
SENATE BILL REPORT
SB 5973

As of January 20, 2026

Title:  An act relating to protecting the integrity of the state initiative and referendum process by 
requiring a demonstration of support before issuance of a ballot measure title and 
authorizing citizen actions for certain signature gatherer compensation violations.

Brief Description:  Protecting the integrity of the state initiative and referendum process by 
requiring a demonstration of support before issuance of a ballot measure title and 
authorizing citizen actions for certain signature gatherer compensation violations.

Sponsors:  Senators Valdez, Alvarado, Chapman, Conway, Frame, Kauffman, Nobles, Pedersen, 
Stanford, Trudeau and Wilson, C..

Brief History:
Committee Activity:  State Government, Tribal Affairs & Elections: 1/20/26.

Brief Summary of Bill

Prohibits an individual from providing or receiving money or other 
consideration for signature gathering based on the number of signatures 
obtained on an initiative or referendum petition.

•

Requires that a minimum of 1000 signatures be submitted as part of the 
filing of a proposed initiative or referendum.

•

SENATE COMMITTEE ON STATE GOVERNMENT, TRIBAL AFFAIRS & 
ELECTIONS

Staff: Greg Vogel (786-7413)

Background:  Washington allows citizens to participate in the lawmaking process through 
initiatives or referenda that may be voted on by the general public. Initiatives may also be 
submitted to the Legislature. To qualify for the ballot, petitions must be signed by a certain 

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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percentage of legal voters. For initiatives, petitions must be signed by at least 8 percent of 
the number of votes cast for Governor at the last election. A referendum petition requires at 
least 4 percent of the number of votes at the last gubernatorial election.
 
If any legal voter of the state, either individually or on behalf of an organization, desires to 
petition the Legislature, submit a proposed initiative measure to the people, or order that a 
referendum be submitted to the people, they must file with the Secretary of State (SOS):

a legible copy of the measure proposed, or the act or part of such act on which a 
referendum is desired;

•

a signed affidavit, or electronic submission, that the sponsor is a registered voter; and•
a filing fee.•

 
For initiatives to the people, filing begins ten months before the state general election with 
signature petition sheets due four months before the state general election. For initiatives to 
the Legislature, filing begins ten months before the start of the next state legislative session 
with signatures due ten days before the state legislative session begins.
 
Referenda signature petition sheets must be filed no later than 90 days after the final 
adjournment of the legislative session at which the act or law at issue was passed. The 
referenda is then submitted at the next state general election.
 
Once the sponsor files an initiative with SOS and the affidavit and filing fee payment have 
been confirmed, a copy of the initial text is sent to the Code Reviser's Office (CRO) for 
review. The CRO has seven working days to review the draft of text for technical errors and 
style, advise the sponsor of any potential conflicts between the proposal and existing laws, 
and return the proposal to the sponsor with recommended changes and the certificate of 
review.
 
The sponsor has 15 working days from the initial filing date to file the final text of their 
proposed initiative measure to SOS. Once SOS receives the final text, SOS will assign a 
serial number to the initiative and forward the CRO's certificate of review and final text to 
the attorney general.
 
Upon receipt of the final text of an initiative or the bill or act the referenda is on, the 
attorney general must formulate a ballot title and summary.
 
Referenda are not sent to the CRO for review. Once SOS receives and confirms the affidavit 
and filing fee payment of the referenda, SOS will assign a serial number to the referenda 
and forward the text of the referenda to the Office of Attorney General (AGO) for 
formulation of the ballot title and summary.
 
State law requires that signature petition sheets be in the same size and format and include 
the official ballot title and summary as prepared by the AGO, the serial number assigned by 
SOS, a heading for measures as specified in state law, not more than 20 numbered lines 
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with space for signatures and the name and address at which the individual is registered to 
vote, a warning that any individual who falsely signs may be punished by fine or 
imprisonment, and on the back of the sheet, the full text of the measure and declaration by 
the signature gatherer.

Summary of Bill:  Signature Gathering. It is unlawful to provide or receive money or other 
consideration for signature gathering based on the number of signatures obtained on an 
initiative or referendum petition.
 
A person who has reason to believe that a person is providing or receiving money or other 
consideration for signature gathering based on the number of signatures may bring a 
citizen's action in the name of the state for an appropriate civil remedy, including civil 
penalties, against any initiative or referendum measure sponsor or signature-gather entity 
that violates the prohibition.
 
If the person who brings the citizen's action prevails, the judgment awarded must go to the 
state, but the person must be entitled to recover reasonable attorneys' fees and costs from 
the defendant as fixed by the court.
 
In the case of a citizen's action that is dismissed and that the court also finds was brought 
frivolously or in bad faith, the court may order the person bringing the action to pay all 
reasonable attorneys' fees incurred by the defendant.
 
Civil penalties may not exceed $10,000 for each violation.
 
The action for violation of the prohibition may be brought in the superior court of the 
county of residence or principal place of business of the initiative or referendum measure 
sponsor or signature-gathering entity or the superior court of the county in which a violation 
occurred.
 
Any action must be commenced within two years after the date when the violation occurred.
 
A signature-gathering entity is a person or entity that is employed, paid, or otherwise 
receives consideration or gratuity for the purpose of soliciting or procuring signatures of 
voters on an initiative or referendum petition.
 
Minimum Signature Requirement. If any legal voter of the state, either individually or on 
behalf of an organization, desires to petition the Legislature to enact a proposed measure, or 
submit a proposed initiative measure to the people, or order that a referendum of all or part 
of any act, bill, or law, passed by the Legislature be submitted to the people, they must file 
with SOS a petition, bearing the signatures of at least 1000 legal voters in support of the 
proposed measure, including the legal voter's name and the address, city, and county at 
which they are registered to vote.
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SOS must, prior to submitting a copy of the proposed measure to the CRO, verify and 
canvass the signatures and names of the legal voters. SOS must by rule establish procedures 
to implement this signature requirement.
 
SOS may use statistical sampling techniques to verify whether a petition contains the 
required number of signatures of legal voters.
 
SOS may not accept for filing any proposed measure if the legal voter failed to submit a 
petition bearing the required signatures or if the petition clearly bears insufficient 
signatures.
 
The signature sheets used to collect signatures must meet all formatting and content 
requirements, except for the inclusion of the title.

Appropriation:  None.

Fiscal Note:  Available.

Creates Committee/Commission/Task Force that includes Legislative members:  No.

Effective Date:  Ninety days after adjournment of session in which bill is passed.

Staff Summary of Public Testimony:  PRO: We are proposing this bill to bring integrity 
back to Washington's initiative process. Anyone with enough money to bank roll their way 
through the qualifying process can force statewide votes on any issue that's personal to 
them. The current pay-per-signature process incentivizes aggressive, misleading tactics. 
This bill moves signature gathering to a more traditional method of compensation and 
requires a showing of support to prevent ballot title shopping, a practice that benefits well-
funded interest groups that manipulate the initiative process by repeatedly submitting 
similar drafts of a measure in an attempt to get a more appealing ballot title when seeking 
signatures.
 
CON: The Secretary of State's job is to support the initiative and referendum process, 
however, this bill would just add another layer of burden. Increasing the filing fee has 
worked to decrease the amount of frivolous measures filed. If you'd like to improve the 
signature process, maybe look at increasing penalties or review AI technology to quickly 
scan initiatives for more accuracy. Red states have similarly tried to limit the initiative 
process to protect against good initiatives that have passed. Almost nothing is more sacred 
to the voters than the right to submit measures to the people and Legislature. This is a voter 
suppression bill, an attempt to make it more difficult to participate in the lawmaking 
process.

Persons Testifying:  PRO: Senator Javier Valdez, Prime Sponsor; Joe Kunzler, Private 
Citizen; DJ Brimmer, Washington Education Association; Zak Nelson, SEIU 925; Simone 
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Boe, Washington Education Association; Cliff Traisman, Washington Conservation Action; 
Adam Glickman, SEIU 775; Hanna Floss; Heather Wallace; Debbie Borek; Thomas 
Marsland; Lauren Dandridge, Washington Education Association.

CON: Anna Burt; Christian Bianes-Delrosario; Eric Pratt, America; Brian Heywood; Steve 
Hobbs, Office of Secretary of State; Sam Reed, Office of Secretary of State - Former 
Secretary of State.

Persons Signed In To Testify But Not Testifying:  PRO: Brie Gynclid; Damiana 
Merryweather, FUSE Washington.

CON: Eric Lundberg; yanrong liu; jerry sun; qingyang sun; Hongye Sun; Nancy Mowat; 
Jane Ci; Yan Li; Tara Bell; Christie Allemand; Rachel Liu, 17637 NE 138th St; Terry 
Golden; Kan Qiu, American Coalition for Equality; Teresa Lundquist; Anne-Marie Ruud; 
Linda Yang.

OTHER: Kathryn Lewandowsky, MSLS,BSN, RN.
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