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The Washington State Transportation Commission could quickly regain its authority to 

impose and raise ferry fares and bridge tolls, but it won’t be without a battle.

The state Attorney General’s Office ruled Monday that recently passed Initiative 1053 

shifts that responsibility from the commission to the Legislature, which delegated it to 

the commission in the first place. The initiative requires that new fees be passed by the 

majority of the House and Senate.

Senate Transportation Chairwoman Mary Margaret Haugen, D-Camano Island, said 

restoring the commission’s authority would be her first task when the legislative 

session begins Jan. 10.

“Setting fees is no little thing,” she said. “It takes time. We don’t have time to do that 

detail work, or the money in this citizen legislature to go out and have those public 

meetings that the commission does. That’s part of their role. We have too many other 

things that are more important to do than hassling over whether it should be a 2 1/2 or 

3 percent fare increase.”

Sen. Pam Roach, R-Auburn, saw Haugen’s comments Tuesday while on a trip to 

Germany and said in an e-mail that she was appalled Haugen “wants the first vote of 

the next Legislature to violate the will of 64 percent of the people. She said she wants 

the Democratic caucus to vote to have the Legislature divest itself of the responsibility 

for deciding transportation fees and tolls and place it back with an unelected, 

unaccountable commission. That is disingenuous, counter to the will of the voters, and 

just a bad idea. I cannot believe there is even one Republican who will support such a 

measure.”

To change an initiative in its first two years would take a two-thirds vote of the House 

and Senate, according to the Secretary of State’s Office.

“I don’t know how (Haugen’s) going to get a two-thirds vote by anybody,” said Rep. 

Sherry Appleton, D-Poulsbo. “There are some people who supported 1053, and I don’t 

think people on that side of the aisle (Republicans) are going to change it. The decision 

is ours now and we just have to step up to the plate.”
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The fees debate arose over a 2.5 percent fare increase that Washington State Ferries 

planned to implement on Jan. 1. Roach, one of the initiative’s sponsors, asked the 

state Attorney General’s Office on Nov. 5 if the Transportation Commission, in light of I

-1053, could enact the increase. The answer, issued Monday as an informal opinion, 

was no.

On Tuesday, the attorney general’s office said it probably erred in saying the 2.5 

percent ferry fare increase would need a vote of the Legislature. It looks like it got in 

under the gun and will take effect on Jan. 1. 

When Deputy Solicitor General Jeff Even wrote the opinion, he didn’t realize the rule-

making process for the fare hike had been completed on Nov. 19, said Kristin 

Alexander, spokeswoman for the attorney general’s office. The initiative didn’t kick in 

until Dec. 2.

She expects a written decision will be available on Wednesday. Regardless of whether 

the Transportation Commission winds up having to get final approval from lawmakers, 

its work will continue, said Paul Parker, its senior policy analyst.

“Our job is to do the financial analysis and hear from the people and set the fare at a 

level that will bring in the amount of money that’s needed,” he said.
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