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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Washington held that the City of Vancouver's domestic partner benefits

program did not violate article XI, section 11 of the Washington Constitution or conflict with RCW

41.04.180. The court concluded that the legislature had not preempted the city from defining

dependents for its employee benefits program and that recognizing domestic partners for this limited

purpose was a local matter. A dissent argued that the program impermissibly extended benefits to

persons who were not statutory dependents.
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Taxpayer sought declaratory relief challenging the constitutionality
and statutory authority of the City of Vancouver's domestic-partner
employee benefits program. Both parties moved for summary
judgment; the trial court granted summary judgment to the City. The
Washington Supreme Court accepted review by certification from the

Court of Appeals.

The court reviewed the summary judgment decision de novo and
considered the validity of the municipal benefits program as a question

of law.
Published Washington Supreme Court en banc decision; precedential.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether article XI, section 11 of the Washington Constitution or state law preempted the City of

Vancouver from defining dependents for its employee benefits program to include domestic partners.

2. Whether the City's inclusion of domestic partners in the term dependents directly and irreconcilably
conflicted with RCW 41.04.180.

3. Whether the City's limited recognition of domestic partnerships for employee benefits impermissibly

interfered with the State's authority to regulate marriage and familial relationships.

HOLDINGS

1. RCW 41.04.180 did not expressly or impliedly preempt the City of Vancouver from defining who

qualifies as a dependent for purposes of municipal employee benefits.

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

3. The City's limited recognition of domestic partnerships for employee benefits did not interfere with the

State's authority to regulate marriage and familial relationships.

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.” (715)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Beginning in May 1998, Vancouver offered health insurance benefits to domestic partners of city employees and
permitted employees to use sick leave to care for domestic partners and their children. Eligibility required an
affidavit establishing, among other things, an intimate relationship, shared residence, and joint responsibility for
basic living expenses. Heinsma, a city taxpayer and resident, challenged the program after the City spent at least
$20,000 in tax funds on the benefits.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Heinsma filed an action in the trial court alleging that the City's extension of employee health and sick-leave
benefits to domestic partners and their children violated article XI, section 11 of the Washington Constitution
and exceeded RCW 41.04.180. The trial court granted the City summary judgment, concluding that employee
benefits were a matter of local concern and that the program was constitutional. The Court of Appeals matter

was certified to and accepted for review by the Washington Supreme Court, which affirmed.
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