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2012 BUDGET PROVISO 
 
A proviso in the 2011-13 supplemental transportation budget (ESHB 2190, Section 208 (19)) 
requires the Department of Licensing (DOL) to report to the Transportation Committees of the 
legislature with a plan to transition to a ten-year replacement cycle for vehicle license plates: 
 

Within existing resources, the department shall develop a 

plan to transition to a ten-year license plate replacement 

cycle. At a minimum, the plan must include the following 

provisions: (a) A ten-year replacement cycle for license 

plates only on vehicles that are subject to annual vehicle 

registration renewal; (b) a requirement that new license 

plates and registration, including all fees and taxes due 

upon annual registration, are required when a vehicle 

changes ownership, except when a vehicle is sold to a 

vehicle dealer for resale, in which case they are due only 

when the dealer sells the vehicle; (c) an original issue 

license plate fee that is equal to the current license 

plate replacement fee; and (d) an estimate of the plan's 

costs to implement and revenues generated. The department 

shall submit the plan with draft legislation implementing 

the plan to the transportation committees of the 

legislature by December 31, 2012. 

 
DOL has implemented subsection (c) of this section with the passage of ESHB 2660 Section (3), 
which established a new original issue license plate fee.  
 
BACKGROUND 
 
Current law requires DOL to establish a periodic license plate replacement cycle (RCW 
46.16A.200). The periodic replacement program phases out plates that have lost reflectivity due 
to damage or deterioration. The reflectivity of vehicle plates improves safety by increasing 
visibility, especially at night, for motorists and law enforcement.  
 
When the law was passed in 1997, DOL convened a committee that recommended replacing 
plates every seven years based on the reflective laminate’s manufacturer warranty of five years 
and the practice of other states. DOL passed a rule to enact the seven-year replacement cycle.  
The license plate replacement program has generated substantial customer feedback 
challenging the need to replace plates that do not look damaged.   
 
As a result of this feedback, DOL commissioned a study that found the average replacement 
cycle in other states to be 6.8 years. However, it has since been observed by the Washington 
State Patrol (WSP) and other states’ public safety entities that plates can maintain effective 
levels of reflectivity beyond the mandated seven-year replacement cycle. DOL consulted with 
local law enforcement and WSP, who do not believe this change would have an adverse effect 
on public safety. 

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/documents/billdocs/2011-12/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/2660.SL.pdf
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=46.16A.200
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=46.16A.200
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=308-96A-021


Washington State Department of Licensing 
Replacement Cycle for Vehicle License Plates 

 

2 | P a g e  
 

 
In the 2012 legislative session, DOL proposed altering the replacement fee to an annual prorated 
fee instead of the lump-sum fee that is currently due upon replacement (SB 6585 and HB 2775).  
 
HOW WOULD A TEN-YEAR REPLACEMENT CYCLE WORK?  
 
DOL can change the mandatory plate replacement timeline from seven to ten years by rule.  
However, a law change is needed to revise the fee structure to implement a ten-year 
replacement cycle and maintain current revenue.  Currently, car owners pay a $12 lump fee per 
plate every seven years (a $10 replacement fee plus a $2 reflectivity fee). Under the proposed 
new cycle, the reflectivity fee would be unchanged but the $10 fee would spread out over the 
entire replacement cycle.  On each renewal notice, vehicle owners would see a $1.25 per plate 
replacement fee for passenger vehicles and trucks and $0.25 for motorcycles and mopeds. 
 
This fee structure spreads out the cost for consumers and captures revenue that would 
otherwise be lost when a vehicle owner leaves the state prior to reaching the end of the 
replacement cycle.  
 
FISCAL IMPACT 
 
Costs and savings 
DOL would need to modify its information technology systems to accommodate the new fees 
and the change in the plate replacement cycle from 7 to 10 years. The agency’s Customer 
Service Center will have increased calls about the change in the fees on vehicle renewal notices.  

 
With the new ten-year cycle, the life of the plate is extended. Consequently, fewer license 
plates and tabs will need to be purchased and the cost to mail the plates to vehicle owners will 
be reduced. 
 

 
 
Revenue 1 

                                                           
1
 Assumptions:  Vehicles not subject to an annual fee for plate replacement are:  Trucks over 26,000 pounds, 

Vehicles with Combination Licenses Fees, Trailers, Prorate Motor Vehicles, Restored and Antique Vehicles, Exempt 
Vehicles, Off- Road Vehicles, and Snowmobiles.  Vehicle owner’s voluntarily requesting replacement plates sooner 
than 10 years will still pay a plate replacement fee at the current rate (effective October 1, 2012) of $10 per plate, 
and $4 for motorcycles.  Reflectivity fees will still be charged for plate issues at the current rate of $2 per plate.   

 

FY 14 FY 15 14-15 Total 16-17 Total 18-19 Total 

FTE Staff Years   2.0 1.0 1.0   
Fund 

91,777 (1,391,142) (1,299,365) (2,563,817) (1,349,864) 

(407,621) (407,621) (815,242) (815,242) 

Total 91,777 (1,798,763) (1,706,986) (3,379,059) (2,165,106) 

Motor Vehicle Account 

DOL Services Account 

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/billinfo/summary.aspx?bill=6585&year=2011
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/documents/billdocs/2011-12/Pdf/Bills/House%20Bills/2775.pdf
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DOL assumes increased revenue from this proposal because the agency would not refund annual 
plate replacement fees when people move out of state.    
 
There would be some revenue loss to the Multimodal Account. Currently persons can pay an 
extra fee to retain their plate number when they get new plates.  DOL assumes fewer plate 
number retention requests with the longer replacement cycle.  

 
 
Net fiscal impact 

 

 
TRANSFER OF OWNERSHIP 
 
As required by the proviso, this section of the report examines the model that new vehicle plates 
and registrations and the corresponding fees are required when a vehicle changes ownership.  
Currently, when a private vehicle sale takes place the new owner may use the remaining 
duration of the plate life remaining registration period.  When a vehicle is sold to a dealer for 
resale, taxes and fees are due when the dealer sells the vehicle.   
 
Costs and savings 

While there will be savings from purchasing and mailing fewer license plates with a transition to 
a ten-year replacement cycle, requiring new plates to be purchased when a title is transferred 
will result in increased expenditures for plates and tabs.  

 
 
Revenue 

There would be some revenue loss to the Multimodal Account. Currently persons can pay an 
extra fee to retain their plate number when they get new plates.  DOL assumes fewer plate 
number retention requests with the longer replacement cycle.  

FY 14 FY 15 14-15 Total 16-17 Total 18-19 Total 

FTE Staff Years           
Fund 

33,756 542,697 576,453 1,493,839 2,030,005 

Total 33,756 542,697 576,453 1,493,839 2,030,005 

Motor Vehicle Account 

FY 14 FY 15 14-15 Total 16-17 Total 18-19 Total 

Increased Revenue Total -           2,241,700     2,241,700     8,460,800      9,168,200      

Cost Savings Total (91,777)     1,798,763     1,706,986     3,379,059      2,244,173      

Total Impact (91,777)     4,040,463   3,948,686   11,839,859   11,412,373   

 

Fund FY 14 FY 15 FY 14-15 
Total 

FY 16-17 
Total 

FY 18-19  
Tiotoal 
 T
otal 

  2,623,500 2,623,50
0 

9,131,000 21,698,900 

(381,800)                          (381,800) (670,200) (330,600) 

Total   2,241,700 2,241,700 8,460,800 21,368,300 

Motor Vehicle Account 
Account Multimodal Account 
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Net fiscal impact  

 
 
STEPS FOR IMPLEMENTATION 
 
DOL would take the following steps to implement the annual replacement fee and transfer of 
ownership provisions: 
 

 Modify information technology systems, which would twelve months with contract 
support programming. 

 Amend rules. 

 Train staff. 

 Update materials and website. 

FY 14 FY 15 14-15 Total 16-17 Total 18-19 Total

Net Revenue Impact  4,780,060  4,780,060  13,467,280  18,611,700  

Cost Increases 33,756       542,697     576,453     1,493,839     2,030,005    

Total Impact (33,756)      4,237,363  4,203,607  11,973,441  16,581,695  

Estimated Cash Receipts to: 

Fund FY 14 FY 15 14-15 Total 16-17 Total 18-19 Total 

  5,161,820 5,161,820 14,137,480 19,155,500 

(381,760) (381,760) (670,200) (543,800) 

Total   4,780,060 4,780,060 13,467,280 18,611,700 

Motor Vehicle Account 

Multimodal Account 


