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The Honorable Gary Locke



Senator Jim Honeyford
Washington State Governor


Washington State Senate
Office of the Governor



P.O. Box 40415
P.O. Box 40002




Olympia, WA  98504-0415
Olympia, WA  98504-0002

Representative Kelli Linville

Washington State House of Representatives

P.O. Box 40600

Olympia, WA 98504-0600

Dear Governor Locke, Senator Honeyford, and Representative Linville:
Speaking on behalf of Washington’s judiciary, the Board for Judicial Administration would like to thank you all for your work in drafting and sponsoring the water court bills, HB 1340, HJR 4019, SB 6674, SJR 8224, and SJR 8225.  We also applaud the pioneering efforts of Attorney General Christine Gregoire and the Water Disputes Task Force.

 

The BJA has followed with great interest the task force and the development of its recommendations for judicial resolution of water resource disputes.  The BJA is also keenly aware of the struggles in recent legislative sessions over different proposals designed to improve the adjudication and administration of the state’s water rights.  There can be no doubt about the need for change.

 

The BJA, nevertheless, is uncomfortable with moving forward at this time with the water court bills.  The changes being proposed in these bills are monumental for the state’s courts.  In the history of this state we have never created separate courts with such a specialized focus.  Drug courts, mental health courts, family courts, and the like have all been created within the existing structure for the state’s trial courts.  As such, these courts have been relatively easily implemented and have drawn on existing expertise and proven procedures.  The difficulties involved in creating an entirely separate court system, by comparison, can be staggering.  Imagine, for example, the creation of a new water-legislature with specialized state-wide powers and the significance of the impact on the legislative branch. 

 

The BJA believes that more deliberate consideration is needed before such a substantial change to the judiciary is considered by the legislature.  It may be the best judicial response to the water problem, but it may not.  We submit that many details of the proposed water courts need to be more fully explored and developed—the task force considered only the broadest issues in developing their water court recommendation.  The judiciary has not yet had the time to fully consider the ramifications of the water courts concept, given that the task force’s report has been public for only a month.  

 

The judiciary remains committed to working with the legislative and executive branches toward developing the best judicial model for handling water resource issues.  We share your interest in developing a fair and efficient method for hearing these most difficult but important cases.  We request that the water court bills be put on hold for this session so that we all have more time to fully consider our next steps.

 

On behalf of the judiciary, I thank you for considering our request.  If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me. 

 

Sincerely,

Gerry L. Alexander

Chief Justice

Co-Chair, Washington State Board for Judicial Administration

 

cc:  Representative Pat Lantz, Chair of the House Judiciary Committee

