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Homeowners' Associations (HOAs) play a significant role in maintaining the
property values and community standards in residential developments across
Washington State. Among the tools at an HOA's disposal is the special
assessment, a charge levied on homeowners to fund specific projects or cover
unforeseen expenses. Understanding the rules and regulations governing these
assessments is crucial for homeowners to protect their interests and ensure
compliance with state laws. This article delves into the intricacies of
Washington State HOA special assessment rules, providing a comprehensive
overview for current and prospective homeowners.

Understanding Special Assessments

A special assessment is a fee imposed by an HOA to cover costs that are not
included in the regular budget. These assessments can arise from various
situations, including:

- Emergency Repairs: Unexpected damages that require immediate financial
attention, such as roof repairs after a storm.

- Capital Improvements: Projects aimed at enhancing community property, such
as upgrading a pool or landscaping the common areas.

- Deficit Funding: Situations where the HOA needs to cover a shortfall in the
annual budget due to unforeseen expenses.

Special assessments are different from regular assessments, which are
typically budgeted annually. Homeowners should be aware of the HOA's



authority to impose these fees and the processes involved.

Legal Framework for Special Assessments in
Washington State

Washington State law provides a framework for how HOAs can impose special
assessments. The primary legislation governing these rules is found in the
Washington Uniform Common Interest Ownership Act (RCW 64.90). This act
outlines the responsibilities of HOAs, the rights of homeowners, and the
procedures for imposing special assessments.

Authority to Impose Special Assessments

Under RCW 64.90.525, an HOA must have explicit authority in its governing
documents (bylaws or CC&Rs - Covenants, Conditions & Restrictions) to impose
special assessments. Key considerations include:

- Governing Documents: The HOA's bylaws must specify the conditions under
which special assessments can be imposed, including the process for
determining the amount and the purpose of the assessment.

- Board Approval: Typically, a majority vote by the board of directors is
required to approve a special assessment. Some governing documents may
require a higher threshold, such as a supermajority or homeowner vote.

Notification Requirements

Transparency is vital in the assessment process. Washington law mandates that
homeowners must be notified of special assessments. The notification process
includes:

1. Written Notice: Homeowners must receive written notice that includes:
The purpose of the assessment.

- The amount to be assessed.

- The payment schedule and due dates.

- The consequences of non-payment.

2. Timing: The notice must be sent a reasonable time before the assessment is
due, allowing homeowners sufficient time to plan for the additional expense.

Process for Imposing Special Assessments

The process for imposing special assessments can vary based on the HOA's



governing documents. However, it generally follows these steps:

1. Proposal of the Assessment

The board of directors identifies a need for a special assessment, often due
to unexpected expenses or planned improvements. They draft a proposal
outlining the necessity, estimated costs, and expected benefits of the
assessment.

2. Discussion and Vote

The proposal is presented to the homeowners during a regular or specially
called meeting. Homeowners should have the opportunity to discuss the
proposal and voice their concerns. Following this discussion, the board
conducts a vote. Depending on the HOA's governing documents, a simple
majority or a supermajority may be required.

3. Notification of Approval

Once the special assessment is approved, the board must notify all homeowners
in writing, detailing the specifics of the assessment as described earlier.

Payment of Special Assessments

Homeowners are typically required to pay special assessments within the
timeframe and manner specified by the HOA. This can vary widely, but common
payment structures include:

- Lump Sum Payment: Homeowners may be required to pay the full amount at
once.

- Installment Payments: Some HOAs allow homeowners to pay the assessment in
installments over a specified period.

Consequences of Non-Payment

Failure to pay special assessments can lead to significant consequences for
homeowners, including:

- Late Fees: HOAs may impose late fees if payments are not made on time.
- Liens: In Washington, an HOA can place a lien on a homeowner's property for
unpaid assessments. This lien can lead to foreclosure actions if not



addressed.
- Legal Action: The HOA may initiate legal proceedings to recover the unpaid
assessment, which can result in additional costs for the homeowner.

Disputing Special Assessments

Homeowners have the right to dispute special assessments if they believe the
process was not followed correctly or if the assessment is unjustified. Steps
to dispute a special assessment include:

1. Review Governing Documents: Check the HOA’s bylaws and CC&Rs to understand
the rules governing special assessments.

2. Gather Evidence: Collect any relevant documentation and evidence that
supports your case.

3. Communicate with the Board: Write a formal letter to the HOA board
outlining your concerns and request a meeting to discuss the issue.

4. Attend Meetings: Participate in HOA meetings to present your case and seek
support from other homeowners.

5. Seek Mediation: If direct communication does not resolve the dispute,
consider mediation as a means to settle the issue amicably.

Conclusion

In summary, special assessments are a vital tool for homeowners' associations
in Washington State, allowing them to address unforeseen expenses and fund
community improvements. However, the process for imposing these assessments
is governed by specific rules and regulations designed to protect homeowners.
By understanding their rights and responsibilities regarding special
assessments, homeowners can ensure they are adequately prepared and informed
about any additional financial obligations. It is advisable for homeowners to
actively engage with their HOA and keep abreast of any proposed assessments
to safeqguard their interests within the community.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a special assessment in the context of a
Washington State HOA?

A special assessment is a fee imposed by a homeowners association (HOA) to
cover unexpected expenses or projects that are not included in the annual
budget, such as major repairs or improvements.



Are there specific laws governing special
assessments for HOAs in Washington State?

Yes, Washington State law, particularly the Washington Uniform Common
Interest Ownership Act (WUCIOA), outlines the procedures and requirements for
imposing special assessments within HOAs.

What procedures must an HOA follow to impose a
special assessment in Washington State?

An HOA must notify its members of the proposed special assessment, hold a
meeting to discuss it, and typically require a vote of the membership to
approve the assessment, depending on their governing documents.

Can homeowners dispute a special assessment in
Washington State?

Yes, homeowners can dispute a special assessment if they believe it is
unjustified or improperly imposed, and they may seek remedies through the
HOA's dispute resolution process or legal channels.

Is there a limit on the amount a Washington State
HOA can charge for a special assessment?

There is no specific statutory limit on the amount of a special assessment in
Washington State; however, it must be reasonable and justified based on the
needs of the community.

What are common reasons for special assessments in
Washington State HOAs?

Common reasons include unexpected repairs, major capital improvements, legal
fees, or other unforeseen expenses that exceed the normal operational budget
of the HOA.
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