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GGoverning Washington today may be more complicated than it was a hundred years 

ago, but the basic structure of our government is still the same. Our form of government 

has been flexible enough to change with the times, and stable enough to prevent 

change from being too sudden or extreme. That’s mainly because our national and 

state constitutions have provided a strong foundation that has stood the test of time. 

The basic ideas in our constitutions – regular democratic elections, separation of  

powers, the rule of law, and clearly defined rights and responsibilities for citizens – 

have become deeply ingrained in our way of life.

The founding principles and practices in both our state and national constitutions 

are reflected in today’s state government. 

The legislature

The legislature has two halves – the House of Representatives, and the Senate. 

Our national government’s legislative branch is organized the same way, so 

sometimes people get confused about which Senate is the U.S. Senate, and which  

one is the state Senate. There’s a big difference! 

The U.S. Senate and the U.S. House of Representatives make laws for the whole 

United States, but our state Senate and House of Representatives make laws only for 

the state of Washington. 

The people of this state 

do not yield their sover-

eignty to the agencies 

which serve them. The 

people, in delegating 

authority, do not give 

their public servants the 

right to decide what is 

good for the people to 

know and what is not 

good for them to know. 

The people insist on 

remaining informed so 

that they may retain 

control over the  

instruments they have 

created.

RCW 42.30.010, a portion  
of the law known as the  
“Open Meetings Act,”  
passed by the legislature  
in 1971.

Governing Washington today 

CHAPTER 5

Political parties in Washington

The two main political parties are the Democrats (www.wa-democrats.org) and the Republicans (www.wsrp.org).  
However, there are many other political parties, too. The Secretary of State’s office has a list of them on its web site at  
www.secstate.wa.gov 

The list includes the Libertarian Party, the Reform Party, the Constitution Party and the Green Party, among others, and 
information about how to contact them. Most political parties have web sites.

Except where otherwise noted, The State  
We’re In: Washington. Your guide to state,  

tribal and local government by the League of Women Voters of Washington 
Education Fund is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial 4.0 International License. All logos and trademarks are 
property of their respective owners. Photos in this work are used with  
permission and not included in the open license.



Our state is divided into 49 legislative districts. The people in each of these districts 

elect one state senator and two state representatives. State senators serve for four year 

terms, but representatives are elected every two years. 

Making the Laws

The state legislature meets every year beginning in January. Every other year, they 

must agree on a two-year state budget. This two-year period is called a biennium. In 

the year when they must agree on a biennial budget, the legislative session lasts longer 

–usually 105 days. In the second year of the biennium, the legislative session is shorter, 

WASHINGTON  STATE’S   
GOVERNMENT

CONSISTS OF  3  SEPARATE  BUT  EQUAL  

BRANCHES.  VOTERS  IN  WASHINGTON  

STATE  ELECT  CITIZENS  TO  FILL  THESE   

POSITIONS.

THE STATE LEGISLATURE HAS TWO HALVES:  
A SENATE AND A HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES. 
EACH OF OUR 49 LEGISLATIVE DISTRICTS 
ELECTS ONE SENATOR AND TWO  
REPRESENTATIVES. 
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SENATE
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and usually ends after 60 days. Sometimes legislators don’t finish their work in this 

amount of time. When this happens – or when an important issue comes up at other 

times of the year – they have special sessions that can last anywhere from one to  

30 days.

Both the House and the Senate divide into committees, and each committee studies 

proposals to change the laws in a specific area. There are Senate and House committees 

on public schools, transportation, health and human services, agriculture, local government, 

energy, trade and economic development, the environment, and other topics. 

EXECUTIVE BRANCH

THE EXECUTIVE BRANCH OF GOVERNMENT, 
WHICH RUNS STATE AGENCIES AND 
ENFORCES STATE LAWS, IS HEADED BY  
NINE STATEWIDE  OFFICIALS.

JUDICIAL BRANCH

SUPREME COURT : 9 JUSTICES
THE HIGHEST COURT IN THE STATE

COURT OF APPEALS
HEARS APPEALS FROM ALL LOWER COURTS

SUPERIOR COURTS
GENERAL PURPOSE COURTS

DISTRICT COURTS
CREATED BY COUNTIES

MUNICIPAL COURTS
CREATED BY CITIES

MINOR CRIMES & DISPUTES

GOVERNOR

LIEUTENANT 
GOVERNOR

TREASURER

SECRETARY 
OF STATE

ATTORNEY 
GENERAL

SUPERINTENDENT  
OF PUBLIC  

INSTRUCTION

COMMISSIONER  
OF  

PUBLIC LANDS

INSURANCE  
COMMISSIONER

AUDITOR
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Legislative Districts in Washington state

Our state is divided into 49 
legislative districts, and the 
people in each of these dis-
tricts elect one state senator 
and two state representatives. 

State senators serve four year 
terms, but representatives 
are elected every two years.

For more information:  
http://www.sos.wa.gov/elections/guide/legislative.aspx/ Prepared by: Nick Pharris, Elections Information Specialist Elections Division, Office of the Secretary of State 

Data Sources: Census 2010 TIGER/Line® Files, Washington State Redistricting Commission
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When a legislator wants to write a new law or change an existing law, he or  

she introduces a bill that spells out what should be changed. First the bill is sent to a 

committee, where committee members study it. The committees hold public hearings 

on bills so that citizens and lobbyists can say what they think about it. The committee 

may also change the bill. This is called amending it. If the bill will cost money, it goes 

to a special committee that writes the budget. Then the bill goes to the full House  

or Senate. If the House votes to pass the bill, then it goes to the Senate; when the 

Senate passes a bill, then it goes to the House. Bills can be amended in the full House 

and Senate, too.

Both the Senate and the House have to pass a bill with exactly the same wording 

before it can become law. If they have different versions of the same bill, they have to 

work out the differences, and then vote on it again.

After both the House and the Senate pass a bill, it goes to the Governor. He or 

she can either sign the bill into law, or veto it. (There’s more about this in a few pages, 

when we get to the section on the Executive Branch.) 

As you can imagine, it’s not easy to get a bill passed through this long and  

complicated process. And even when legislators do get a bill passed, they still have  

to persuade the governor to sign it before it can become law. In fact, this system is 

Bipartisan: 
supported by members  
of two political parties;  
in our case, this means 
supported by both 
Republicans and 
Democrats. (“Bi” means 
two; “partisan” means 
someone who supports  
a particular cause or  
political party.)  
So “a bipartisan solution”  
would be one supported  
by both Republicans  
and Democrats.

If you want to know what it’s like to be a state leg-

islator, the YMCA Youth and Government program 

is just for you. Students meet for several months to 

learn how to research and develop legislation, and 

then hold a four-day mock legislative session in 

Olympia. Each student assumes the role of a house 

member, a senator, or a state elected official such as 

governor or secretary of state. 

The YMCA also has a program for kids who are 

interested in the law. Teams of students prepare  

a mock case for trial, and act as attorneys and  

witnesses. A real judge, in a real courtroom, hears 

their case, and a “jury” of real attorneys rates teams 

for their presentation. 

If you’re interested in either 

of these programs, contact 

your local YMCA.

Another way for students to 

learn about the legislature is 

to apply to be a page. A 

page is a student (age 14-17) 

who works for the Senate or House of 

Representatives in Olympia for one week during a 

legislative session. Pages deliver messages and do 

other duties, and also participate in special classes 

where they learn how the legislature works. If 

you’re interested in applying to be a page, contact 

one of your two house members or your senator. 

Kids as legislators, trial lawyers, and legislative staff
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HOW  A  BILL  
BECOMES  A  LAW

ANY  LEGISLATOR 

CAN  INTRODUCE  

A  BILL IN  THE  

SENATE  

OR  HOUSE  OF 

REPRESENTATIVES.

THE  BILL  GOES  TO  A  

COMMITTEE,  WHICH  HOLDS  

PUBLIC  HEARINGS  TO  FIND  

OUT  WHAT  PEOPLE  THINK  

OF  IT.  IT  CAN  BE  AMENDED  

IN  COMMITTEE.

IF  AMENDMENTS  ARE  MADE,  

THE  OTHER  HOUSE  MUST  

VOTE  TO  AGREE  WITH  THEM.

IF  THE  COMMITTEE  VOTES  

TO  PASS  IT,  IT  GOES  TO  THE  

RULES  COMMITTEE,  WHICH  

SCHEDULES  IT  FOR  A  VOTE  

OF  THE  WHOLE  SENATE  OR  

THE  WHOLE  HOUSE.  

(THE  RULES  COMMITTEE  

CAN  ALSO  DO  NOTHING,  

WHICH  KILLS   THE  BILL.)

IDEA

IF  IT  PASSES,  IT  GOES  

TO  THE  OPPOSITE  

CHAMBER,  WHERE  IT  

IS  ASSIGNED  TO  A  

COMMITTEE  AND  GOES  

THROUGH  THE  SAME  

PROCESS.
WHEN  THE  BILL  HAS  

BEEN  PASSED  BY  

BOTH  HOUSES,  THE  

GOVERNOR  CAN  SIGN  

IT  INTO  LAW,  VETO  IT,  

OR  VETO  PARTS  OF  IT.

IF  THE  RULES  COMMITTEE  PASSES  

IT,  THE  BILL  GOES  TO  THE  FULL  

HOUSE  OR  SENATE  FOR  DEBATE,  

POSSIBLE  AMENDMENTS,  

AND  A  VOTE.

IF  IMPLEMENTING  A  BILL  COSTS  MONEY,  IT  ALSO  HAS  TO  GO  TO  A  BUDGET  
COMMITTEE,  AND  FUNDING  FOR  IT  HAS  TO  BE  INCLUDED  IN  THE  STATE  BUDGET.

LAW
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purposely designed to make it pretty difficult to pass a new law, because it’s important for 

people to take their time and think carefully about the laws they are making. It’s also 

important for the public to have time to hear about bills, and tell their legislators how 

they want them to vote.

In spite of this complicated system, hundreds of bills pass and become law during 

every legislative session — and most of them pass with bipartisan support. In spite of 

the strong role of political parties, there are a lot of bills that people in both parties 

agree on.

The legislature’s biggest job: the state budget and taxes

The state budget is very complicated. There are many different sources of money, 

and it gets put in many separate accounts. The main budget – called the operating 

budget – is used to keep schools, colleges, prisons, and state agencies running. There  

is also a capital budget for building new buildings, and a transportation budget for 

building highways, bridges, public transit and ferries. There are also many dedicated 

funds – these are special accounts for a specific purpose. For example, there is a  

dedicated fund for cleaning up oil spills, and the money for that fund comes from  

a tax on oil that is refined or transported through our state.

Most of the money in the state budget comes from taxes paid by people who live, 

work, and shop in Washington. When we buy things, we pay sales tax. If we own property, 

we pay property taxes. Businesses also pay various kinds of taxes. Some money also comes 

from fees for things like fishing and hunting licenses.

Every two years, there are lively debates about how much to spend for public schools, 

colleges and universities, social and health services, and protection of the environment, 

among other things.

There are equally lively debates about whether to raise or lower taxes, and whether 

to change the kinds of taxes that people and businesses pay. 

The Role of Political Parties

Political parties have a lot to do with how the legislature works. In both the House 

and the Senate, the political party that has the most members – the majority party – has 

more power. The majority party’s leaders choose who will chair each of the committees. 
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Committee chairs are almost always members of the majority party. This is important 

because the committee chair decides which bills the committee will study and vote on.  

If the committee chair doesn’t like a bill, he or she can simply decide not to bring it up 

in committee. 

The majority party also gets to choose who will be the chair for meetings of the full 

House or Senate. In the House, the person in charge is called the Speaker of the House. 

The Senate is a little bit different: the Lieutenant Governor is the presiding officer of the 

Senate, and leads the Senate through the process of voting on bills. But the Senate Majority 

Leader – the leader of the majority party – is the most powerful person in the Senate, 

because he or she (along with other top leaders of his or her political party) controls who  

is assigned to chair and sit on committees, and what bills will come up for a vote.

In both the House and the Senate, political parties have caucuses – that is, all the 

representatives or senators of one party meet to discuss specific issues or bills, and to 

decide how to vote on them. No one else is allowed to come to these meetings. 

Most of the time, democracy operates on the 

principle of majority rule. That means decisions are 

made by a “simple majority” of 50% plus one (or 

more).  But our state constitution says that some 

decisions need more than a majority. If the legisla-

ture wants to amend the constitution, it requires a 

2/3 majority of the legislature – that is, a yes vote 

by 2/3 plus one (or more) members.  A constitu-

tional amendment then goes to the voters, who 

must approve it by a simple majority.  

The constitution also says that certain other 

decisions require a 60% vote by the legislature. 

Increasing the state debt for construction projects 

is one example; expanding gambling is another. 

Sixty percent or two-thirds votes are called 

supermajorities.

An initiative passed by the voters in 2010 

required a 2/3 vote of the legislature to raise taxes, 

but it was thrown out because it tried to set this 

requirement in an ordinary law. The court ruled 

that the only way to create such a requirement 

would be to amend the constitution. So far,  

the legislature hasn’t passed a constitutional 

amendment to do this.

If a 2/3 majority is required, it means that there 

is really strong support for whatever is being 

passed.  But it also means that a minority of only 

1/3 plus one can control the outcome. This is  

why it’s important to restrict supermajority 

requirements.

When is a majority enough?



The charts on this page 

show where our STATE 

government gets its 

money, and how the 

money is spent.

The chart on the left 

shows that just under 

half of the money to run 

state government comes 

from taxes we pay to  

the state.

In the same chart, you 

can also see that about 

28% of our state budget 

is actually money from 

the taxes we pay to the 

federal government. The 

federal government 

sends some of our tax 

dollars back to state and 

local governments for 

certain purposes. The 

federal government 

sends this money with 

“strings attached,” 

which means that the 

state has to abide by  

federal rules about how 

the money is spent. In 

some cases the state has 

to “match” the federal 

money. For instance, in 

the Medicaid program 

for long term care and 

people with disabilities, 

the federal government 

pays about half the cost 

and the state pays the 

other half. 

In the chart on the right 

you can see the biggest 

part of the budget is 

spent on public schools, 

colleges, and universities. 

Most of the spending on 

human services is for 

people who are elderly, 

those who have physical 

or mental disabilities, 

children, and people who 

need help to overcome 

poverty. 

We pay taxes to the federal government, to state government, and to our local governments.

How the state  
spends its money

Where state government  
gets its money
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Usually, members of one party stick together, because they have more power 

when they do, and because they share the same philosophy about what government 

should do. But sometimes there are strong disagreements within a political party, and 

occasionally legislators vote with the opposite party. Most of the time, this is not a  

big problem. But sometimes, when the issue is important and the vote is close, people 

get very upset about a legislator not voting with their caucus. When this happens, the 

caucus leader may find a way to punish the person who strays from the party position. 

For instance, that person might not get the committee assignments they want, or a bill 

they want passed might not be brought up for a vote.

Legislative Staff

As Washington has grown, the number of people who work for the state legislature 

has grown, too. Both the House and the Senate have experts to advise them about the 

complicated state budget, and about issues such as the environment, transportation, 

 

 

 

 

FATAL TRAFFIC COLLISIONS 

INVOLVING TEENAGE DRIVERS 

ARE THE LEADING CAUSE OF 

DEATH FOR PEOPLE BETWEEN 

THE AGES OF 15 AND 20.  

To reduce this risk, the 

Washington legislature 

passed a law in 1999 that 

restricts teen driving. The 

law says that for the first six 

months after a teen gets a 

driver’s license, he or she  

 

 

 

 

 

can’t have any passengers 

under age 20 in the car 

unless they are family  

members. After six months, 

drivers under the age of 18 

are allowed to have three 

passengers under the age  

of 20 who are not family 

members. Teens under 18 

are also not allowed to drive 

between 1 AM and 5 AM 

unless they are with a  

 

licensed driver who is 25 or 

older, or unless they have to 

drive very early in the 

morning because they work 

on a farm, orchard or ranch.

After one year of driving – 

with no tickets or accidents 

– these restrictions are 

dropped. But if drivers 

under the age of 18 get two 

traffic tickets, their license is 

suspended for six months, 

and if they get a third ticket, 

they lose their license until 

they turn 18. 

A similar law passed in 

Florida in 1995 reduced  

the number of deaths and 

injuries caused by teen  

drivers. By 2004, 33 states 

had adopted laws like this.

For more information about 

this, take a look at the Teen 

Page of the state Department 

of Licensing web site at: 

www.dol.wa.gov/ 
driverslicense/teens.html.

Teen Driving Restrictions Save Lives

Washington’s capitol 

building in Olympia was 

the last state capitol 

building to be built 

with a rotunda, a round 

building with a dome.
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and education. Part of the staff is non-partisan; that is, these staff people are not allied 

with either political party, and they work for all the legislators. But the party caucuses in 

the Senate and the House also have their own, partisan staff that is loyal to the caucus 

they work for.

There are also staff people who publish all the schedules of committee meetings, 

distribute all the bills that are introduced, and keep records of everything. 

The part-time legislature

Being a state senator or representative is a part-time job, because the legislature 

usually meets for only two or three months a year. Most of our state legislators have 

regular jobs, or run their own farms or businesses, and take time off to go to Olympia 

for the two or three months when the legislature is in session. 

The people who wrote our state constitution wanted it this way, because they 

thought people who worked at regular jobs would make better laws — laws that  

really served the needs of ordinary people like themselves. They didn’t want to create  

a separate profession of politicians; they wanted the legislature to really be “of the  

people, by the people, and for the people.”

The public’s right  
to know

Disclosure: to reveal or 

expose something that was 

unknown or secret; for 

instance you could disclose 

what’s in a box by taking the 

lid off. In discussions about 

government, when people 

talk about “public disclosure” 

they are talking about making 

sure the public can see what’s 

going on, rather than having 

things hidden from view. 

The term “transparency”  

is used to mean the same 

thing. (“Transparent” means 

you can see through some-

thing; a window, for 

instance, is transparent.)

Washington’s Public 
Disclosure 
Commission

In 1972, the Coalition for 

Open Government wrote  

an initiative to let the public 

in on some secrets –  

namely, where politicians 

and lobbyists got their money, 

and how they spent it. 

The initiative required all 

candidates for office to report 

where their personal income 

came from, and who gave 

how much to their campaigns. 

It also required lobbyists to 

report where they got their 

money, how much they 

spent, and what they spent  

it on. The initiative passed. 

In 1973, the initiative resulted 

in the creation of the  

state Public Disclosure 

Commission. Now candidates 

for office and lobbyists have 

to file reports so the public 

can see who’s supporting 

whom, and who’s lobbying 

for what. You can read their 

reports on the PDC web site 

at www.pdc.wa.gov.
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It’s getting harder, though, for state legislators to keep their regular jobs while they 

are serving in the legislature. Over time, as the state’s population has grown and our 

society has become more complex, the work of making laws for the state has grown, too. 

It takes more and more of legislators’ time to attend longer sessions of the legislature, to 

go to committee meetings that are held in between sessions, and to learn all they need 

to know about complicated issues. It also takes time to run campaigns so that they can 

get elected or re-elected. 

Legislators are paid about $45,000 a year – and they get extra money for transporta-

tion and living expenses when they travel to special meetings and to regular legislative 

sessions. Some legislators live on this amount of money; many still have other jobs as well.

How state legislators are elected

Ordinary people can run for and get elected to the state legislature. Since there  

are only about 120,000 people in a legislative district, campaigns for the legislature  

are usually pretty low-budget, local affairs. The main ways candidates try to get people 

to vote for them are:

Doorbelling – this means the candidate walks up to people’s houses or apartments, 

rings their doorbell, and tries to chat with residents about why they should vote for 

the candidate. Sometimes candidates get their friends to doorbell for them, too.

Candidate forums are public meetings where all the candidates for office are 

invited to give speeches about why they are running for office, and to answer 

questions from the audience. These are often carried on local TV stations.

Yard signs are used to make sure everyone knows the candidate’s name,  

and to show that a lot of people are supporting them.

News coverage in local newspapers, and sometimes on radio or TV stations, 

helps candidates become better known to voters.

Fundraisers are like parties; the host invites a lot of people, and provides snacks 

and drinks. The candidate comes and “works the room,” that is, he or she goes 

around meeting people, shaking their hands, and chatting with as many of them as 

You can watch!
TVW is a television net-

work that broadcasts 

many state government 

events. On TVW you 

can watch lawyers  

present cases to the 

state Supreme Court, 

observe the legislature 

debate issues and pass 

new laws, and see press 

conferences with the 

Governor and other 

state officials. TVW  

also has a website  

(tvw.org/) where you 

can find past events 

and listen to them or 

watch them online.  

You can look at the TV 

listings in your local 

newspaper or check the 

website to find out 

what channel TVW is 

on in your community.
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possible. Then the candidate gives a little speech about why he or she is running for 

office, and what he or she intends to do if elected. Finally, the host asks everyone to 

contribute to the candidate’s election campaign fund, work on their campaign, and 

to vote for them.

Mailings of brochures about the candidate are sent – usually only to registered 

voters – in the candidate’s district. In many campaigns, writing, designing, printing 

and mailing these brochures is the most expensive part of the campaign.

In the 1980s, people 

worried that students in 

public schools weren’t 

learning enough. A high 

school diploma just didn’t 

mean very much, because 

many graduates didn’t 

have the reading, writing, 

or math skills they needed 

to get good jobs or to be 

good citizens.

In 1993, the legislature passed a major school 

reform act that set academic standards that all  

students should meet to graduate from high school.  

Tests were developed to see if students met the stan-

dards. The first tests were called WASLs.  They were 

long and thorough tests that included quite a bit of 

writing. Some teachers and parents complained that 

the tests took up too much time, so now there are 

shorter tests. There are also national rather than 

state academic standards 

for reading and math.

Now there are 

debates about how to 

use the test results, and 

whether we are testing 

students too much, too 

little, or the right 

amount. Should teachers 

be judged by how well 

their students do on the tests? What should we do 

about schools that have bad test results year after 

year?  What should happen for students when they 

don’t pass the tests?

These are questions that teachers, principals, 

school leaders and legislators continue to wrestle 

with. The goal is, as it’s been for many years, to  

create a school system where all students can learn 

and thrive, and prepare for success in their adult lives.

High standards for our students and schools

photo courtesy Leslie Hoge Design
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Endorsements are like sponsorships from unions, business associations, or advo-

cacy groups like environmental or civil rights organizations. When an organization 

endorses a candidate, they urge all their members to vote for that person, and they 

usually contribute money to the candidate’s campaign.

Paid political advertising in newspapers, or on radio or TV, is becoming a larger 

part of legislative campaigns. Because it is so much more expensive than any of the 

other ways people campaign, it is driving up the cost of running for the legislature.

People complain that these campaigns are getting more expensive to run, but  

compared to statewide or national political campaigns, they will always be small potatoes. 

Running for the state legislature is still within the reach of any ordinary citizen who has 

a reputation for caring about their community, and enough friends and supporters to 

help them run a good campaign. Often, people don’t get elected the first time they run, 

but if they keep trying, and more people get to know them, they 

succeed on their second or third try.

Most (but not all) of the people who run for the legislature 

have some previous experience in government. They may have 

served on a local city council, or been active in local school commit-

tees or other candidates’ political campaigns. 

Usually, people get elected to the House of Representatives 

first, and then run for a state Senate seat a few years later, when 

they are more experienced. Moving from the House to the Senate is 

considered a promotion because there are twice as many members 

in the House of Representatives as there are in the Senate. (One 

senator per legislative district = 49 senators; two representatives 

per legislative district = 98 members of the House of Representatives.) In the Senate, 

where there are only half as many voting members, each vote carries twice the weight. 

People also prefer to serve in the Senate because Senators only have to run for  

re-election every four years rather than every two years.

Many state legislators also go on to run for local offices that are full-time jobs, 

such as county commissioner or (in bigger cities) city council members. Others run for 

photo provided by Washington YMCA Youth & Government

The YMCA Youth and 
Government program



higher offices such as Governor, Lands Commissioner, State Supreme Court Justice, 

or U.S. Representative or Senator.

The Executive Branch

Washington’s executive branch is different from many other states’. In most 

states, the governor is one of three or four state elected officials, so he or she has a 

lot of power. In Washington, the governor is one of nine statewide elected officials. 

(The reason for this is explained in the section on the state constitution in Chapter 3.)

But while Washington’s governor may have less power than governors in most 

other states, our governor still has a lot to do. The governor writes the first draft of 

the state budget, and sends it to the legislature. The governor has a big influence on 

the legislature, because he or she can veto bills or sections of bills, including the 

state budget. The governor also gets his or her allies in the legislature to introduce 

bills that he or she wants to become law.

But the governor’s biggest job is running state government. The governor hires  

and is the boss of the directors of 40 state agencies. These agencies run state prisons 

and mental hospitals; provide health care and other services to low-income people, the 

elderly, and people with disabilities; license cars, drivers, businesses and professions; 

and protect the environment.

There are another 46 agencies that are governed by boards or commissions 

(groups of specially selected people that oversee the agency), and the governor 

appoints some or all of the members of these groups. The governor also chooses  

the boards of trustees that govern state colleges and universities. It takes two or three 

people working full time in the governor’s office just to recruit and screen people for 

all these positions, and to advise the governor on these appointments.

The governor also works with the U.S. government on many issues. If there is  

a flood or other disaster, the governor asks the federal government for emergency 

assistance. If there are issues before the U.S. congress that will affect our state, the 

governor meets with our state’s congressional representatives to make sure our state’s 

needs are known. The governor is also a member of the National Governors’ 

The Department  
of Licensing

About 1,335 people work at 

the Department of 

Licensing. In offices all over 

the state, they license drivers, 

cars, trucks and boats. They 

also license businesses, and 

hundreds of professions 

ranging from accountants  

to manicurists to wrestlers. 

And they license facilities 

such as drug treatment  

centers, migrant labor 

camps, and shelters for  

victims of domestic violence. 

The fees for these licenses 

help pay for government  

services.

Licensing is an important 

way for government to  

make sure that citizens are 

protected. The Department 

of Licensing requires that 

people get proper training 

and pass a test before they 

get a license to drive a car  

or truck, provide services to 

the public, or open a facility 

like a child care center.
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The Asian Pacific American Affairs Commission is one of 

several small agencies that advocate for the rights of people 

of color in Washington. Two staff people work for this 

Commission. The 12 Commissioners are appointed by the 

Governor to serve three-year terms. The Commissioners are 

from all over the state. They don’t get paid for being on the 

Commission, although the state pays their expenses when 

they travel to a meeting. The purpose of the Commission is 

to advocate for the interests of Asian Pacific Americans in 

Washington, and to advise the governor, the legislature, and 

state agencies about their needs.

The other agencies that represent people of color are the 

African-American Affairs Commission, the Hispanic Affairs 

Commission, and the Governor’s Office of Indian Affairs.

A list of all state government agencies is available on the state 

government web site at www.access.wa.gov.

The Asian Pacific American Affairs Commission

Back in 1970, state legislators decided to put all social and 
health services into just one giant state agency. It was called the 
Department of Social and Health Services (DSHS). Originally,  
it included state prisons, as well as programs for people in  
poverty, health care for the elderly and people with disabilities, 
help for people who had been injured and needed training for 
new jobs, treatment for people with drug or alcohol addiction, 
children and family services, and mental health care.

But over time, legislators decided that the agency was just too 
big to manage and some of the programs (like prisons) were 
split into separate agencies. Then, in 2016, the legislature  
decided to start moving all the programs for children and  
families into a new, separate agency. Because of that change,  
the budget numbers below are estimates.

Social and health services  
share of state budget

economic services (15%)
(food stamps,cash & jobs)

aging & long-term 
support administration

(34%) children and 
family services (7%)

alcohol & substance
abuse treatment (5%)

division of vocational
rehabilitation (1%)

juvenile
rehabilitation (1%)

developmental disabilities
administration (19%)

mental
health division (18%)

social and 
health services

18%

all other
state programs

82%

How the 18% is divided  
for specific services
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photo courtesy Legislative Support Services

Governor Inslee, with help from a small “assistant”, signs the 
legislation creating a separate agency for children and families.
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Association, which meets once each year with the U.S. president to talk about relations 

between state governments and our national government.

The governor can convene special commissions to study issues and make recom-

mendations for changes. In the last few years, groups called together by the governor 

have issued reports on how to improve the state’s business climate, how to protect  

people with disabilities from abuse, how to improve the state’s colleges and universities, 

and how to reform the state’s tax structure. The recommendations of these groups 

aren’t always enacted, but they do have a lot of influence.

One of the governor’s most important roles is to provide leadership to the people 

of the state. The governor does this in many ways. Each year, the governor gives a 

“state of the state” speech at the beginning of the legislative session that spells out 

what important issues need to be addressed. And throughout the year, the governor 

gives speeches to business and community groups all over the state, and listens to  

people’s concerns and problems. The governor encourages people to be active citizens, 

to volunteer in their communities, and to help make our state a better place.

The governor and his or her family also become a symbol of our state. States that 

elect eccentric or corrupt governors get a reputation for being eccentric or corrupt. 

States that elect respected governors get respect. 

The other executive branch officials that we elect are:

The Lieutenant Governor presides over sessions of the state Senate. Legally,  

the lieutenant governor is the governor when the governor is out of state, but in  

practice, the governor’s staff takes care of things when he or she is away. The lieutenant 

governor really only has a part-time job, since the Senate is usually in session for only 

two or three months a year. But the lieutenant governor gets a full-time salary, and  

can use his or her time to do whatever he or she thinks is important. For example, a 

lieutenant governor might spend time campaigning against drug and alcohol abuse,  

or promoting international trade.

The Secretary of State supervises state and local elections, and certifies the results 

of state primaries and general elections. (County officials, however, register people to 
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vote and actually conduct elections.) The Secretary of State is also responsible for publishing 

the state voters’ pamphlet, which is mailed to all the voters in the state before each election. 

The voters’ pamphlet contains statements from candidates for state offices, and information 

about other issues that people vote on. The Secretary of State is also in charge of registering 

corporations and charities in the state, and keeping the state archives. The archives house  

all the historic documents of state government. 

Like the Lieutenant Governor, the Secretary of State can also pursue his or her  

own agenda.

The State Treasurer manages the state’s cash and debts. She or he has to make 

sure that the state maintains a good credit rating, so that when the state wants to  

borrow money, it gets low interest rates.

The State Auditor makes sure that everyone in state and local government  

follows the rules for how the public’s tax dollars are spent.

Gary Locke’s family immi-

grated to Washington from 

China. He grew up in Seattle, 

where he worked in his parents’ 

grocery store. He studied hard 

in school, and graduated with 

honors from Franklin High School. With a combination of 

scholarships, part-time jobs, and government financial aid, he 

was able to go to Yale University. Then he went to law school  

in Boston. After he graduated, he came back to Seattle and 

began his career as a lawyer. In 1982, he was elected to the state 

House of Representatives, where he became chair of the House 

committee in charge of writing the state budget.

In 1996, he was elected Governor of Washington – the first 

person of color to be our governor, and the first Chinese-

American in the history of the U.S. to be a governor.

While he was Governor, he made a trip to China to promote 

trade with our state. He was surprised to find out that he was a 

huge celebrity in China. When he went to the village his family 

came from, thousands of people lined the road to greet him, 

and children tossed flowers to honor his arrival.

Not long after his second term as governor ended, President 

Obama nominated him to be Secretary of Commerce, where he 

led efforts to promote American exports. From 2011 through 

2013 he served as the U.S. ambassador to China.

An Immigrant’s Story
ph

ot
o 

co
ur

te
sy

 D
av

is
 W

ri
gh

t 
Tr

em
ai

ne
 L

LP



Chapter 5  Governing Washington today    85

The Attorney General is in charge of the state’s own staff of lawyers. These lawyers 

represent state agencies when they have legal disputes. If a state law is challenged in court, 

they defend the law. They also protect consumers from fraud, and represent the state in 

major lawsuits. For example, when Chris Gregoire (who later became Governor) was 

Attorney General, she was a leader in suing the tobacco companies, and winning billions  

of dollars for our state.

The Superintendent of Public Instruction is in charge of the state’s public 

schools. He or she does not have direct authority over schools – locally elected school 

boards do. But the Superintendent is responsible for distributing state funds to schools, and 

for implementing state laws that establish academic standards that spell out what students 

should know and be able to do at each grade level. This office provides expert advice to 

local school leaders and teachers about how to keep improving public schools.

The Commissioner of Public Lands is in charge of millions of acres of state-

owned land. Most of this land was deeded to the state by the federal government 

when Washington became a state. The land includes large forests that are logged to 

earn money for special purposes such as building public schools, maintaining the state 

capitol, and building state hospitals. The Commissioner runs a big state agency called 

the Department of Natural Resources, and chairs the Forest Practices Board, which 

makes rules about how private landowners log their lands. The Department of Natural 

Resources also fights forest fires.

The Insurance Commissioner is in charge of making sure that insurance  

companies treat customers fairly, and that insurance companies follow the rules. The 

Commissioner also proposes legislation to correct problems with insurance companies.

The Judiciary

When someone is accused of breaking the law, Washington courts decide whether 

the person is innocent or guilty. If the person is found guilty, the court also decides what 

the punishment should be. To make this decision the judge (and sometimes a jury)  

listens to people on both sides of the case (witnesses), who swear to tell the truth. 

Lying in a court is a crime called perjury, and people who commit perjury can be sent  

to jail for it. After they have listened to all the witnesses, the judge or the jury makes  

a decision.
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There are two kinds of court cases: civil and criminal. A civil case is a dispute 

between two people – for instance, between a landlord and a renter, or between a  

husband and wife who want a divorce, or between a group of environmentalists and  

a company that wants to harvest trees in a forest. 

In a criminal case, the two sides are the person accused of the crime and the  

government.

Criminal offenses are things like driving while drunk, robbery, or hitting someone. 

Criminal cases include both very small and very large crimes – everything from driving 

too fast to killing someone. 

There are several levels of courts. The lowest level is the municipal and district 

courts. (A court is called a municipal court if it’s run by a town or city, and a district 

court if it’s run by a county – but both do the same things.) These courts handle things 

like traffic tickets, and small crimes, called misdemeanors, for which the penalty is less 

than one year in jail. When people are convicted of misdemeanors, they often just pay 

a fine, especially if it’s for a driving violation like speeding or parking in the wrong 

place. If they are sentenced to jail, they are locked up in local jails, not state prisons. 

Municipal and district courts also handle smaller civil matters. They operate “small 

claims court” where people can sue for collection of debts up to $2,500.

The middle level of courts are called superior courts. These are the courts that handle 

most civil cases, including divorce, child custody, and other family matters. Superior 

court also includes juvenile court.

Superior courts also handle more serious crimes, called felonies. People who are 

convicted of felonies are usually sent to state prisons. People who were convicted of 

crimes in a municipal or district court can also appeal to a superior court if they think 

Charles Z. Smith is regarded as 

Washington’s first African-

American state Supreme Court 

Justice. His mother was African 

American and his father was an 

immigrant from Cuba, and 

Smith always remembered both 

his immigrant and African- 

American roots.

Smith was born in Florida. He 

came to Seattle to attend the 

University of Washington 

School of Law. He was one of 

only four students of color in 

his class – and the only one 

who graduated in 1955.

He worked as a prosecutor, a 

judge, as a news commentator 

on radio and TV, and as a pro-

fessor. Then in 1988, Governor 

Booth Gardner appointed him 

to fill a vacancy on the state 

Supreme Court. He served 

three terms. 

He was an advocate for fairness 

for people of color, and also  

a leader in the American 

Baptist Churches, USA. He  

was appointed by President 

Clinton to serve on the U.S. 

Commission on International 

Freedom of Religion.

There are two kinds of court cases: civil and criminal.  
A civil case is a dispute between two people. 

In a criminal case, the two sides are the person accused  
of the crime and the government.

photo courtesy Office of the Courts
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the local court wasn’t fair to them, or didn’t follow the law correctly. Every county has  

a superior court, but some rural counties share judges because they don’t need (or 

can’t afford) a full-time judge.

There are also three state appeals courts, located in Tacoma, Seattle, and Spokane. 

People go to these courts when they feel that a superior court decision was unfair or 

not legally correct. When people appeal to these courts, the court doesn’t listen to all 

the witnesses all over again; they just read the record of the earlier trial and listen to the 

lawyers for the parties involved explain why they thought the decision was or was not 

consistent with the law. Then the appellate court decides whether the lower court ruling 

was correct or not.

The top court for the state is the State Supreme Court, which consists of nine  

justices and is located in Olympia. The Supreme Court hears appeals from the lower 

courts. Unlike the other courts, the Supreme Court can decide which cases they want to 

hear. If they think the lower court’s decision was correct, they can decide not to take  

up the case. (There is one exception to this: the Supreme Court is required to review all 

cases where a person has been sentenced to death.)
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Takuji Yamashita graduated from the 

University of Washington School of 

Law in 1902, but he was not permitted 

to practice as a lawyer because he 

wasn’t a U.S. citizen. At that time, 

people from Asian countries were not 

allowed to become U.S. citizens. That 

law wasn’t changed until 1952, and 

Mr. Yamashita died just a few years 

later. In 2001, several legal groups 

petitioned the Washington State 

Supreme Court to acknowledge the 

injustice of this by inducting Mr. 

Yamashita as a lawyer. The Court 

agreed to do this. A special ceremony 

was held, and members of Mr. 

Yamashita’s family came all the way 

from Japan to attend. 
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The Supreme Court’s most important job is deciding exactly what state laws mean, 

and whether they are consistent with what our state constitution says. If a law violates 

the constitution, the Supreme Court can declare it unconstitutional, and the law is 

thrown out.

When people go to court, there is a very formal process (called a trial) for hearing 

both sides of a case. If a person is accused of a crime, that person has the right to a 

lawyer. If he or she can’t afford a lawyer, one is appointed for them, and the county 

government pays for it. The state or local government also has a lawyer to present the 

evidence against the person being accused of a crime. The government’s lawyer is called 

a prosecutor.

People who are accused of a crime have a right to a trial by jury, which means they 

can ask that a group of ordinary citizens listen to their case and decide if they are guilty 

or innocent. 

People in civil cases can also request a jury. In civil cases, the jury is made up of six 

people rather than twelve, and the person who requests it has to pay a fee.

Sometimes, though, people don’t ask for a jury; they trust the judge to make a  

fair decision. When a jury is needed, the court calls on local citizens to serve as jurors. 

They select people at random for jury duty, usually from lists of registered voters and 

licensed drivers. When citizens are called to serve on a jury, they are required to do so 

unless they have a good reason why they can’t – for instance, if they have to take 

care of a sick relative, or they will be away on a trip. Jury duty is considered one of 

the obligations of being a good citizen.

All the judges in Washington are elected. But when a 

superior court or appeals court judge quits or retires in the 

middle of a term, the governor appoints someone to replace 

him or her until the next election. Then the person the gov-

ernor appoints usually runs for the office, and usually gets 

elected. In fact, it’s a tradition for judges to do this, because 

a lot of people believe that the public is more likely to get a 

“In criminal prosecutions 

the accused shall have the 

right to...appear and defend 

in person, and by counsel, 

to demand the nature and 

cause of the accusation 

against him ...to meet the 

witness against him face  

to face ...to compel the 

attendance of witnesses  

on his behalf, to have a 

speedy public trial by an 

impartial jury.”

Article I, Section 22
Washington State 
Constitution

Justice Johnson, Chief Justice Fairhurst and 
Justice Madsen hear a case.

photo courtesy Washington Courts
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well-qualified judge if the governor makes the choice. This is a difficult issue because 

on the one hand, people want the right to elect judges, but, on the other hand, most 

of us really don’t know which lawyers will make good judges. 

There are special rules for people who run for judge that make this even more 

complicated. Candidates for judge aren’t supposed to know who contributes to their 

campaigns, because we want judges to be fair, and not to grant favors to their  

contributors. Candidates for judge are also not supposed to talk about controversial 

issues that they might be called on to deal with in court. So in a campaign for a 

judgeship, voters don’t have much to go on except the person’s reputation and their 

qualifications. And since most of us don’t spend a lot of time with lawyers, we may 

not know anything about the person’s reputation, or have a good sense of whether 

they are qualified. When this happens, people often vote for judges because their 

name sounds familiar, or they might just not vote at all for these positions.

To try to improve the public’s knowledge of candidates for judge, the state’s 

Office of the Administrator for the Courts publishes a voters’ guide. It isn’t mailed to 

all voters; it is inserted in local newspapers. It is also online at www.courts.wa.gov.

Washington’s 2018 Supreme Court
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