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SUMMARY

The Washington Supreme Court held that the City of Vancouver did not violate article XI, section 11
of the Washington Constitution by extending employee insurance benefits to domestic partners.
Because RCW 41.04.180 did not define “dependents,” the city had authority to include domestic
partners within that term, and the benefits program was not preempted by state regulation of marriage
or familial relationships. The court affirmed summary judgment for the city.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether article XI, section 11 of the Washington Constitution preempted or prohibited Vancouver from
defining dependents under RCW 41.04.180 to include domestic partners for purposes of municipal
employee benefits.

2. Whether the City's inclusion of domestic partners in its employee-benefits program directly and
irreconcilably conflicted with RCW 41.04.180 or other statewide laws regulating familial relationships.

3. Whether the City's recognition of domestic partnerships impermissibly created the equivalent of
marriage or interfered with the Legislature's authority to regulate familial relationships statewide.

HOLDINGS

1. The Legislature did not expressly or impliedly preempt Vancouver from adopting a reasonable definition
of dependents that included domestic partners for purposes of municipal employee benefits.

2. The City's inclusion of domestic partners as dependents did not directly and irreconcilably conflict with
RCW 41.04.180.

3. The City's limited recognition of domestic partnerships for its employee-benefits program did not create
the equivalent of marriage or interfere unconstitutionally with the Legislature's authority to regulate
familial relationships statewide.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Because the regulation of employee benefits is a matter of local concern, we recognize that cities should
have great latitude in implementing their employee benefits programs, especially when they have received
specific delegated authority from the legislature.” (144 Wash. 2d at 567)

“From all these definitions, we conclude that to be a “dependent” requires some degree of reliance between
two parties and that the one party provides some degree of financial support to the other.” (144 Wash. 2d at
565)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

In 1998, Vancouver adopted a program allowing qualifying domestic partners of city employees and the partners'
children to receive health-insurance benefits, and allowing employees to use sick leave to care for them.
Qualification required an affidavit establishing, among other things, a shared residence and joint responsibility
for basic living expenses. At least 29 partnerships and 13 children were approved, and the City spent at least
$20,000 in tax funds on the program. Heinsma challenged the program as exceeding the City's authority under
article XI, section 11 of the Washington Constitution and RCW 41.04.180.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The City of Vancouver began providing health-insurance and related sick-leave benefits to domestic partners of
city employees and their children. Heinsma, a taxpayer and city resident, sued for a declaratory judgment. The



trial court upheld the program on summary judgment, and the Supreme Court affirmed after accepting certified
review from the Court of Appeals.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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