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Background:

Port districts are special purpose districts empowered to acquire, construct, maintain, 
operate, develop, and regulate harbor improvements; rail or motor transfer and terminal 
facilities; water transfer and terminal facilities; air transfer or terminal facilities; other 
commercial transportation, transfer, handling, storage, and terminal facilities; and industrial 
improvements.
 
A port district can be formed if at least 10 percent of the registered voters within a county 
petition for the formation of the district, and the district's formation is approved by voters at 
an election.  A port district may be coextensive with a county.  Port districts are governed 
by commissions of either three or five commissioners.
 
Port districts can charge service fees for the use of their facilities, and can also raise revenue 
through property tax levies.  A property tax is a tax levied on all real and personal property 
based on the value of the property, unless the property is subject to an exemption.  There are 
two significant limitations on property tax in Washington.  The first is a constitutional 
limitation.  Article VII, section 2 of the state Constitution limits the amount of annual tax, 
from all sources, that may be levied upon property to 1 percent of the total value of that 
property unless a supermajority of voters approve an increased limit.  This limitation means 
that, without specific authorization from voters, the maximum tax that can be imposed per 
$1,000 of value is $10.

This analysis was prepared by non-partisan legislative staff for the use of legislative 
members in their deliberations. This analysis is not part of the legislation nor does it 
constitute a statement of legislative intent.
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The other significant property tax limit is statutory.  Generally, the amount of property tax 
levied by a taxing district cannot be increased by more than 1 percent of the amount that 
was levied the prior year.  In other words, the maximum annual levy is 101 percent of the 
prior year's levy.  Increases in revenue due to new construction, property improvements, 
and certain other factors are exempt from this limitation.  There are additional limits on the 
aggregate amount of property tax that taxing districts can impose.
 
To adopt an increase to a property tax levy within the statutory limits, the governing body 
of the taxing district must adopt an ordinance or resolution authorizing the increase.  A 
taxing district may increase its levy by more than the statutory limit, up to its statutory 
maximum tax rate, with voter approval.
 
A port district can impose a regular annual levy of up to 45 cents per $1,000 of assessed 
value of the taxable property within the district for general port purposes.  A levy for the 
payment of principal and interest on the general bonded indebtedness of the port district 
may be made in addition to the regular annual levy rate.  An additional levy, with voter 
approval, can be imposed for dredging, canal construction, and land leveling or filling at a 
rate of up to 45 cents per $1,000 of assessed value.  If a port has created an industrial 
development district within the port, it may also impose a levy for six years at up to the 
same 45 cents per $1,000 of assessed value to be used for harbor improvements and 
industrial development.  This industrial development district levy can be reimposed for a 
subsequent six years with voter approval, and port districts in counties bordering the Pacific 
Ocean can reimpose the levy for a third and final six-year period with voter approval.
 
Port districts are authorized to enter into a mutual agreement to jointly exercise the powers 
granted to each individual district.
 
In addition to operating jointly, port districts can consolidate.  Consolidation can be initiated 
in two ways.  First, the commissioners of the districts to be consolidated can agree to 
present a joint consolidation resolution to the voters for approval.  Alternatively, at least 10 
percent of the voters in each district can petition for consolidation.  In either case, the 
petition or resolution must identify, among other things, the assets and liabilities of the 
districts, the proposed number of commissioners, and the proposed name of the 
consolidated district.  If a majority of voters in both districts approve consolidation, then the 
districts are consolidated.  The consolidated district has all the powers, including the power 
to levy and collect taxes, that each of the districts possessed.
 
If the consolidated port district includes areas from two or more counties, then the principal 
county auditor and county treasurer of the district are those of the county which has the 
largest assessed taxable property valuation.  When levying taxes within the consolidated 
district, the ratio of tax imposed within each county must be the same as the ratio of the 
value of the property in each county.
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When two taxing districts consolidate, the first property tax levy for the consolidated taxing 
district must be set so that the taxes do not exceed the statutory limit on property tax 
increases based on the sum of the taxes levied across the taxing districts that consolidated in 
the highest of the three most recent years in which such taxes were levied.

Summary:

Two or more port districts that are jointly operating under a mutual agreement may jointly 
levy and collect the regular port district property tax levy if:

the port districts are adjacent, and the districts' boundaries are coextensive with 
county boundaries;

•

the commissioners of each port district have voted by at least a two-thirds majority to 
conduct a joint levy by July 1 for collection in the following year and for subsequent 
years, until such time as the commissioners vote to discontinue the levy;

•

the joint property tax levy is approved by a majority of the total number of votes cast 
among all of the participating port districts at a general election, with the election in 
each port district being held on the same day; and

•

the rate of the levy is the same in both port districts.•
 
Port districts seeking voter approval of a joint property tax levy are authorized and 
encouraged to share information with voters, included through the mail, about the ballot 
measure.
 
Once the initial joint property tax levy has been approved by voters, a joint levy occurring 
in subsequent consecutive years does not require voter approval.
 
Two or more port districts conducting a joint levy are considered a taxing district for the 
purposes of property taxation, and the commissioners of the port districts are considered the 
governing body.
 
The initial levy for two or more port districts conducting a joint levy must be set as if the 
port districts had consolidated.  Subsequent joint levies are subject to the statutory 1 percent 
increase limit.  Any increase in the levy must be approved by at least two-thirds of the 
commissioners of each of the port districts participating in the joint levy.  An increase above 
the statutory limit may be authorized if a majority of voters in each of the port districts 
approve the increase.
 
The obligations of each of the participating port district are not affected by the conduct of 
the joint levy, and remain the responsibility of the individual port district.  While there are 
any outstanding obligations, the funds subject to those obligations must kept separate.
 
Port districts conducting a joint regular property tax levy may not independently approve a 
regular property tax levy, except that the levy must continue to be made to the extent 
needed to pay principal and interest costs on general bonded indebtedness.
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If port districts that were operating together cease to operate jointly, any debts and assets 
must be divided between the districts as provided for in the agreement for joint operation.  
If no provision was made in the agreement, then the debts and assets must be divided in the 
same proportion as the property tax assessments were divided among the districts.
 
The first property tax levy conducted by a port distract after a joint levy ceases must be set 
so that the levy does not exceed the district's proportional share of the last joint levy, plus 
the additional increases that are allowed outside of the statutory limit.

Votes on Final Passage:

House 95 0

Senate 49 0 (Senate amended)

House 96 0 (House concurred)

Effective: July 23, 2023
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