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Synopsis as Enacted

Brief Description: Clarifying the law of adverse possession affecting forest land.

Sponsors: Senate Committee on Law & Justice (originally sponsored by Senators Roach, Long,
Heavey, Swecker, Snyder, McCaslin, Goings and Rasmussen).

Senate Committee on Law & Justice
House Committee on Law & Justice

Background: Adverse possession is a process through which a person can acquire title to
land and extinguish the landowner’s legal title. It has existed since the days of the English
common law and is rooted in the policy that society is best served by landowners utilizing
their land and not allowing the land to be unproductive. Under the adverse possession
doctrine, if landowners ignore their land while a third party enters the land and uses it, the
third party can gain title to that piece of land.

Under current Washington law initially enacted in 1854, if a third party has used a piece of
land for ten years, he or she may bring an action to acquire title to that property. The use
of the land must be actual, open and notorious, hostile, uninterrupted and exclusive. In
short, the use must give the landowner notice that someone is using the land and the level
of use must be consistent with the nature and locale of the land. Exceptions exist for
landowners who are incapacitated. The state of mind of the adverse possessor is not relevant
to the action to acquire title. Adverse possession can only occur between private parties.

A typical, modern day, adverse possession case involves a boundary line dispute where a
neighbor has built a structure or fence over the boundary line. It has been suggested that
timberland owners are especially vulnerable to adverse possession claims because there is
no need to walk the ground– on a regular basis. Thus, despite making a productive use of
their land, the timberland owners have little opportunity to discover an adverse possessor.

Summary: Adverse possessors of forest lands, defined as land used for growing and
harvesting timber, must show, by clear and convincing evidence, that they have erected
substantial improvements on the lands and made use of the improvements for ten years.
Substantial improvements means a structure that cost $50,000 to build. It does not affect
claims brought under the statutory schemes of payment-of-taxes,– connected-title– or
vacant-lands.–

Limitations are included for an adverse claimant who relied in good faith on a bona fide land
survey, and does not apply to any landowner who owns less than 20 acres for forest land.
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Votes on Final Passage:

Senate 42 6
House 95 2

Effective: June 11, 1998
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