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Overview 
 

 
Purpose 
The primary purpose of this review by the Department of Revenue (department) is to assist the Benton County 
Assessor (Assessor) in their processes and procedures to ensure compliance with state statutes and regulations. 
 
 
Method of Calculation 
The department calculated the levy limitations and levy rate for several of the taxing districts for the 2023 tax 
year. To determine whether an error occurred, the department compared the amount levied for the district with 
the lesser of the levy limit, the statutory rate limit, the amount authorized by each district’s resolution, and the 
levy amount certified by the district. 
 
 
Information Reviewed 
The department used the following information during the review: 
 

 Resolutions/Ordinances adopted by the districts. 
 Levy certification from the county legislative authority (RCW 84.52.070). 
 Tax roll certification to the county treasurer and abstract of the tax roll to the county auditor. 
 Ballot measures. 
 Levy limit worksheets. 
 $5.90 aggregate and 1% constitutional limits. 

 
We do not review every taxing district’s levy. We audited approximately 40% of the taxing districts. The scope of 
the audit did not include the review of earmarked funds. 
 
 
Taxing Districts Selected 
The department reviewed the following taxing district levies: 
 

 City of Prosser. 
 Fire Districts:  No. 4, and No. 6. 
 Kennewick Hospital. 
 Mid-Columbia Inter- County Rural Library. 
 School Districts: Finley No. 53 and Grandview No. 200. 
 Port of Kennewick. 
 Benton County General. 
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Executive Summary 
 

 
Introduction 
The primary purpose of a levy audit by the department is to assist the county assessor in successfully performing 
the duties associated with levying property taxes for the districts within the county. 
 
An effective audit of levy calculations consists of gathering information from the assessor’s office to determine 
the level of compliance with laws and rules, the accuracy of levy calculations, and the effectiveness of record 
keeping. 
 
 
Categories of Results 
The department has completed its review and grouped the results into two categories: 

 The first category, Requirements, is of the greatest urgency for effective administration by the assessor. 
A change is required to adhere to the law. 
 

 The second category, Recommendations, requires the attention of the assessor. The department 
believes the assessor could improve their performance and service to the public by making voluntary 
changes in procedures. 
 

 
The department bases requirements and recommendations in our reports on our review of the administrative 
procedures employed, existing state statutes and regulations, and areas we saw opportunities to improve 
processes, procedures, and communication. 
 
 
Results 
The department identified five requirements and one recommendation directed toward improving the accuracy 
of the levy process. 
 
We have listed a summary of these items in the Requirements and Recommendation sections. 
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Executive Summary, continued 
 

 
 
Requirements  
 

1. The Assessor is required to carry forward the taxing districts highest lawful levy since 1985 
when calculating the 1% growth limit. The Assessor is required to include funds in the levy limit 
calculations for a refund levy when properly certified. 
The Assessor is required to include the total certified levy request amount when calculating the 
levy limitations.  

2. The Assessor is required to implement voter approved levy lid lifts. 
3. The Assessor is required to calculate the levy limits for the Benton County general levy. Once 

the maximum levy amount is determined, apportion funds for the earmarked funds, such as 
mental health and veterans assistance, with the remaining portion of the levy, should be 
apportioned to the county’s current expense fund.  

4. The Assessor is required to certify both locally and state assessed values to the taxing districts 
once the certified state assessed utility values are received from the department. 

 
 
Recommendations  
 

1. The department recommends the Assessor notify the Mid-Columbia Library district, Yakima County 
Assessor, and other county assessors they share a joint district with, how many digits past the decimal 
point their computer system will allow them to use.  
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Requirement – City of Prosser 
 

 
 
Requirement  
The Assessor is required to carry forward the taxing district’s highest lawful levy since 1985 when calculating the 
1% growth limit. The Assessor is required to include funds in the levy limit calculations for a refund levy when 
properly certified. 
 
 
What the law says 
The regular property tax levy for districts other than the state school levies are calculated based on the highest 
lawful levy since 1985 (RCW 84.55.092). 
 
Taxing districts, other than the state, may levy a property tax for the purpose of funding refunds made to 
taxpayers within the prior 12 months and reimburse the taxing district for taxes abated or canceled, offset by 
any supplemental taxes collected under Title 84, other than taxes collected due to a highly valued disputed 
property decision (RCW 84.69.180). 
 
When a levy error has occurred, the assessor must correct the amount of the error by making appropriate 
adjustments to the levy for the taxing district in the succeeding year. If the error correction will cause hardship 
for either the district or taxpayers, the district may choose to make the adjustment on a proportional basis over 
a period of not more than three consecutive years. The correction of an error cannot be made for any period 
more than three years preceding the year in which the error is discovered (RCW 84.52.085). 
 
As stated in State v. Wiley, supra, at p. 647:  
 

“The duties of respondent in relation to the matters in question are ministerial, and, if the facts 
upon which he is to act were properly certified to him from a tribunal with jurisdiction in the 
premises, that order constitutes his warrant and he is bound to proceed under it. His only concern 
is to know whether ‘his warrant proceeds from competent authority,’ and, if so, fulfill it as he is 
commanded.” 

 
 
What we found 
Prior to completing the 2023 tax year levy limitations for the City of Prosser, the Assessor discovered they had 
incorrectly carried forward the district’s highest lawful levy since 1985. This error was corrected starting with the 
2020 levy for the 2021 tax year reflecting a highest lawful levy since 1985 of $1,599,368.13. The error did not 
result in an incorrect amount of property taxes levied as the district was limited to a levy limitation other than 
the 1% growth limit during the years of the error. 
 
2021 levy for the 2022 tax year 
The Assessor incorrectly calculated the 2022 tax year 1% growth limit, plus other allowable increases due to new 
construction, increases in state assessed utility value, and property annexed into the city. The Assessor should 
have carried forward the highest lawful levy since 1985 as $1,599,368.13, instead of $1,638,742.20. The 
$1,638,742.20 represents the one percentage growth limit from the 2021 tax year. This amount is greater than 
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the district’s statutory maximum rate limit of $1,372,136.75 for the 2021 tax year, thus the district was unable 
to levy $1,638,742.20 for the 2021 tax year and it cannot be carried forward to future levy limit calculations as it 
was not the highest lawful levy since 1985. 
 
This error did not result in an overlevy error as the district’s levy was limited to the statutory maximum rate limit 
of $1,393,625.35. The district’s highest lawful levy since 1985 remains $1,599,368.13 as of the 2022 tax year levy 
calculations. See Appendix A for detailed levy calculations. 
 
2022 levy for the 2023 tax year 
The Assessor incorrectly carried forward $1,680,146.65 as the district’s highest lawful levy. This amount is 
greater than the 2022 tax year’s statutory maximum rate limit, thus it could not have been lawfully levied in 
2022 and does not qualify as the highest lawful levy since 1985. The 1% growth limit and other allowable 
increases should have been added to the district’s highest lawful levy since 1985 of $1,599,368.13. 
 
The Assessor did not include the $10,000 refund request amount that was properly certified by the Benton 
County Legislative Authority dated November 30, 2022. 
 
The lesser of the district’s levy limitations is the increase amount over the district’s prior year’s levy, plus the 
$10,000 refund levy, which is $1,504,869.05. The Assessor levied $1,495,070.35 resulting in a total underlevy of 
$9,798.70. The $201.30 difference between the underlevy error and the refund levy amount is due to additional 
levy capacity for the annexation. See Appendix B for detailed levy calculations. 
 
 
Actions needed to meet requirement 
The Assessor is required to take the following actions: 

 Notify the taxing district of the levy error. When there is an underlevy error, the department interprets 
the statutes to give the taxing district the option of adjusting the following year’s levy by the underlevy 
amount. If the correction in the succeeding year will cause a hardship for either the taxing district or 
taxpayers, the district may request the correction be made on a proportional basis over a period of no 
more than three years. 

 Begin the levy error correction with the 2023 levy limit calculations for the 2024 tax year. When 
calculating the district’s levy capacity due to new construction, etc., use the levy rate that would have 
been certified if the error had not occurred in the prior year, $2.1355972249 per $1,000 assessed value. 

 Use the actual amount levied from the 2023 tax year of $1,495,070 in the levy calculations for the 2024 
tax year when calculating the taxing district’s authorized increase over the prior year’s levy. This amount 
includes the levy error. 

 Use the levy’s highest lawful levy of $1,599,368.13 when calculating the 2024 tax year levy limit.   
 

 
Why it’s important 
By calculating the levy limitations as required by law and levying the lesser of those limitations, it will ensure the 
assessor is not levying more or less than statutes allow on behalf of the taxing district and taxpayers pay the 
correct amount of property taxes. 
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Requirement – Port of Kennewick 

 
 
 
Requirement 
The Assessor is required to include the total certified levy request amount when calculating the levy limitations.  
 
 
What the law says 
Taxing districts, other than the state, may levy a property tax for the purpose of funding refunds made to 
taxpayers within the prior 12 months and reimbursing the taxing district for taxes abated or canceled, offset by 
any supplemental taxes collected under Title 84, other than taxes collected due to a highly valued disputed 
property decision. (RCW 84.69.180) 
 
When a levy error has occurred, the assessor must correct the amount of the error by making appropriate 
adjustments to the levy for the taxing district in the succeeding year. If the error correction will cause hardship 
for either the district or taxpayers, the district may choose to make the adjustment on a proportional basis over 
a period of not more than three consecutive years. The correction of an error cannot be made for any period 
more than three years preceding the year in which the error is discovered. (RCW 84.52.085) 
 
As stated in State v. Wiley, supra, at p. 647:  
 

“The duties of respondent in relation to the matters in question are ministerial, and, if the facts 
upon which he is to act were properly certified to him from a tribunal with jurisdiction in the 
premises, that order constitutes his warrant and he is bound to proceed under it. His only concern 
is to know whether ‘his warrant proceeds from competent authority,’ and, if so, fulfill it as he is 
commanded.” 
 

 
What we found 
The Benton County Legislative Authority certified a total levy request of $5,400,000, which includes a $10,000 
refund levy to the Assessor on November 30, 2022. The Assessor did not include the refund levy as part of the 
total levy request when comparing the four levy limitations at the district level and did not add the additional 
$10,000 refund levy to the 1% growth limit or authorized levy over the prior year’s levy. This resulted in an 
underlevy of $10,000. See Appendix C for detailed levy limit calculations. 
 
 
Actions needed to meet requirement 
The Assessor is required to take the following actions: 

 Notify the taxing district of the levy error. When there is an underlevy error, the department interprets 
the statutes to give the taxing district the option of adjusting the following year’s levy by the underlevy 
amount. If the correction in the succeeding year will cause a hardship for either the taxing district or 
taxpayers, the district may request the correction be made on a proportional basis over a period of no 
more than three years. 
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 Begin the levy error correction with the 2023 levy limit calculations for the 2024 tax year. When 
calculating the district’s levy capacity due to new construction, etc., use the levy rate that would have 
been certified if the error had not occurred in the prior year, $0.2406035595 per $1,000 assessed value. 

 Use the actual amount levied from the 2023 tax year of $4,890,181.26, in the levy calculations for the 
2024 tax year when calculating the taxing district’s authorized increase over the prior year’s levy. This 
amount includes the levy error. 

 Use the levy’s highest lawful levy since 1985 of $4,890,181.26 when calculating the 2024 tax year levy 
limit. 

 
 
Why it’s important 
By calculating the levy limitations as required by law and levying the lesser of those limitations, it will ensure the 
assessor is not levying more or less than statutes allow on behalf of the taxing district and taxpayers pay the 
correct amount of property taxes. 
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Requirement – Fire District No. 4 EMS 

 
 
 
Requirement 
The Assessor is required to implement voter approved levy lid lifts. 

 

 
What the law says 
Voters of a taxing district may approve a regular levy in excess of the 1% growth limit (RCW 84.55.050).  
 
When a levy error has occurred, the assessor must correct the amount of the error by making appropriate 
adjustments to the levy for the taxing district in the succeeding year. If the error correction will cause hardship 
for either the district or taxpayers, the district may choose to make the adjustment on a proportional basis over 
a period of not more than three consecutive years. The correction of an error cannot be made for any period 
more than three years preceding the year in which the error is discovered (RCW 84.52.085). 
 
The correction of a levy error may exceed the statutory maximum rate limit when the following occur: 
 

 The error was made during the 2024 tax year or thereafter. 
 The error is at no fault of the taxing district.  
 The correction is made over a three-year period (2023 Legislation House Bill 1303). 

 
 
What we found 
The voters approved a multiyear permanent levy lid lift starting with the 2023 tax year. They approved a levy 
rate of $0.50 per $1,000 assessed value for the 2023 tax year and a 106% limit factor for the following five years. 
The Assessor was unaware of the voter approved lid lift and carried forward the levy limitations as if the voter 
approved increase had not occurred.  
 
The Assessor discovered the error following the certification of the tax roll. They have been working with the fire 
district and the department on the proper remedial actions. This resulted in an underlevy of $470,490.49. See 
Appendix D for detailed levy calculations. 
 
Since this error occurred prior to HB 1303 becoming law, the correction of this levy error cannot result in a levy 
rate greater than the statutory maximum rate limit of $0.50 per $1,000 assessed value. 
 
 
Actions needed to meet requirement 
The Assessor is required to take the following actions: 

 Continue to work with the taxing district when correcting the levy error. When there is an underlevy 
error, the department interprets the statutes to give the taxing district the option of adjusting the 
following year’s levy by the underlevy amount. If the correction in the succeeding year will cause a 
hardship for either the taxing district or taxpayers, or results in a levy rate greater than the statutory 
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maximum levy rate, the district may request the correction be made on a proportional basis over a 
period of no more than three years.  

 Begin the levy error correction with the 2023 levy limit calculations for the 2024 tax year. When 
calculating the district’s levy capacity due to new construction, etc., use the levy rate that would have 
been certified if the error had not occurred in the prior year, $0.50 per $1,000 assessed value. 

 Use the levy’s highest lawful levy since 1985 of $1,402,383.49 when calculating the 2024 tax year levy 
limit.  

 
 
Why it’s important 
By calculating the levy limitations as required by law and levying the lesser of those limitations, it will ensure the 
assessor is not levying more or less than statutes allow on behalf of the taxing district and taxpayers pay the 
correct amount of property taxes. 
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Requirement – Benton County general levy 

 
 
 
Requirement 
The Assessor is required to calculate the levy limits for the Benton County general levy. Once the maximum levy 
amount is determined, apportion funds to earmarked funds, such as mental health and veterans assistance, with 
the remaining portion of the levy apportioned to the county’s current expense fund.  

 
 

What the law says 
Taxing districts, other than the state, may levy a property tax for the purpose of funding refunds made to 
taxpayers within the prior 12 months and reimbursing the taxing district for taxes abated or canceled, offset by 
any supplemental taxes collected under Title 84, other than taxes collected due to a highly valued disputed 
property decision. (RCW 84.69.180) 
 
The levy by a county may not exceed $1.80 per $1,000 assessed value. However, a county may increase their 
levy up to $2.475 per $1,0000 assessed value if the county levy, plus the road levy, does not exceed a total of 
$4.05 per $1,000 assessed value (RCW 84.52.043(1)). 
 
The amount of levy allocated from the county general purpose levy for veterans assistance and mental health 
may be modified from the required rates based on the change amount of the current year’s county general levy 
amount compared to the prior year’s county general levy amount (RCW 71.20.110 and RCW 73.08.080). 
 
When a levy error has occurred, the assessor must correct the amount of the error by making appropriate 
adjustments to the levy for the taxing district in the succeeding year. If the error correction will cause hardship 
for either the district or taxpayers, the district may choose to make the adjustment on a proportional basis over 
a period of not more than three consecutive years. The correction of an error cannot be made for any period 
more than three years preceding the year in which the error is discovered (RCW 84.52.085). 
 
 
 
What we found 
When the department reviewed Benton County Resolution 2022-876 certifying the 2023 tax year levy request to 
the Assessor, it was unclear to the department if the reference to current expense truly represented current 
expense or the county general levy. The department reviewed the Assessor’s 2021 and 2022 tax booklets from 
the county website and verified the reference to current expense is really the county general levy. While 
reviewing the 2021 tax year information, it was determined the Assessor levied an amount greater than 
authorized by the district.  
 
2021 tax year 
The Benton County Legislative Authority provides a copy of the material they reviewed in their open public 
meeting on Nov. 24, 2020, on their website. The department verified with the Assessor the property tax levy 
documents in this packet are the same documents the Benton County Legislative Authority adopted for the 2021 
property tax levies. 
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The Benton County Legislative Authority authorized a 0% increase over the prior year’s levy (see page 439 of the 
packet). They also authorized a “current expense” levy in the amount of $24,995,223, with a note that this 
amount includes $267,162.73 for veterans assistance and $591,067.99 for mental health levies (see page 443 of 
the packet). They included a note requesting a specific rate for the earmarked levies, $0.025 per $1,000 assessed 
value for the mental health levy and $0.0113 per $1,000 assessed value for the veterans’ assistance levy.  
 
The Assessor’s levy calculations were based on the specified levy rates for the veterans’ assistance levy and 
mental health levy. The Assessor also calculated a levy amount for the current expense levy based on the prior 
year’s levy amount plus other allowable increases. These three levies were added together for the total county 
general levy, which were in excess of the lesser of the limitations. This resulted in an overlevy of $44,958.58 for 
the 2021 tax year. See Appendix E for detailed levy calculations. 
 
2022 tax year 
The Assessor corrected their method in determining the maximum county general levy and apportioned the 
amounts to the earmarked funds accordingly. Due to the discovery of the 2021 tax year levy error, the 2022 
limitations must be recalculated applying the corrected 2021 tax year levy rate as if the levy rate error had not 
occurred. This resulted in an overlevy of $1,064.40. See Appendix F for detailed levy calculations. 
 
2023 tax year 
The Benton County Legislative Authority certified a total levy request of $27,184,605.75, which includes a 
$7,209.90 refund levy to the Assessor. The Assessor did not include the refund levy amount of $7,209.90 in the 
levy limit calculations. This, in addition to using the prior year’s levy rate as if the error did not occur in 2022, 
resulted in an underlevy of $7,176.65. See Appendix G for detailed levy calculations.  
 
The total overlevy correction is $38,846.33. 
 
 
Actions needed to meet requirement 
The Assessor is required to take the following actions: 

 Notify the taxing district of the levy error. If the correction in the succeeding year will cause a hardship 
for either the taxing district or taxpayers, the district may request the correction be made on a 
proportional basis over a period of no more than three years. 

 Begin the levy error correction with the 2023 levy limit calculations for the 2024 tax year. When 
calculating the district’s levy capacity due to new construction, etc., use the levy rate that would have 
been certified if the error had not occurred in the prior year, $0.9372078111 per $1,000 assessed value. 

 Use the actual amount levied from the 2023 tax year of $27,016,102 in the levy calculations for the 2024 
tax year when calculating the taxing district’s authorized increase over the prior year’s levy. This amount 
includes the levy errors. 

 Use the levy’s highest lawful levy of $28,178,670.82 when calculating the 2024 tax year levy limit. 
 Continue education efforts with the Benton County Legislative Authority regarding the difference 

between the county current expense and county general levy in their resolutions. 
 Include calculations only representing the Benton County general levy when calculating the levy limit 

labeled “County County.”   
 To avoid confusion, use correct labels when determining the total county general levy limit as compared 

to the earmarked funds. This will create transparency between the current expense, veterans’ 
assistance, and mental health levies. 
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Why it’s important 
By calculating the levy limitations as required by law and levying the lesser of those limitations, it will ensure the 
assessor is not levying more or less than statutes allow on behalf of the taxing district and taxpayers pay the 
correct amount of property taxes. 
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Requirement – Certification of assessed value to taxing districts 

 
Requirement 
The Assessor is required to certify both locally and state assessed values to the taxing districts once the certified 
state assessed utility values are received from the department.  
 
 

What the law says 
It is the duty of the assessor of each county, after receiving the certificate of assessed value for state assessed 
property from the department, to apportion and apply that value to the county tax roll. When the tax roll is 
complete, it is the assessor’s duty to certify the total assessed value of property in the county, as shown by the 
completed tax rolls, to the officers authorized by law to estimate expenditures and/or levy taxes for each taxing 
district in the county the total assessed value of the property in such taxing district (RCW 84.48.130). 
 
 
What we found 
The Assessor did not certify the locally assessed values and state assessed utility values to the taxing districts 
timely for the 2023 tax year. The department certified state assessed utility values to the Assessor on Nov. 3, 
2022. The Assessor certified total assessed values to the taxing districts on Jan. 13, 2023, after the calculation of 
the levy rates. 
 
 
Action needed to meet requirement 
The Assessor is required to take the following action: 

 Certify the total assessed values, including both locally assessed values and state assessed utility values, 
to the taxing districts once the certified state assessed utility values from the department are received 
and apportioned to the proper taxing districts. 

 
 
Why it’s important 
Providing the taxing districts with a timely certification of assessed values and correct information regarding the 
district’s deadlines to certify their levy requests to either the county legislative author or county assessor will 
assist the taxing districts with their budget process.  
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Recommendation – Uniform levy rate 
 

Recommendation 
The department recommends the Assessor notify the Mid-Columbia Library district, Yakima County Assessor, 
and other county assessors they share a joint district with, how many digits past the decimal point their 
computer system will allow them to use.  
 
 

What we found 
The library district and Yakima County Assessor certified levy rates to the Assessor with twelve digits past the 
decimal point. Due to software restraints, the Assessor implemented a levy rate with only ten digits past the 
decimal point for the joint taxing districts. 
 
 
Action recommended 
The department recommends the Assessor: 

 Request the library district certify a levy rate with no more than ten digits past the decimal point to 
accommodate Benton and Franklin counties software systems.  

 Request the Yakima County Assessor certify a levy rate with no more than ten digits after the decimal 
point to accommodate Benton counties software system. 

 
 
Why it’s important 
To ensure a uniform rate is applied throughout the entire district.  
 
 



2023 Tax Year Benton County Levy Audit 
 

 

 

August 2023 17 

Next Steps 
 

 
Follow-up 
The department is committed to the success of the Assessor by ensuring the levies comply with state statutes 
and regulations. 
 
The department will conduct a follow-up review in 2024. This will give the Assessor an opportunity to implement 
the required changes, recommended changes, and to provide information to the department about any issues 
they encountered during the implementation process. 
 
 
Questions 
General levy information is available in the department’s Property Tax Levies Operating Manual, available on our 
website. 
 
For questions about specific requirements or recommendations in our report, please contact us at: 
 
Washington State Department of Revenue 
Property Tax Division 
PO Box 47471 
Olympia, WA  98504-7471 
(360) 534-1400 
dor.wa.gov  
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Appendix A 
 

The following worksheets contain regular levy calculations for the districts with errors in this audit. 
 
2022 
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Appendix B 
 

The following worksheets contain regular levy calculations for the districts with errors in this audit. 
 
2023 
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Appendix C 
 

The following worksheets contain regular levy calculations for the districts with errors in this audit. 
 
2023 
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Appendix D 
 

The following worksheets contain regular levy calculations for the districts with errors in this audit. 
 
2023 
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Appendix E 
 

The following worksheets contain regular levy calculations for the districts with errors in this audit. 
 
2021  
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Appendix F 
 

The following worksheets contain regular levy calculations for the districts with errors in this audit. 
 
2022 
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Appendix G 
 

The following worksheets contain regular levy calculations for the districts with errors in this audit. 
 
2023 

 
 


