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Overview of REET 3 

REET 3 is a real estate excise tax paid by the buyer that can be levied by a county at a rate up to 1% of 
the value of transactions. REET 3 is authorized by RCW 82.46.070 “Additional excise tax—Acquisition 
and maintenance of conservation areas.”1 

Authorization to levy REET 3 requires a simple majority vote, (no turnout requirement).  The ballot 
measure must specify the level of the tax and the number of years it will be levied. 

REET 3 is collected countywide, and revenues are allocated to the County.  This is in contrast to REET 1 
and REET 2 which, if authorized locally, are collected by cities within the boundaries of their jurisdictions 
and by the county within only the unincorporated area. 

If the County Council puts a REET 3 proposal forward to the ballot, state law requires the county to 
prepare a plan for expenditures in advance of the election, consult with elected officials of cities, and 
hold a public hearing for input on the expenditure plan. 

REET 3 may be used to fund fee or easement acquisition, and to fund maintenance, of conservation 
areas. Conservation areas are defined as  “land and water that has environmental, agricultural, 
aesthetic, cultural, scientific, historic, scenic, or low-intensity recreational value for existing and future 
generations, and includes, but is not limited to, open spaces, wetlands, marshes, aquifer recharge areas, 
shoreline areas, natural areas, and other lands and waters that are important to preserve flora and 
fauna.”2 

In Meeting #4, Dwight Dively explained a few points about REET 3: 

• REET 3 must be applied equally across all transactions (The County could not exempt any 
portions of transaction, target specific types of sales, or exempt low income housing). Only the 
purchase of conservation property by the government can be exempted. 

• REET 3 fees get paid up front.  There is an open question whether this is a cost that could be 
rolled into a mortgage. 

• Bonding against REET 3 would have to accommodate volatility of REET revenues, which fluctuate 
with the housing market. This means that REET 3 bonds would likely need the backing of the 
County general fund, and this creates a certain amount of risk for the County’s general fund. 

  

                                                 
1 http://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=82.46.070  
2 http://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=36.32.570  

http://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=82.46.070
http://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=36.32.570
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REET 3 Funding Scenarios 

The following are example REET 3 percentages and potential revenue generated.  

Rate 
Est. 2018 
Revenue 

Est. 30 year total 
revenue (assuming 3% 
annual growth) 

Cost on 
$500K transaction 

Cost on 
$10million transaction 

0.10%     $38,600,000    $1,840,000,000 $500 $10,000 

0.05%     $19,300,000        $920,000,000 $250  $5,000 

0.021%       $8,100,000        $386,000,000 $105  $2,100 
 
REET implemented at the statutory maximum rate of 1% per $1,000 of Assessed Value would generate 
an estimated $242 million a year and more than $7 billion over 30 years. 
 
History of REET 3 

San Juan County is the only county that has enacted REET 3, with a 1% REET 3 tax approved by county 
voters in November 1990. County voters have renewed the tax twice since that time.3   

King, Pierce, Thurston, and Jefferson Counties each had November 1990 ballot proposals to adopt REET 
3 at 1%, but the measures all failed (in King County the percentage voting yes was 39%; Pierce 35%; 
Thurston 36%; Jefferson 46%).4 In King County there was strong opposition from the real estate lobby, 
and conflicting messages about whether mortgages could pay the fee. The proposal in King County also 
came one year after the $117 million 1989 Open Space Bond which passed at 67%.5 

Forterra has reported that there was a recent effort in Thurston County to put forward a REET 3 
proposal, but that proposal did not make it to the ballot. 

REET 4 

REET 4 is an additional real estate excise tax authorized by the state that can be used for affordable 
housing, authorized by RCW 82.46.075 “Additional excise tax – Affordable housing.”6 

Local jurisdictions may impose this tax at a rate up to 0.5% of the selling price, with revenues placed in 
an affordable housing account to be disbursed through a competitive grant and loan process. The 
county determines how tax is split between buyer and purchaser, though at least ½ of the tax must be 
paid by the buyer.  

                                                 
3 http://www.historylink.org/File/11052; http://www.historylink.org/File/11037 
4 http://www.conservationalmanac.org/secure/almanac/west/wa/lvdata.html  
5 http://www.historylink.org/File/4110  
6 http://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=82.46.075  

http://www.historylink.org/File/11052
http://www.historylink.org/File/11037
http://www.conservationalmanac.org/secure/almanac/west/wa/lvdata.html
http://www.historylink.org/File/4110
http://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=82.46.075
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However, in order to enact REET 4, a county must have adopted REET 3 by January 1, 2003 – and to have 
adopted it at the maximum 1% level. Therefore no county, except for San Juan, can adopt REET 4 for 
affordable housing because they all failed to adopt REET 3. Statutory changes by the state would be 
needed to modify these requirements. 


