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February 4, 2020 

 

Statement to the Senate Committee on Transportation on behalf of the 

Sound Transit Board of Directors 

 

 

The Sound Transit Board of Directors’ legislative agenda, adopted unanimously 

at our December 2019 meeting, expresses our strong interest in working 

collaboratively with the Legislature to address concerns regarding the Motor 

Vehicle Excise Tax (MVET) depreciation schedule while preserving our ability 

to fully deliver on time the many transit investments approved by voters.  

 

As a whole, the Puget Sound region is making up for lost time by finally moving 

forward with transportation investments that should have been made long ago. 

We will be making huge strides in just the next 4 years as we open light rail in the 

north all the way to Lynnwood, east to Bellevue and Redmond, and south to 

Kent, Des Moines and Federal Way. At the same time we will undertake a 

significant expansion to Sounder south commuter rail in Pierce County and create 

a Bus Rapid Transit system along the I-405 and SR-522 corridors. We have 

already initiated the early planning phases for light rail extensions to Tacoma, 

Everett, West Seattle and Ballard which will be delivered in the years that follow. 

Meanwhile, congestion on our roadways will continue to steadily worsen as the 

population of the region continues to grow.  

 

As we move forward with giving Puget Sound citizens a path out of punishing 

traffic, we have continued to advocate for ways to address the public’s concern 

with the depreciation schedule that we are required by law and our bond contracts 

to use when collecting the MVET. As such, we very much appreciate that you 

and your colleagues have worked with us in years past, and continue to do so, to 

develop an MVET collection mechanism that addresses concerns about the 

valuation system.  

 

The legislative agenda adopted by the Sound Transit Board strongly supports the 

work that legislators have been doing to adjust the MVET depreciation schedule 

to provide some relief to taxpayers. Importantly, it also calls for any adjustment 

to the schedule to protect our revenues and financial capacity in order to preserve 

our ability to fully deliver the transit investments discussed above and others in 

the voter-approved plan.  

 

Among the bills that are being considered during your public hearing today are 

proposals that raise concern among the Sound Transit Board, and we would like 

to take this opportunity to share our feedback. Substitute Senate Bill 6606 would 

create a new depreciation schedule for Sound Transit’s MVET that is similar but 
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not identical to the schedule adopted by the Legislature in 2006. Our analysis of the original bill estimated 

that it would drain $1.024 billion in revenue from our plan, triggering a total fiscal impact of $2.911 billion 

after including higher debt service costs. Since receiving the substitute bill last night we have not yet had 

the opportunity to complete a full analysis of its impact. However, our initial review indicates it would not 

provide any protection for our ability to complete voter-approved projects. Consistent with our legislative 

agenda, we respectfully request continued work to ensure that any reductions to our revenues or financial 

capacity be equally offset through the allocation of other replacement revenues or by actions that reduce 

Sound Transit’s costs.  

 

Because the Sound Transit MVET is contractually pledged to bondholders as security, we would also like 

to take this opportunity to reiterate our request that, in drafting legislation that seeks to adjust the 

depreciation schedule, you consult with the Attorney General’s Office to ensure that any new schedule 

would be constitutional under the Supreme Court ruling in Pierce County v. State, cited in Section 1 (3) of 

the bill.  

 

Senate Bill 6108 poses several additional concerns. Since its founding, Sound Transit has been charged 

with addressing the critical mobility needs of the Puget Sound region. While the region may span the 

urbanized areas of three separate counties, their economic fortunes and their quality of life rise and fall 

together. The Sound Transit Board, through the development of a capital investment plan funded over 

three separate ballot measures, is addressing the needs of the entire region. 

 

We are now funded to extend commuter rail all the way to Tillicum and DuPont and implement a 116-mile 

light rail network that allows travel from Everett to Tacoma, from Fife to Redmond, from Issaquah to 

Ballard and from Tacoma Dome to Tacoma Community College. These were the investments that the 

municipalities within the Sound Transit District brought to the Board as their highest priorities and were 

adopted by the region’s voters. By eliminating all taxes for Sound Transit 3 in Pierce County, SB 6108 

would require us to completely eliminate the Sound Transit 3 capital projects and transit operations 

included for Pierce County.  

 

In effect, SB 6108 would force the Sound Transit Board to abandon its original charge of advancing the 

mobility needs of the entire region. Instead, the Board would be required to establish two separate classes 

of service – one for King and Snohomish Counties and another for Pierce. We don’t believe this is how we 

best advance the region’s economy or our commuters’ quality of life. To illustrate our point, consider that 

in 2030, with the investment of Sound Transit 3 dollars, passengers arriving at SeaTac Airport will be able 

to reach Fife and Tacoma by light rail faster than they will reach Seattle. Abandoning that effort, however, 

would mean that air travelers would be able to use our light rail network to reach a steadily growing 

number of cities throughout King and Snohomish Counties, but none in Pierce County. We don’t believe 

this would be in the long-term interest of the region or the state, as it would not allow us to grow prosperity 

and jobs across our entire three-county region.  

 

SB 6108 would also present profound if not insurmountable implementation challenges. For example, our 

Sounder South service currently serves the cities of Auburn, Puyallup, Sumner, Tacoma, and Lakewood. 

The service is increasingly crowded as it offers riders the opportunity to avoid entirely the horrific traffic 

commonly found on SR-167, I-405 and I-5. In order to address the steadily growing demand for this 

service, Sound Transit 3 included more than $1 billion to both lengthen existing trains from seven to ten 

cars and, if possible, expand the number of daily trains. Implementation of SB 6108 would place Sound 

Transit in the absurd position of figuring out how to only allow King County taxpayers the expanded 

capacity of these trains. Do we only allow passengers to disembark at Pierce County stations but not board 
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 if that newly scheduled train was funded with Sound Transit 3 dollars? The point is that we are building a 

regional network that seeks to meet the mobility needs of all regional commuters together. We do not 

believe that legislative attempts to dismantle that approach is either wise or feasible.  

 

Finally, Senate Bills 6031, 6245, and 6350 all seek to implement $30 car tabs with minor differences 

between the three proposals. If constitutional, the financial and legal implications to each of these bills is 

so significant that a complete reevaluation of the agency’s financial and capital plan would need to be 

undertaken, including the cancellation and delay of many projects.  

 

We are committed to finding a solution within constitutional and statutory limitations that will implement 

the public’s desire to better base vehicle taxes on a vehicle’s true current value, in a manner that is neutral  

to our revenues and financial capacity and consistent with the agency’s bond contracts. In order to ensure 

the delivery of voter-approved transit investments on time, the Sound Transit Board continues to request 

that any reductions to agency revenues be equally offset through the allocation of revenues from other 

sources or by actions that reduce Sound Transit’s costs.  

 

We look forward to working with you to identify a solution. 

 


