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SUMMARY

The Washington Supreme Court reviewed a challenge to Initiative 776, which capped motor vehicle

license tab fees at $30 and repealed certain local vehicle taxes and fees. The court held that the

initiative satisfied the constitutional single-subject and subject-in-title requirements and did not

substantially impair King County’s contractual obligations to bondholders. It reversed the superior

court’s grant of summary judgment and remanded for further proceedings.
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Direct review of the King County Superior Court's grant of summary

judgment declaring Initiative Measure 776 unconstitutional.

De novo review applies to summary judgment and to interpretation of
an initiative. Summary judgment is proper when no genuine issue of
material fact exists and the moving party is entitled to judgment as a
matter of law. An initiative is presumptively constitutional, and the
challenger bears the burden of proving unconstitutionality beyond a

reasonable doubt.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Initiative 776 violated article II, section 19 of the Washington Constitution by embracing more
than one subject.

2. Whether the initiative's ballot title adequately expressed its subject under article II, section 19.

3. Whether repeal of the local vehicle license fee and motor vehicle excise tax substantially impaired King

County's contractual obligations to bondholders under article I, section 23.

4. Whether Initiative 776 violated constitutional principles of local home rule under article XI, sections 4
and 12.

5. Whether repeal of the motor vehicle excise tax exceeded the scope of the people's initiative power or
violated Sound Transit's due process rights.

6. Whether Salish Village Home Owners Association was entitled to attorney fees.

HOLDINGS

1. Initiative 776 embraced a single subject because its operative provisions were rationally related to
limiting state and local government charges imposed on motor vehicles. Nonbinding policy expressions

did not constitute additional subjects under article II, section 19.
2. The ballot title adequately expressed Initiative 776's single subject and satisfied article II, section 19.

3. Initiative 776 did not substantially impair King County's contractual obligations to its bondholders and
therefore did not violate article I, section 23.

4. Initiative 776 did not violate Washington constitutional principles of local home rule.

5. Initiative 776 did not exceed the scope of the people's initiative power because it repealed a general
legislative law rather than controlling an administrative act of Sound Transit.

6. Sound Transit and its constituents had no vested property right in completion of the transit project that

was deprived by Initiative 776, so the initiative did not violate due process.

7. Salish was not entitled to attorney fees under the common-fund principle.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“policy expressions in a bill or initiative measure do not contribute additional "subjects" within the meaning
of article II, section 19.” (150 Wash. 2d at 434, 78 P.3d at 647)



“Because I-776's "rule of action" was $30 license tabs and because its policy statements were "no part of the
law," I-776 did not embrace two unrelated laws or enactments.” (150 Wash. 2d at 435, 78 P.3d at 648)

“Given "the financial framework which induced the bondholders originally to purchase the bonds," we cannot
conclude that I-776 "substantially impair[ed]" King County's contractual relationship with its bondholders.”
(150 Wash. 2d at 440, 78 P.3d at 650)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Initiative Measure 776 was approved by Washington voters in November 2002. It imposed a $30 annual ceiling
on certain motor-vehicle license-tab fees and repealed specified local vehicle excise taxes and fees, including a
$15 King County vehicle license fee and a motor vehicle excise tax used by Sound Transit. King County had
disclosed the initiative and its potential effects to bondholders before the vote, while also assuring them that

other pledged revenues would be sufficient to pay debt service.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

After voters approved Initiative 776, Pierce County and other local governments, residents, and transit-related
parties sued for declaratory and injunctive relief. The King County Superior Court granted summary judgment
for Pierce County, concluding that the initiative violated Washington Constitution article II, section 19's single-
subject and subject-in-title requirements and article I, section 23's Contract Clause. The Washington Supreme

Court accepted direct review, reversed, and remanded.
DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Remand for proceedings not inconsistent with the opinion. Salish's request for attorney fees at trial and on appeal
was denied.
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