pumping, and fi re protection costs?

What other effects of the ruling should cities be 
watching for?
The court did not address the trial court’s rulings on 
whether fi re districts had an obligation to pay and whether 
Seattle Public Utilities waived its right in its franchise 
agreement to bill King County for its apportioned cost of 
fi re hydrant service. In June 2009, Tacoma fi led a lawsuit 
against several cities and Pierce and King counties, claim-
ing that the indemnifi cation clauses in its franchise agree-
ments with those agencies should not be an applicable 
defense for not paying the bills for the fi re hydrant costs. 
The outcome could have far-reaching consequences.

Who else is interested in these outcomes?
Perhaps the State Auditor’s O�  ce (SAO). The SAO has a 
routine interest in how utility enterprise revenues and 
other sources of funds have been or are being used. Given 
this ruling, the SAO may amend its standard audit work 
plan to determine that the general government costs of 
fi re protection have not been and are not improperly 
billed to water utility ratepayers. The SAO could be look-
ing for compliance with the ruling for fi scal years as early 
as 2009 or 2010. 

More on this issue will follow. Some of the specifi c 
questions will be resolved by further litigation. And 
some of the issues will be resolved as part of intergov-
ernmental agreements. 
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