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WHAT ARE PORT DISTRICTS? 

▸MUNICIPAL CORPORATIONS 

▸SPECIAL PURPOSE 

DISTRICTS in Washington 

State. 

▸ IN MANY STATES - division of 

state or city government. 

▸ IN SOME STATES - regional 

collective of cities or 

cities/counties.



WPPA | PORTS 101

WHAT IS THE "SPECIAL PURPOSE" OR MISSION 

OF PUBLIC PORT DISTRICTS? 

▸PRIMARY MISSION is to promote economic 

development.

▸PORTS ARE our public sector trade link. 

▸ "ENTERPRISE" units of government, meaning we get to 

decide what we want to get involved in. Few government 

entities have this luxury. 
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OUR PORTS REPRESENT COMMUNITY 

INVESTMENT IN LONG-TERM ASSETS

▸We are fundamentally about 

community control of important 

assets such as waterfronts, 

airports and industrial areas.

▸Ports build and operate facilities 

that foster trade and economic 

development.

▸Trade jobs are family-wage job

Economic Development means different things to different 

people (tourism, for example).
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MARINE TERMINALS (16 PORTS) AIRPORTS (31 PORTS)

INDUSTRIAL AREAS (42 PORTS)
RECREATIONAL MARINAS / 
DOCKS (41 PORTS)

▸Ports provide four basic types of facilities:
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WASHINGTON'S PORT SYSTEM IS RATHER 

UNIQUE

▸We have more ports than any other state, by a long way 

(75).

▸Our ports engage in more types of activity than in most 

states.

▸Our elected Commissioners represent two of the most 

unique and important things about us: our autonomy and our 

accountability.
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PORT BASICS

▸The job of the port commission is to set a vision and broad 

policy for the direction of the port.

▸This vision and policy are carried out by the port staff 

(although there are some ports too small to have staff).

▸The most important duty of the commission is to hire, and 

subsequently direct, a port director.

▸ In doing this, the port needs a plan.
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WHAT DOES A PORT PLAN LOOK LIKE? 

▸THE KEY DOCUMENTS ARE:

1. The 'comprehensive scheme of harbor improvements.' 

This is the official development plan (even if you don't 

have a harbor).

2. The delegation of authority resolution setting forth what 

the director can do, and what they need to ask approval 

to do.

3. The budget, which is approved each year.

4. The organizational chart.
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▸ Limited to powers specifically granted 

by the legislature or reasonably 

implied from those granted power.

▸ You can only do what the law tells you 

that you have the power to do. 

▸ You can do a lot of things. 

PORT POWERS
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A SAMPLING OF PORT POWERS

‣ Provide terminal facilities, airports, warehouses and 

improvements needed for industrial and manufacturing 

activities, including food processing. 

‣ Own and operate railroads. 

‣ Improve land by dredging and developing such land for sale 

or lease for industrial or commercial purposes. 

‣ Build and operate marinas, boat ramps, provide waterfront 

access

‣ Build and operate tourism facilities
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PORTS CAN RAISE FUNDS FROM A VARIETY OF 

SOURCES 

▸SERVICE CHARGES, lease 

and rental fees

▸GRANTS & GIFTS

▸BONDS

▸General Obligation 

▸Revenue
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PORTS CAN RAISE FUNDS FROM A VARIETY OF 

SOURCES 

▸TAX LEVIES

▸GENERAL PORT LEVY (45 cents / $1,000 assessed 

valuation.

▸SPECIAL PROPERTY TAX LEVIES for dredging, canal 

construction, land leveling or filling (45 cents / $1,000 -

rarely used).

▸ INDUSTRIAL DEVELOPMENT DISTRICT (IDD) TAX LEVY 

(45 cents / $1,000 assessed valuation - each port gets two. 

There are special rules for these.
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DEFINING RETURN ON INVESTMENT

▸DIRECT RETURNS (The revenues you make). 

▸ INDIRECT RETURNS (The revenues others make). 

▸COMMUNITY RETURNS, such as recreation or 

environmental projects.



QUESTIONS?

Eric Johnson

Executive Director 

Washington Public Ports Association

For direct questions, email: 

ericj@washingtonports.org


