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As of January 1, 2009, federal 
inheritance taxes will only be 
owed on estates valued at $3.5 
million or more. 

Since May 17, 2005, Wash-
ington has imposed a tax on the 
estates of deceased Washington 
residents and on the estates of 
non-Washingtonians who own 
property in the state at the time 
of death. The state inheritance 
tax is currently charged against 

all estates valued at $2 million or 
more. State law requires the ex-
cise tax to be paid at every 
death. 

Your Will or Trust may need 
to be updated to ensure that you 
are continuing to maximize all 
tax savings opportunities. 

As of January 1, 2009, the 
new amount for annual exclu-
sion gifts will rise to $13,000. 

Annual exclusion gifts can be 
made each year, do not reduce 
the lifetime gift amount and do 
not affect the amount that may 
be transferred at death. Couples 
can make combined gifts in the 
total amount of $26,000. These 
gifts do not result in gift taxes to 
the donee or to the recipient of 
the gift and can be an effective 
way to limit the growth of larger 
estates. 

Life and Estate 
Planning Update 

The “Death with Dignity Act” 
was approved by Washington 
voters 57% to 42% in Novem-
ber’s general election. The new 
law permits a terminally ill, 
competent adult state resident to 
make a request for medication to 
be self-administered that will 
allow the individual to end his or 
her life “in a humane and digni-
fied manner.” 

A patient must make both a 
spoken and a written request to 
an attending physician for such 
medication. 

The physician must then deter-

mine that the patient is mentally 
competent and is making an 
“informed decision.” An in-
formed decision is “based on 
appreciation of relevant facts” 
and is made after being fully in-
formed about one’s medical di-
agnosis and prognosis, the po-
tential risks associated with tak-
ing the medication, the probable 
results from taking the medica-
tion, and “feasible alternatives” 
including comfort measures, 
hospice care and pain control. 

A patient who makes both an 
oral and written request to a phy-

sician for lethal medication must 
wait for at least 15 days and 
must then repeat the request to 
the attending physician. After 
the second request is made, and 
before complying, the physician 
must offer the patient an oppor-
tunity to withdraw the request. 
The patient may revoke the re-
quest at any time and in any 
manner. 

Washington's law was cham-
pioned by former Governor 
Booth Gardner and is modeled 
on Oregon Measure 16, which 
Oregon voters passed in 1994. 
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In October, King County Ex-
ecutive Ron Sims announced that 
“extreme economic conditions 
facing the entire country” had re-
sulted in a dramatic, negative im-
pact in the County's General 
Fund. 

Just four years ago, a budget 
crisis forced King County to cut 
$137 million from its budget, 
leaving County officials to puzzle 
over where the next round of cuts 
can be made. 

The King County Superior 
Court has now been asked to iden-
tify budget savings of more than 
$2.3 million. 

As a cost-cutting measure, 
County Executive Sims proposed 
closing all county offices, includ-
ing the King County Superior 
Court, for 10 working days in 
2009. But closing the courts vio-
lates the State constitution, ac-
cording to Bruce Hilyer, the Pre-
siding Judge of King County Su-
perior Court. 

In an opinion piece in the Seat-
tle Times, Judge Hilyer wrote “if 
forced to meet these additional 
cuts, King County Superior 
Courts would have to slash ser-
vices essential to the fair and effi-
cient administration of justice.” 

According to Judge Hilyer, 
"[t]o adopt the executive’s fur-
lough proposal would require that 
Superior Court be closed while 
suspending civil and criminal trial 
and all other court proceedings.... 
these judicial proceedings involve 
decisions that directly affect the 
liberties of our citizens, and de-
lays can often mean an immediate 
risk of irreversible harm. Justice 
delayed is justice denied.” 

King County Superior Court is 
the largest general jurisdiction 
court in Washington. It handled 
more than 62,000 case filings in 
2007. 
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