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AUGUST 1, 2026

To the Members of the
Washington Citizens’ Commission
on Salaries for Elected Officials:

On behalf of the justices of the Washington Supreme Court and the judges of the
Washington Court of Appeals, Superior Courts, and District Courts, thank you for the time
and effort you invest in establishing appropriate salaries for Washington’s elected officials.
We are writing to share some information that we believe will be helpful as you consider
setting judicial salaries that will attract and retain high quality judges.

Washingtonians need and deserve a court system that can meet the increasingly complex
challenges facing our communities. Today’s courts serve a more diverse public, confront
more complicated issues, and operate in an environment shaped by rapid technological
change. Every day, judges make decisions that are both deeply personal and broadly
consequential — decisions that shape individual lives and establish precedents that guide
the rule of law statewide. Washington Courts need highly skilled judges drawn from the full
breadth of the legal profession.

You can strengthen our judicial system by creating a salary structure that will help attract
and retain top legal professionals with the skills and experience to respond to these rapidly
changing needs and to administer equal justice for all who come before the court.

Recommendations

We recommend that the Salary Commission continue its recent efforts to steadily improve
the compensation of judges, to recognize that the real dollar value of judicial salaries has not
kept pace in the legal marketplace.

We respectfully request both (1) a cost-of-living adjustment to keep pace with
inflation, and (2) a modest baseline salary increase of 3% each year to help close the
gap with other legal career options.
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Rationale for Our Recommendation

|. Competitive compensation is central to ensuring that
the state’s best lawyers — including those at the
height of their careers, those from underrepresented
communities, and those supporting families — can
realistically serve on the bench.

Serving as a judge is both a great privilege and a profound responsibility.

Judges accept this responsibility because we are committed to public service. We recognize
that our decisions touch every corner of Washington’s communities. In a single day, a judge
may decide who will have custody of a child, whether a person in crisis is committed for
treatment, whether someone loses their liberty and for how long, or what the financial future
of a family or business will be. These are not abstract legal questions — they are life-altering
decisions that require deep legal experience, sound judgment, and the right temperament.
And the impacts extend far beyond the courtroom: judicial rulings set precedents that shape
the law for everyone.

For the public to receive justice that is fair, thoughtful, and responsive to a complex and
rapidly changing world, the bench must draw from the full breadth of the legal profession’s
talent. That means attracting and retaining judges with diverse perspectives, backgrounds,
and professional experiences. It is not enough for service on the bench to be limited to those
who can absorb a substantial pay cut or those seeking a capstone to a successful legal
career. When only a narrow slice of the legal community can afford to serve, the public loses
access to the depth and diversity of expertise it deserves.

“Judging is the rare calling where privilege and responsibility go hand in

hand: people place the most consequential moments of their lives before
you and trust you to get it right. That trust is the foundation of the rule of
law, and it is only ever as strong as the experience and judgment of those
willing to take it on.”

JUDGE MICHAEL R. SCOTT, KING COUNTY SUPERIOR COURT
PRESIDENT, SUPERIOR COURT JUDGES’ ASSOCIATION
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At a time when the public is deeply divided and the executive and legislative branches often
struggle under intense partisanship, the judicial branch plays a crucial stabilizing role in
bringing communities together, resolving disputes fairly, and upholding the rule of law. This
matters now more than ever.

If compensation fails to support recruitment and retention of a diverse pool of highly skilled
judges, the community ultimately bears the cost — through diminished trust, reduced access
to expertise, and a judiciary less able to meet the demands placed on it.

. Courts have changed — and the work of being a judge

has grown even more complex and demanding.

Across the state, people come to court with increasingly complicated legal and personal
circumstances. Judges now routinely address some of society’s hardest problems: addiction,
mental health crises, unstable housing, and family conflicts that require nuanced, trauma-
informed decision-making. Therapeutic courts and other innovative programs have expanded
to meet these needs and to make the justice system more accessible and affordable for the
public. But many of these innovations, while beneficial for court users, have added significant
new responsibilities for judges.

At the same time, courts at every level face serious case backlogs. Judges have taken on
substantial administrative work without any reduction in their caseloads.

“During my early recovery, the judge in drug court became a powerful
source of positive authority in my life. It wasn’t about fear or punishment,
it was about respect. I didn’t want to let him down. His encouragement
felt almost parental, like a mentor guiding me forward. The judge’s praise
meant more to me than any material incentive. Hearing praise from him
carried more weight than receiving a gift card for compliance. He embodied
accountability. Whenever I was tempted to slip back into old behaviors,

I thought of the judge, and that reminder helped me reframe my choices.

His presence and support had a profoundly positive impact on my journey
through drug court.”

JOE BARSANA
KING COUNTY DRUG COURT GRADUATE
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The problem is not a lack of talented lawyers in Washington — it is that too few can afford
to take on the workload and responsibility that modern judging requires at the current level
of compensation. Many judicial vacancies attract only a single candidate. The Governor’s
Office is often finding it harder to identify qualified nominees willing and able to accept
judicial appointments, and more experienced judges are leaving the bench or considering
doing so. Demographically, with the average age of Washington district and superior court
judges at 56, a wave of retirements is on the horizon. All of these trends point to a troubling
reality: the pool of qualified candidates able to meet the public’s needs is shrinking. When
the role becomes unsustainable, the community pays the price through fewer applicants,
more vacancies, longer delays, and a judiciary less able to address the complex issues
Washingtonians bring to court.

There are several positions within state government that require specialized education,
training, and experience. The state routinely pays salaries to compete with private industry
and attract skilled individuals into those positions. The compensation of judges should be
evaluated with the same understanding: as an investment necessary to ensure the quality
and effectiveness of a core branch of government.

Steady incremental steps toward making judicial
compensation more competitive are a smart investment
yielding significant dividends to the people of Washington.

We recognize and appreciate the Salary Commission’s most recent efforts to maintain

a modest, but steady and predictable, increase in judicial salaries. These incremental
adjustments have helped keep judicial compensation from falling too far behind other options
within the legal profession. This approach is essential to attracting and retaining the skilled,
experienced judges Washingtonians rely on.

“The public deserves judges who represent the best of the legal
profession. But as the work of the judiciary grows more complex,

recruiting qualified candidates has become increasingly difficult.
We need competitive salaries to help recruit the next generation
of top legal minds.”

JUDGE REBECCA GLASGOW
COURT OF APPEALS, DIVISION I
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We have also seen the consequences when years with no or minimal adjustments have
reduced the real value of judicial compensation. Table 1 shows how the lack of an increase
in 2021, followed by a minimal adjustment in 2022 during a period of high inflation, caused
a sharp drop in the real value of judicial salaries. Despite stronger increases in recent years,
purchasing power remains notably below its 2020 level.

TABLE 1: Impact of Inflation on the Real Dollar Value of Judicial Salaries

Superior Court Judge Commission Real Dollar
Year Salary at Year End Increase Inflation Value of Salary
2020 $199,675 4.55% 1.74% $199,675
2021 $199,675 0.00% 4.52% $191,037
2022 $203,169 1.75% 8.01% $179,972
2023 $217,391 7.00% 4.29% $184,647
2024 $228,261 5.00% 2.81% $188,574
2025 $237,460 4.00% 2.67% $190,771
2026 $244,631 3.00% 3.44% $190,290

Inflation is measured using the annual CPI-U for the West Region, published by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Real
(constant) dollars are calculated using CPI-U West data and are expressed in 2020 dollars, so each figure shows what

that year's nominal salary was worth in 2020 purchasing power. The 2020 row therefore matches the 2020 nominal salary;
subsequent years show the erosion in real terms. The estimated inflation rate for 2026 is based on the 12-month CPI-U for the
West Region ending June 2026. For methodology, see the BLS Fact Sheet Math Calculations to Better Utilize CPI Data.

Another consequence of years with no or minimal increases is the widening gap between judges
and the lawyers who appear before them (see Table 2 for example). In many parts of Washington,
public sector attorneys — including prosecutors, public defenders, and city or county attorneys —
now outearn the judges they practice before. And across the state’s private legal market, salaries
have risen sharply. In some firms, a lawyer only a few years out of law school earns as much as,
or more than, an experienced judge with decades on the job. By the eighth year of practice, an
associate at a major Seattle firm earns nearly twice a Superior Court judge’s salary (see Table 2),
making a midcareer move to the bench financially untenable for many.

“Washington state judges remain a source of pride for the legal community and the public.
As Washington State Bar president, I have had occasion to commend the integrity,
professionalism and hard work our judges put into the delivery of justice. They have led

the nation in justice reform and commitment to the rule of law. I urge the Washington

Citizens Salary Commission to consider increasing judicial salaries to enable us to recruit

and retain quality judges.”

FRANCIS ADEWALE
WASHINGTON STATE BAR ASSOCIATION PRESIDENT
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TABLE 2: lllustrative Comparison of Judicial and Legal Market Salaries

Annual
Role Salary Basis
Superior Court judge $244,631 RCW 43.03.012
(Decades of legal experience) (eff. 7/1/2026)
Senior Deputy Prosecuting Attorney $258,526 Senior DPA—-PAO, Step 10/
Top step King County salary schedule
First-year associate $235,000 Market scale, national firms’
Major Seattle firm (no experience) Seattle offices
Eighth-year associate $455,000 Market scale, national firms’
Major Seattle firm Seattle offices

Figures are annual salaries effective July 1, 2026. Judicial salary per RCW 43.03.012; Senior Deputy Prosecuting
Attorney is the top step (Step 10) of the Senior DPA—PAO classification on the King County salary schedule;
associate figures reflect the prevailing large-firm market scale paid in the firms’ Seattle offices.

Seattle-area salary data are used here because a majority of Washington’s judges serve in the Puget Sound
region, where market pressures are most acute. Of the state’s 205 superior court judges, 57% serve in King,
Kitsap, Pierce, Snohomish, or Thurston counties, including 27% in King County alone. Similarly, nearly 43% of
district court judges serve in these counties, with 22% in King County. At the appellate level, 77% of Court of
Appeals judges serve in Seattle or Tacoma, and the Supreme Court sits in Olympia. This distribution makes Puget
Sound salary trends particularly relevant when assessing the compensation gap judges face.

These gaps matter because they limit who can realistically afford to serve on the
bench. When compensation lags significantly behind both public and private alternatives,
experienced lawyers — including those at the height of their careers, those supporting
families, and those from underrepresented communities — are less able to consider judicial
service. This reality is compounded by the substantial law school debt many attorneys carry,
a burden that falls disproportionately on Black graduates, who on average borrow more and
repay over a longer period than their White peers'. The result is a narrower pool of applicants
and greater difficulty filling judicial vacancies, which undermines efforts to build and sustain a
judiciary with the breadth of skills, perspectives, and experience the public needs.

1 Dawe, M. (2023). The Black-White student debt gap among law school graduates. The Practice, Harvard Law
School Center on the Legal Profession.
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Conclusion

For these reasons, we strongly believe that the steady approach to judicial salary growth
should continue, following the approach taken since 2023. Steady, incremental progress
helps avoid the far more difficult and expensive problem of addressing large compensation
gaps in future years.

This approach represents a smart investment for the people of Washington. Judicial salaries
are a relatively minor line item in the context of an $80 billion state general fund budget. A
cost-of-living adjustment paired with a modest 3% baseline increase each year will help
ensure the ability to recruit and retain a diverse pool of skilled judges now and in the future.
The return on this modest investment for the people of Washington is substantial: timely case
resolution, reduced vacancies, stronger public trust, and a more stable, diverse, and highly
qualified judiciary.

Thank you for your consideration. We would be happy to provide any additional information
you would like to review.

Sincerely,

Debra L. Stephens
Chief Justice,
Washington Supreme Court

Bill A. Bowman
Acting Chief Judge, Division |,
Washington Court of Appeals

Michael R. Scott
King County Superior Court Judge;
President, Superior Court Judges’ Association

Rick S. Leo
Snohomish County District Court Judge;
District and Municipal Court Judges’ Association

Anita Crawford-Willis
Seattle Municipal Court Presiding Judge;
Immediate Past President, District and Municipal Court Judges’ Association
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Appendix. Overview of the Washington
Judiciary and the Duties of Judges

Judges at each court level play critical and distinct roles in the administration of justice in our
state. A judge’s duties extend beyond the courtroom — judges routinely participate on statewide
task forces and commissions, provide input to legislators and other government officials on court
operations, and spearhead community initiatives to increase equity and access in the courts.

9 JUSTICES ELECTED TO SDCYEAR TERMS

* Appeals from the Court of Appeals.

* Direct appeals when action of state
officers is involved, the constitutionality
of a statute is gquestioned, there are
conflicting statutes or rules of law,
or when the issue is of broad public
interest.

* Final rule making body for other
state couris.

* Administers state court system.

* S izes attorney discipline
ﬂaﬁe‘wide.

@ 22 JUDGES ELECTED TO SIYEAR TERMS

{DIVISION I: SEATTLE (10 JUDGES);

CIVISIONM [I: TACOMA (T JUDGES);

CIVISION NIl SPOKANE (5 JUDGES))

» Appeals from the lower courts except
these in junsdiction of the Supreme Court.

* Direct review of cerfain administrafive
agency decisions._

* Original jurisdiction over Personal

Restraint Pefitions

@ Superior Courts
205 WDGES ELECTED TD FOUR-YEAR TERMS

IM 32 JUDICIAL DISTRICTS, EACH COMPOSED
OF ONE OR MORE COUNTIES

ORIGINAL JURISDICTION
+ Civil actions involving more

than $100,000. = _o . .
© T or possession of eal property Courts of Limited Jurisdiction
legality of a tax, assessment or foll; 279 JUDICIAL OFFICERS; (113 DISTRICT COURT

probate and domestic matters. JUDGES, 79 MUNICIPAL COURT JUDGES, 5

e - ) MUNICIPAL COURT MAGISTRATES, 27 DISTRICT
Criminal cases amounting AND MUNICIPAL COURT COMMISSIONERS)
to felony.

+ Criminal cases when jurisdiction ORIGINAL JURISINCTION
is not otherwise provided for by law. * Small claims up to $10,000.

* Al juvenile matters. * All matters involving fraffic, non-fraffic,

* Orders for protection from and parking infractions.
domestic viclence. * Certain civil anti-harassment matters.

+ Appeals from the courts of imited * Preliminary hearings of felonies.
jurigdiction heard de novo or * Temporary and full Ex Parte Orders for
appealed on the record for emor of law. protection from domestic violence.

CONCURRENT JURESINCTION WITH * Orders for change of names in

COURTS OF LIMITED JURISINGTION non-domestic violence cases.

* Civil actions involving
$100,000 or less. 'WITH SUPERIOR GOURTS

» Civil actions involving $100,000 or less.

* Misdemeanor and gross misdemeanor
acfions with maximum fine of $5,000 or less
and/or jail sentence of 364 days orlessin
viclation of state law, county, or municipal
erdinance violations.
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