A simple majority for levies? It's voters' call
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Washington voters will get to decide in November whether to allow simple-majority approval of property tax levies for local public schools.

The state Senate voted Thursday to ask voters to eliminate the state constitutional requirement of a 60 percent supermajority for school levy approval. The Senate vote was 33-16, barely enough for the two-thirds needed for passage.

Since the House passed the measure on a 79-19 vote exactly a month earlier, it now goes to the voters, who can approve it by a simple majority.

"This is a long time in coming," said Sen. Tracey Eide, D-Federal Way. "I feel just as passionate today as I did in '93 about this piece of legislation. I'm a mom and I care about every single child in the state of Washington."

The constitutional amendment would also do away with another requirement: that an excess levy or bond election be validated either by a voter turnout of 40 percent of those who voted in the most recent general election, or by "yes" votes of 60 percent of 40 percent of the votes cast in the last general election.

In Seattle, where voters seem to love to tax themselves, no school operations levy has failed since 1975.

The last time Seattle voters rejected any school money measure was in 1995 when they turned down a $332 million construction bond issue -- just barely, by a 59.1 percent "yes" vote. But they passed a scaled-down version three months later.

However, if approved by the voters, the constitutional change could have a big impact elsewhere.

Of the 363 money measures submitted to voters by Washington school districts in 2006 and 2007, 80 have been turned down -- 71 of them by yes votes of between 50 percent and the required 60 percent, according to Simple Majority 2007, a coalition of civic and education groups that has lobbied for the constitutional change.

None of those rejected measures were in King County school districts.

The Senate action delighted school officials, who have tried since 1993 to eliminate the supermajority requirement.

"We are thrilled beyond belief," said Barbara Mertens, chief lobbyist for the Washington Association of School Administrators and a leader of Simple Majority 2007.

"We have worked for 13 years on this issue, and we realize that the hard work is ahead of us," Mertens said. 

"We have to go to the people and convince the people (to approve it) ... and we are absolutely thrilled at the challenge ahead of us."

Republicans predicted that voters would turn down the change.

"I just think this is really a sad day," said Sen. Janea Holmquist, R-Moses Lake. "We're really out of touch with the voters."

Sen. Don Benton, R-Vancouver, added, "The fact of the matter is, you're making it really easy to raise people's taxes."

In a statement after the Senate vote, Rep. Shay Schual-Berke, D-Normandy Park, the bill's sponsor in the House, said, "Our schools and our children have been hostage to an archaic standard where 41 percent of the voters prevail over 59 percent.

"When a political candidate earns 59.9 percent, it is a landslide! But money for our children's schools goes down in total defeat with that same result."

Senate Majority Leader Lisa Brown, D-Spokane, said it wasn't clear until Thursday morning whether there would be enough votes to pass the measure this session. A Senate version of the measure was narrowly defeated in February.

Three Republicans crossed over this time instead of just two. Sen. Cheryl Pflug of Maple Valley changed her vote to yes, while Sen. Dale Brandland of Bellingham and Sen. Jim Clements of Selah backed it both times. Sen. Ken Jacobsen, D-Seattle, who had voted against the measure the first time because he was upset that not enough was being done for Seattle schools, also switched his vote to yes.

Two Democrats voted against it Thursday: Sens. Jim Hargrove of Hoquiam and Tim Sheldon of Potlatch.

Washington voters imposed the supermajority requirement in 1944 in a time of economic uncertainty during World War II, motivated in part by a belief that non-property owners shouldn't be allowed to raise the taxes of property owners.
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