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Your Guide to Turning 18 

What you can use this guide for: 

This guide contains helpful info to get you 
started in your life as an adult.  It covers topics 
from renting your first apartment and getting 
your first car, to military service. 
This guide deals with 12 areas of life which you 
may have to deal with at some point now that 
you are 18, and are considered an adult by the 
law.  The subjects covered are listed in the ta-
ble of contents on the right so you can quickly 
flip to the section you want to look up. 
We’ve set it up so it can answer some basic 
questions, and give you links to look up more info 
if you need it.  But remember, this is general 
guideline information only.  It is not legal advice.  
If you need specific advice on a topic, check out 
the additional resources at www.myspace.com/
guideto18 or consult a lawyer. 

Can the police just arrest me? 

Yes, if the officer has a reason to suspect 
you have committed a crime or are in the 
process of committing a crime.   

A police officer can make an “investigatory 
stop” if the officer possesses certain spe-
cific facts that make it reasonable for the 
officer to do so.   

An officer can even hold you for a brief pe-
riod to question you when he or she has a 

suspicion, based on objective facts, that you 
are involved in some type of criminal activity.  

What happens if I get arrested? 

You should remain calm and follow the offi-
cer’s directions.  You don’t want to make mat-
ters worse by running away, becoming hostile 
towards the officer or engaging in any other 
sort of conduct that could get you into more 
trouble and subject you to more charges.  
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I got arrested for a felony.  Now what? 
If you have been arrested and charged with a Felony (more serious) crime, your 
initial appearance will be in district court.  At this level, you will be required to pre-
sent yourself in court and the prosecution will present evidence to the court that 
supports the charge you are facing.   

Once these formal charges have been filed, you will be asked to enter a plea of 
guilty or not guilty.  Before this happens, the court should tell you whether or not 
you qualify for a court-appointed attorney.    

 

 

 

Prior to asking you questions, the police 
must read you your Miranda rights.  
Usually officers will read these rights 
to you from a pre-printed card they 
carry.  These rights are as follows: 

• You have the right to remain silent. 

• Anything you say can and will be 
used against you in a court of law. 

• You have a right to have an attor-
ney present during questioning. 

• If you cannot afford an attorney, 
one will be appointed for you.   

If, after hearing those rights, you say 
anything about the alleged crime in 
question, whatever you say after hear-
ing your rights can be used against you 
if your case proceeds to trial.   

Remember that you have the right to 
ask that an attorney be present when 
you are being questioned by the police.  
This means that it’s OK to ask that the 
police stop questioning you until an 
attorney can come to help you out.  
Also remember that where you have 
been picked up by the police, more 
often than not, you can get an attorney 
appointed for you even if you can’t pay 
for one.  So if you are ever in this kind 
of situation, don’t hesitate to ask for 
an attorney. 

What are my rights if I’m arrested? 

Your Miranda rights 

• You have the right to remain silent. 

• Anything you say can and will be used against you in 
a court of law. 

• You have a right to have an attorney present during 
questioning. 

• If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be 
appointed for you.   
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What happens in an arraignment? 

What is an arraignment? 
An arraignment is when you go to court and either plead guilty or not guilty to the crime you are accused of.  Depending on the 
type of crime committed, you could be facing a Felony charge, Gross Misdemeanor charge, or a Simple Misdemeanor charge.  If 
you are convicted of a Felony, you could face more than a year in jail.  If you are convicted of a  Gross Misdemeanor, the maxi-
mum penalty is up to a year in jail and up to a $5,000 fine.  If you are convicted of 
a Simple Misdemeanor, the maximum penalty is up to 90 days in jail and up to a 
$1,000 fine.   Simple and Gross Misdemeanors are tried in municipal court or dis-
trict court.  Felonies are usually tried in superior court. 

In an arraignment at the municipal level, you are required to appear in court.  This 
is called “making an initial appearance” on the alleged charge.  Usually, the court 
will advise you of the allegations, or “charges,” against you, give you a copy of the 
criminal complaint, and discuss your options for obtaining an attorney (a public de-
fender paid for by the government, or a private attorney you pay for out of your 
own pocket).   

If you cannot afford to hire a private attorney (the court will make this determi-
nation based on your income), the court will appoint a public defender for you.  You 
will then “enter a plea” (a statement of guilty or not guilty). After you enter your 
plea, the court will decide whether bail should be imposed pending your next court 

hearing.   

Bail is money or other property you provide to the court to persuade the court to release  you from cus-
tody until your hearing.  If the court decides not to impose any bail, then you are released on your 
“personal recognizance,” meaning you promise the court you will come back on your scheduled court date.  
If the court does set a fixed amount of bail, it is usually because the court (a) does not believe you will 
return to court due to a past history of failures to appear in court, (b) believes that your actions endan-
ger the public’s safety, or (c) believes you have insufficient ties to the community.  

What is the next step after I plead guilty or not guilty? 

If you plead not guilty and the court sets no bail, you will be released.  You will be required to come back 
for a variety of reasons, including motions, pre-trial hearings, or trial.  

What happens at a pre-trial hearing? 

A pre-trial hearing is usually when your attorney and the prosecuting attorney will come together to dis-
cuss a possible resolution to your case.  This may include your pleading to a lesser offense, or if multiple 
charges have been filed, dismissing one charge for a plea to another.   

If no agreement is reached at the pre-trial hearing, then counsel will, with the court’s permission, set 
your case for either a bench or jury trial.   

Bench or jury trial? 

In a bench trial, the judge listens to the evidence and makes the determination as to whether you are guilty or not guilty of the 
crime.  There is no jury.  But in a jury trial, the jury (and not the judge) will listen to the evidence and decide whether to convict 
you.  The judge will still be present during a jury trial to make evidentiary rulings and other procedural decisions.  If you are on 
trial for a felony, the jury will have 12 members.  If you are on trial for a Simple or a Gross Misdemeanor, the jury will have 6 
members. 

What about pleading guilty? 

If you plead guilty, you will usually be sentenced by the judge on the spot.  Typically, in Simple and Gross Misdemeanor cases, you 
will be sentenced the same day and possibly be taken to jail if jail time was recommended by the prosecution.  For felony cases, if 
you plead guilty, the sentencing hearing is set for another date for you to return and be sentenced then. 

 

If you cannot afford to hire a pri-
vate attorney (the court will make 
this determination based on your 
income), the court will appoint a pub-
lic defender for you.  You will then 
“enter a plea”…  After you enter 
your plea, the court will decide 
whether bail should be imposed… Bail 
is money or property you provide to 
the court to persuade the court to 
release you. 
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The police cannot come into your residence and conduct a search (1) without a valid warrant is-
sued by a judge, (2) without some other immediate lawful purpose, or (3) without your consent.  
These three requirements for a search extend not only to where you live, but also apply generally 
to many areas where the law has decided you have an expectation of privacy, such as your car, 
boat, private storage unit, bank account records, or your personal and business documents. 

How do the police get a warrant? 

Before a judge will sign a search warrant authorizing a search, the police must establish that 
there is “probable cause” to believe that there is evidence of a crime within the home or other 
location where the law has established that you have an expectation of privacy. 

What is probable cause and why is it so important? 

“Probable cause” means enough reliable information to lead a reasonable person to believe that 
(1) the evidence the police are searching for is connected with criminal activity, and (2) the evi-
dence will be found in the location to be searched.  Probable cause does not mean absolute cer-
tainty.  The police do not have to be completely positive that evidence of a crime is located in 
your home before a judge will issue a search warrant.  However, the police must convince the 
judge that they have some reasonable belief, based on reliable facts, that the evidence they are 
looking for is in your home.  And, if they have a valid search warrant to look for certain property, 
the officers will be allowed to seize that property and take it into police custody.  Searches done 
with a warrant are presumed to be reasonable. 

Search and seizure: what the police can 
and cannot do 

Page 4 

Yes, in certain situations.  The most common 
example of this is when the police do a search 
following a lawful arrest.  For example, if the 
police arrest you for committing a crime, they 
are allowed to search you for weapons or other 
contraband.   

Another example of when the police can search  
without a warrant is the “plain view” exception.  
In these cases, officers who are legally on the 
premises can search and seize illegal items 
that they can see in plain view, such as a baggie 
of drugs laying on the backseat of your car.   

Warrantless searches can also be done in cer-
tain emergency situations if officers have a 
reason to fear for their safety or the safety 
of others, such as if they show up and hear 
gunfire and screaming, or if they can tell that 
evidence is being destroyed inside (such as 
flushing drugs down the toilet). 

Finally, if you give the police permission to 
enter into your home or search your car or 
office, you have given up your right to privacy.  
But, remember that you can take back your 
consent and ask the officers to leave. 

Can the police search me even without a warrant? 

Bottom line, what do I do when the officer wants to search me? 

If the officer doesn’t have a warrant and wants to search your home, 
vehicle, or other private property, you have the right to refuse.   

But if the officer is conducting a search following an arrest, or in the 
case of an emergency, it’s equally important that you remain calm and 

respectful of law enforcement and await your attorney’s arrival before 
making any statements. 

For more information, check us out on Facebook and at www.myspace.com/guideto18 
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Criminal penalties vary depending on what offense you’re charged 
with, and whether you have any prior DUI convictions.   

For a Gross Misdemeanor DUI conviction, you’ll serve at least 
one day in jail, but you might serve as much as the maximum of 
one year.  The minimum jail time increases if (1) you have prior DUIs, (2) your breath test result is .15 or 
higher, or (3) you refused the test.  

A felony DUI sentence can be significantly longer and will send you to prison.  If your case involves vehicular 
manslaughter or vehicular homicide, your sentence will be much longer. 

Can I do a deferred prosecution? 

Some people charged with DUI enter into a deferred prosecution.  To qualify, you must be diagnosed as al-
cohol or drug dependent (or in need of mental treatment), and your DUI prosecution is put “on hold” for 5 
years.  If you successfully complete the two-year treatment program, remain sober, and maintain law-
abiding behavior, the court will drop your DUI charge five years after entry into the program.  Any violation 
of the terms of your deferred prosecution could result in the termination of your deferral, and the court 
can automatically find you guilty on all charges. 

How long will I be in jail for if I’m 
convicted of DUI? 

DUI 
Driving under the influence (“DUI”) is when you operate (i.e., 
drive) a motor vehicle while “under the influence” of alcohol 
and/or any drug, including both legal and illegal drugs.  
“Drugs” include both prescription medications and over-the-
counter drugs. 

I’ve been charged with “physical control.”  Is this like a 
DUI? 

A slightly different offense, called a “physical control” 
charge, applies if you are in actual physical control of a vehi-
cle while under the influence of alcohol and/or any drug, in-
cluding both legal and illegal drugs. Physical Control is similar 
to a DUI and will result in similar penalties. 

Although this section is about “DUI,” the information is gen-
erally going to be the same if you are charged with physical 
control. 

If you are arrested for DUI, there are two completely sepa-
rate legal proceedings that you can expect to go through: 

1) A criminal case which could result in jail, fines and other 
consequences; and 

2) An administrative hearing before the Department of 
Licensing (DOL) to suspend or revoke your driver’s li-
cense. 

It is important for you to know that you 
can win your criminal case but still end 
up having your license suspended.  This 
is because the DOL hearing is a “civil” 
proceeding, in which the state has a 
lower burden of proof. That means the 
state doesn’t have to have as much evi-
dence against you to win. 

No, you don’t have to take the test.  But not tak-
ing the test has consequences. 

When you drive in Washington State, you have 
given consent to a breath test in the event that 
you are arrested for DUI.  Following your arrest, 
a police officer must read to you the implied con-
sent warnings and your rights.   

You have a legal right to withdraw your consent and refuse the 
test, but if you refuse to blow,  DOL will revoke your license for 
at least one year. The penalty is lower if you submit to the test 
and blow over the legal limit.  Currently, the legal limit is .08 if 
you are over 21 years old, and .02 if you are under 21 years old. 

If you agree to take the breath test, you have to give two valid 
samples on a breathalyzer machine.  This means you will have to 
blow twice. If you orally agree to take the test, but then you 
refuse to cooperate with the test procedures, the officer can 
write down that you refused the test. 

What if I am given a blood test instead? 

Breath tests are usually given, but in certain circumstances, a 
blood test will be given instead of a breath test (e.g., if you are 
being treated at a hospital or if you are physically incapable of 
giving a breath test). You should know that you cannot simply 
decide that you want a blood test instead of a breath test.   

What if I refuse the breath test or am over the legal limit? 
If you (a) refuse the test, or (b) submit to the test and blow 
over the legal limit, the officer will make a certified report of 
refusal of breath/blood test and will send the report to DOL.  

The officer will tell you that 60 days after your arrest, your 
license will be suspended. The officer will also tell you that you 
have 30 days to request a hearing about the license suspension.   

Once DOL receives the officer’s report, it will send a notice of 
its intent to take action against your license unless you request a 
hearing. If you request a hearing, DOL must schedule your hear-
ing within 60 days following your arrest. 

Do I have to take the 
breathalyzer test? 

Your Guide to Turning 18 
Page 5 

Currently the legal 
limit is .08 if you 
are over 21 years 
old, and .02 if you 

are under 21. 



 

The information in this Guide is current as of August 2009.  It is guideline information only.  It is not legal advice.  If you need     
specific advice, please consult a lawyer. 

If you are arrested for DUI, there are two completely separate legal proceedings that you can expect to go through: 

1) A criminal case which could result in jail, fines, and other consequences; and 

2) An administrative hearing by the Department of Licensing (DOL) to suspend or revoke your driver’s license. 

An administrative hearing is like a trial, but more informal.  It will be held in the county of your arrest unless DOL decides to 
conduct the hearing by phone.  DOL will have to prove: 

1) That the police officer had reasonable grounds to believe you were driving under the influence of alcohol or drugs; 

2) That you were placed under arrest; 

3) That the officer read the implied consent warnings to you; 

4) That you refused the test or submitted to the test and had an alcohol concentration equal to or exceeding the legal limit. 

You have the right to subpoena and cross-examine an officer who submits the report to DOL.  You also have the right to testify 
on your own behalf.  You have the right to have your attorney be there and repre-
sent you in your hearing.  But since this is not a criminal proceeding, you’ll have to 
pay for your own lawyer. 

After the hearing is over, the hearing officer will make a decision.  Sometimes 
you’ll get a decision on the spot.  But usually, the hearing officer will need to think 
about it and issue a written order in a few days or weeks.  Hearing officers do not 
have authority to set the length of your suspension; instead, hearing officers can 
only decide whether to keep the suspension or rescind it and give you back your 
driving privileges. 
 
How long will my license be suspended? 
 
Your license will be suspended for 90 days for your first DUI. Remember, if you 
refuse to take the breathalyzer test, your license will automatically be revoked for 
one year for your first DUI.  If you get a second or third DUI within seven years, 
your license will be revoked for two years.  It won’t matter if you refused to blow, or if you blew above the legal limit. If you are 
under 21 years old, your second DUI will cause your license to be suspended for one year or until you turn 21, whichever is 
longer. 

What happens to my license at the administrative hearing? 
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You may be charged with DUI even if your 
breath test is .00.   

Prosecutors often amend DUI charges to Reck-
less Driving, which is an alcohol-related offense 
and can still lead to license suspension by DOL.   

As a teenager or young adult, you can still be 
charged with DUI for having just one beer and 
then driving. Prosecutors may also amend the 
charge to Negligent Driving or Minor in Posses-
sion of Liquor.  

Even if you don’t have a driver’s license in Wash-

ington State, you can still be reported to DOL and 
they will create a record on you that may affect 
your ability to ever get a license. 

If you are convicted of DUI or Reckless Driving, 
the court may allow you to drive a vehicle equipped 
with an ignition interlock device for the period of 
your suspension or revocation.   

Once you get the Ignition Interlock License, you 
automatically waive your right to ask for a hearing 
with  DOL. Also, if your work requires you to drive 
to accomplish your duties, you may apply to DOL 
for an occupational driver’s license.  

What does getting charged with DUI do to my record? 
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What are “controlled substances”? 

Criminal possession of controlled substances 
is when you have the drugs, but you have no 
intent to sell or give them to someone else.  

The penalties vary depending on the amount 
of drugs and your criminal history.  

In the case of possession of marijuana, if 
the weight of the marijuana does not exceed 
60 grams, it is treated as a misdemeanor and 
you can be sentenced to up to 1 year in the 
county jail and fined up to $5,000.  

Possession of other controlled substances, 
for example, methamphetamine, cocaine, or 
ecstasy, is punishable by up to 5 years in 
prison and a $10,000 fine. 

What penalties will I face if I’ve been 
charged with criminal possession of 

controlled substances? 

You’ll face up to 5 years 
in prison and a $10,000 
fine if you’re convicted 
of possession of meth, 
cocaine or ecstasy. 

“Controlled substances” in-
clude, but are not limited to, 
methamphetamine, mari-
juana, cocaine, hallucinogenic 
mushrooms, LSD, heroin and 
other opiates (including pre-
scription opiates), ecstasy, 
anabolic steroids, and de-
pressants. 

It is a crime to (a) manufac-
ture, (b) deliver, or (c) pos-
sess with intent to manufac-
ture or deliver a controlled 
substance.  

If you are convicted of dis-
tribution (“delivering”) of 
controlled substances, you’ll 
face a wide range of poten-
tial penalties, depending on 
how a drug is listed in Wash-
ington law.  

The penalties range from a 

What are state drug penalties like? 

If you are convicted of any drug-related offense, you will serve at least one 
day in jail.   

If you are caught with any sort of drugs in your car or on your person, the 
consequences are far worse than just time in jail.  If caught and convicted, 
the conviction could prevent you from getting a job, limit your access to eligi-
bility for financial resources (i.e., financial aid for college), and you will have a 
conviction of a drug-related crime on your permanent record.   

In addition, depending on where you were stopped by the police, you may also 
be prevented from going near that specific location in the future.   

Once you turn 18, state and federal laws treat you as an adult.  This means that, except with regard to alcoholic beverages, you 
have all of the responsibilities and benefits of adulthood. So if you violate state or federal criminal laws, including drug laws, you 
will be prosecuted and sentenced as an adult.  

Is there a difference between violating state and federal drug laws? 

Punishments under federal drug laws are significantly more severe than Washington state drug laws. If you’re convicted of a fed-
eral drug offense, even if you are a first-time offender, you will probably not be able to enter into some type of pretrial diversion 
program.  In contrast, under state law, it’s not uncommon for first-time drug offenders to receive a suspended sentence.  This is 
not the case in the federal system.  

If you are convicted of a drug crime in federal court, you most likely will go to prison.  Further, there is no parole in the federal 
system.   

Drug laws 

In the federal system, if you do 
the crime, you’ll do the time. 
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minimum of one year to up to 
ten years in state prison. In 
addition, you could also have to 
pay a fine of up to $25,000.  

If you have one or more prior 
convictions for criminal distri-
bution of certain controlled 
substances, the potential pen-
alties increase. 

As an adult, if you’re convicted 
of distributing certain types 
of controlled substances to a 
minor or near a school or public 
park, the law provides for sen-
tence enhancements.  

For example, if you’re con-
victed of distributing metham-
phetamine near a school-bus 
stop, you’ll receive a 24-month 
enhancement on top of your 
sentence. 
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I’ve decided to file a lawsuit.  Now 
what? 

Once you’ve decided to go forward with 
your lawsuit, you can expect the follow-
ing events.  In a “civil action,” the plain-
tiff sues the defendant for the defen-
dant’s alleged wrongdoing.  Unlike in a 
criminal case, the state or governmental 
entity is not usually involved.  If you 
believe criminal activity is at issue, you 
need to contact law enforcement. 

Which court do I pick? 

First, the plaintiff – the person who 
files the lawsuit – must decide which 
court is the proper one to hear the 
claim.  There are state courts, federal 
courts, small claims courts, and munici-
pal courts, among others.  Which court 
is proper depends on both the nature of 
the claim and the amount of the dam-
ages you are asking for. 

Generally, small claims courts hear cases 
where the plaintiff is claiming a small 
amount of damages, not more than 
$5,000.  State courts can hear almost 
any kind of case.  But if you want to be 
in federal court, you must generally ei-
ther be suing someone who is not a 
Washington resident for a large sum of 
money, or the claim must be one based 
on federal law, such as the Constitution.

I think I want to file a lawsuit.  
What do I do? 

Before you take any action, you need to 
seriously consider whether or not you 
should hire a lawyer.  Filing a lawsuit, or 
even deciding whether or not to file a 
lawsuit, is not a simple thing.  While 
having a lawyer is not required, if you 
choose to proceed on your own, you must 
read and follow Washington’s Rules of 
Civil Procedure, as well as any local court 
rules that may apply.  Failure to follow 
these rules, which include deadlines and 
procedures necessary to advance your 
claim, can result in the court dismissing 
your claim. 

Often, lawyers will offer free consulta-
tion to help you and the lawyer decide 
whether or not you have a claim that is 
worth pursuing. 

Questions you should ask before you sue 
include:  Is it a case that you can win?  
How much will it cost?  Do you have 
enough evidence to prove your case?  Is 
the law on your side?   

It could be that you have a slam-dunk 
case that somebody owes you $1,000.  
But if it will cost you $1,500 to win your 
case, you need to think about whether 
you really want to proceed.  Another 
major source of risk if you sue some-
body is that person may file a counter-
claim against you (essentially, that per-
son sues you back) — this means that it 
will be harder for you to just change 
your mind and drop your claims because 
you’ll still have to defend yourself (and 
spend the money to do it). 

What can I do if I can’t afford a 
lawyer, but still want to file a law-
suit? 

If you believe you cannot afford a law-
yer, your community may have programs 
in which local lawyers volunteer their 
time or offer reduced rates depending 
upon your income.  Your local legal ser-
vices agency or a local law school should 
be able to tell you if such a program 
exists. 

Whether you hire a lawyer or proceed 
on your own, you must seriously consider 
the expense of the lawsuit and the 
sources for paying these expenses. 

  Lawsuits are not only expensive, but 
are often time-consuming and require a 
considerable amount of physical and 
emotional energy.  For these reasons, it 
is not a good idea to file a lawsuit based 
solely on “principles” or “to prove a 
point” because it will not be worth it in 
the long run. 

 

It is not a good idea to sue some-
one on “principles” or to “prove a 
point” because it won’t be worth it 
in the long run. 

In a “civil action,” the plaintiff sues the defen-
dant for the defendant’s alleged wrongdoing.  
Unlike in a criminal case, the state or govern-
mental entity is not usually involved.  If you 
believe criminal activity is at issue, you need to 
contact law enforcement. 

Lawsuits and civil court: what do I do if I am sued or want to 
sue someone? 
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What do I have to do to keep my 
civil case going? 

In the time before the trial, the plaintiff and defendant may file various 
motions with the court.  These motions generally ask the court to make a 
certain ruling or order the other side to take a certain action.   

Common motions include requests for the court to order the other party to 
provide information, to dismiss the claims against a party under a particular 
legal theory, or to exclude certain evidence at trial. 

Often a judge requires that the parties participate in a settlement confer-
ence before the trial date.  At this conference, a mediator, who is generally 
an experienced lawyer or a retired judge, works with both parties to help 
them reach a settlement without going to trial. 

What are some reasons to file a lawsuit? 
• You were injured 
• Your property was damaged 
• Work you paid someone to do wasn’t completed 
• You were not paid for work you did 
• A person or company didn’t comply with an oral or written contract 

with you 
• Merchandise you purchased was defective 
• A professional, for example a doctor, a lawyer, or a real estate 

agent, did not comply with the standards for his or her profession, 
and you were damaged as a result 

What is a statute of limitations? 

 
What is a statute of limitations? 

Before you file suit, you must ensure that the time to file the lawsuit has not ex-
pired.  Each type of claim has a specific period of time or a “statute of limitations” 
during which the claim is valid.  Once this time period has passed, you can no longer 
sue.  The time generally begins to run when the event leading to the lawsuit, such as 
a car accident or the signing of a contract, occurs.  Statutes of limitation generally 
range from 2 to 6 years in Washington. 

How do I start my lawsuit? 

Your lawsuit will actually begin when you file a complaint with the clerk of the court.  
The complaint must list the grounds for the claim, including the identities of those 
who are being sued (“the defendants”) and the reasons for the lawsuit.  The com-
plaint may also address the specific amount of money or other relief that you are 
requesting.  You must pay a fee (often more than $200) to file a complaint. 
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After you file your complaint, you must “serve” 
the defendant with a copy of the complaint and 
a “summons” that informs the defendant that 
you have filed a lawsuit.  A summons generally 
must be delivered in person to the defendant.  
A sheriff, or other law enforcement officer, or 
a “process server” (someone who is in the busi-
ness of serving court documents on people) 
makes the delivery.  Once the lawsuit has been 
filed, you must actively prosecute your claim to 
avoid having the court dismiss it. 
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How do I get info to use in my case? 

“Discovery” is intended to allow both the 
plaintiff and defendant to obtain infor-
mation from witnesses and documents, 
and from each other.  Unlike in trials in 
television shows, discovery generally 
prevents either side from being sur-
prised by undisclosed facts or unknown 
witnesses.  Both sides must comply with 
the other’s discovery requests if the 
requests are proper under the Rules of 
Civil Procedure.  Again, if you choose to 
proceed without a lawyer, you must read 
and follow these rules, which can often 
be complex. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How do I sue the person suing me? 

If you have claims against the plaintiff, 
known as “counterclaims,” you must gen-
erally assert these on or before the 
time to answer has expired.   

An example of a counterclaim is when 
both a plaintiff and a defendant are 
injured in a car accident, and both allege 
that the other caused the accident.  As 
the defendant, you must generally file 
your counterclaim for your own injuries 
when you file your answer to the plain-
tiff’s claim of injuries.  

When will my trial be? 

Your trial date will usually be more than 
a year from the time the complaint is 
filed, but every case is different.   Some defenses may include your 

objections to personal jurisdic-
tion (whether that particular 
court has authority over you), 
venue, (whether the action was 
filed in the proper court), ser-
vice (whether the complaint and 
summons were delivered to you 
properly), and that the plaintiff 
does not actually state a legally 
recognized claim against you.  
You generally cannot use these 
defenses if you do not address 
them first in your answer (in 
other words, if you fail to raise 
them in your answer, you won’t 
be allowed to raise them later). 

The following information is a general 
outline of what happens when someone is 
sued.  Rules and procedures vary, even 
within Washington, depending upon 
which court is involved, as well as ac-
cording to the subject matter of the 
claim and the identity of the parties.  If 
you’re involved in a lawsuit, your attor-
ney will know which procedures and rules 
should be followed for your case.  If you 
choose not to hire a lawyer, you’ll have 
to figure out which procedures and rules 
are proper, and follow them closely. 

When somebody files a lawsuit against 
you, you’ll have a specified period of 
time to respond to the complaint with an 
“answer.”  You can choose not to respond 
to the complaint.  But failing to respond 
will most likely result in a “default judg-
ment” being entered against you.   

A default judgment means that the 
plaintiff will get the relief he or she is 
seeking.  For example, if the plaintiff is 
seeking a certain sum of money from 
you, the court will order you to pay this 
amount to the plaintiff.  Because a de-
fault judgment is not desirable, you 
should answer the complaint within the 
required time. 

What do I put in my answer? 

In your answer, you may deny the plain-
tiff’s claims and/or assert a defense to 
these claims.  Some defenses may in-
clude your objections to personal juris-
diction (whether that particular court 
has authority over you), venue (whether 
the action was filed in the proper 
court), service (whether the complaint 
and summons were delivered to you 
properly), and that the plaintiff does 
not actually state a legally recognized 
claim against you.   

You generally cannot use these defenses 
if you do not address them first in your 
answer (in other words, if you fail to 
raise them in your answer, you won’t be 
allowed to raise them later). 

 

 

I got sued.  What do I do now? 
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If I get sued and can’t afford to 
hire my own lawyer, will the 

government provide me with a 
lawyer? 

Probably not.   

The U.S. Constitution’s 
Sixth Amendment requires 
that the state provide a 
lawyer for a defendant who 
is exposed to the possibil-
ity of imprisonment.  Most 
states uphold their Sixth 
Amendment duties by hav-
ing a public defender’s of-
fice and ensuring that de-
fendants who face possible 
imprisonment are provided 
with a public defender. 

Civil cases, however, involve 
“someone suing someone for 
something” and do not carry 
the risk of imprisonment.  
Because of this, there is no 
Sixth Amendment right to 
counsel in civil cases, so the 
government will not give you 
a lawyer when you are sued. 

Who decides whether 
I win or lose? 

If a jury is deciding the case, the judge will instruct 
the jury on the law after closing arguments.  These 
instructions include a summary of the law that governs 
the case, the way the jury must apply the law to the 
facts, and the burden of proof that must be met in or-
der for the plaintiff to win.   

What is a burden of proof? 

It is the standard that parties must meet to 
prove their case.  Whether or not the burden 
of proof has been met depends on the evidence 
the parties present. 

In a civil case, plaintiffs generally must prove 
their case by a “preponderance of the evi-
dence,” a standard that means that the defen-
dant “more likely than not” is liable for the 
plaintiff’s damages. 

In civil cases, unlike criminal cases, the jury 
usually does not have to reach a unanimous 
decision.  In Washington state courts, only 10 
of 12 jurors have to agree on a verdict.  Jury 
verdicts are read in the courtroom in the pres-
ence of the judge, the parties, and the parties’ 
lawyers. 

I won.  What happens now? 

Once the jury returns a verdict, the judge enters it as 
a “judgment.”  A losing party can generally appeal a 
judgment to a higher court only when the judge incor-
rectly rules on the parties’ motions, or inappropriately 
admits or fails to admit certain evidence, or improperly 
instructs the jury on the law. 

If a trial is necessary, the jury will be selected on the first day of trial, unless the parties have agreed to have a judge decide 
the case, or unless the law does not allow for a jury for that claim.  After the jury is selected, the lawyer for each side (or 
you, if you have no lawyer) makes an opening statement, which explains what evidence will be presented and the reasons why 
his or her client should win.  Because plaintiffs bear the burden of proving the case in a civil trial, plaintiffs get to present 
opening statements before defendants do. 

Plaintiffs present evidence first.  The plaintiff will question the plaintiff’s witnesses, and then the defendant will “cross-
examine” the plaintiff’s witnesses. 

The process then reverses: the defendant asks questions of the defense witnesses, followed by the plaintiff’s cross examina-
tion of these witnesses. 

After the presentation of evidence, each side presents a closing statement summarizing each side’s respective arguments and 
then asks the court or the jury to decide in 
its favor. 

I couldn’t settle and I have to go to trial.  What happens 
now? 
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The government will not 
give you a lawyer in a 

civil case. 

In a civil case, the plaintiff generally must prove its case by a 
“preponderance of the evidence,” a standard that means that the de-
fendant “more likely than not” is liable for the plaintiff’s damages. 
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How do I get divorced? 

Only one person in a relationship has to 
believe that the union is irretrievably 
broken for a divorce to take place.  You 
should try to hire an attorney, but at-
torneys can be expensive (possibly as 
much as $10,000 for an advance attor-
ney fee deposit in a contested case).  If 
you proceed on your own without hiring a 
lawyer (also called pro se), you should be 
very careful.  It is usually only advisable 
to proceed without a lawyer if you both 
agree to the divorce and the other 
party is also not represented by an at-
torney. www.washingtonlawhelp.org has 
information on pro se divorce.  Regard-
less, when you file your case, you will 
have to pay a filing fee ($280 in King 
County) and you will sometimes be given 
a trial date (or later apply for one).    

If paying the filing fee is a hardship, 
you can ask that the fee be waived.  To 
do this, you must prepare and present a 
motion to file “in forma pauperis.” 

More information can be found here: 
w w w . w a s h i n g t o n l a w h e l p . o r g /
d o c u m e n t s / 1 6 0 4 4 1 3 2 0 4 E N . p d f ?
stateabbrev=/WA/ 

What happens to our property when I 
get divorced? 

Washington is a community property 
state.  In a community property state, 
all property acquired during the mar-
riage is presumed to be community prop-
erty and subject to a fair and equitable 
division upon the dissolution of the rela-
tionship.  Under the fair and equitable 
standard, some “separate” property may 
also be divided if the court finds it ap-
propriate.  Generally, property acquired 
while in a relationship, whether wages, 
retirement savings, real estate, invest-
ments or personal property, is subject 
to division upon dissolution.  

What are my obligations to my spouse 
(or children) after the divorce? 

You may have to pay spousal mainte-
nance (i.e., alimony) or child support, 
depending on your situation. 

Marriage and Families 

No.  Although marriage between persons 
of the same sex is prohibited in Wash-
ington, being in a lesbian/gay relationship 
and/or consenting to acts in the privacy 
of one’s home are protected in Washing-
ton.  Further, the Washington Law 
Against Discrimination prohibits discrimi-
nation against persons on the basis of 
sexual orientation and gender identity.   

Washington has a comprehensive domes-
tic partnership law which applies to 
same-sex couples and couples where one 
partner is over the age of 62.  The law 
provides for everything from hospital 
visitation and inheritance from one’s 
partner if there’s no will, to access to 
the dissolution process and spousal main-
tenance.  The law does not cover all the 
rights and obligations of marriage.  

In 2009, the legislature passed and the 
governor signed a domestic partnership 
law that provides for “everything but 
marriage” with respect to state rights 
and obligations for domestic partners.  
Depending on whether the legislation is 
put to the vote by referendum, the legis-
lation could take effect as early as late 
August 2009, later in the fall (if put to a 
vote) or not at all (if voted down).    

You can also go to 
www.washingtonlawhelp.org 

for more information. 

How old do I have to be to get mar-
ried? 

You have to be 18 to get married in 
Washington State.  No one under the 
age of 18 can get married in Washington 
unless the age requirement is waived by 
a judge. 

How do I get married in Washington? 

Before you can get married, you have to 
get a marriage license.  Marriage li-
censes are available by mail or from a 
county courthouse.  You’ll need to sub-
mit proof of age. 

The marriage ceremony can be per-
formed by a judge or commissioner in 
any court in Washington, any regularly 
licensed or ordained minister or rabbi, 
or any priest of any church or religious 
denomination.   

At the marriage ceremony, the only re-
quirement is that the people getting 
married declare in the presence of the 
minister, rabbi, priest, or judicial offi-
cer, and in the presence of at least two 
attending witnesses, that they take 
each other to be husband and wife. 

What types of marriages are prohib-
ited in Washington? 

Marriages between (a) brothers and 
sisters, (b) half-brothers and half-
sisters, (c) first cousins, (d) an uncle 
and a niece, or (e) between an aunt and a 
nephew are not allowed in Washington.  
Marriages between members of the 
same sex are also not allowed.  You can’t 
marry someone who is married to some-
one else until there has been a formal 
dissolution of the previous marriage 
(i.e., divorce).  
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I’m in a relationship with 
someone of the same sex.  Is 

that against the law? 

You will also have an obligation to visit the 
children at times specified in the parent-
ing plan.  Once you get a court order for 
any of these things, you will have to follow 
it. 
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Is abortion legal in Washington? 

 

Yes.  In Washington, a woman has the 
right to choose to have an abortion prior 
to viability of the fetus, or to protect 
her life or health.   

Abortions may only be conducted by a 
qualified physician according to Washing-
ton’s Reproductive Privacy Act.   

 

 

Do I need a parent’s permission? 

In Washington state, a parent’s permission is 
not required for a minor to obtain an abortion, 
pregnancy tests, birth control methods, or 
tests for sexually transmitted infections, in-
cluding HIV/AIDS. It is also not necessary to 
notify a parent before or after the procedure 
or test. 

Certain relationships may be considered “marriage-like” depending on their duration and to what extent the parties have 
held themselves out as being in a marriage-like relationship.  The Washington State Supreme Court has recently declared 
that these relationships should be known as “Committed Intimate Relationships.”  These relationships carry with them many 
of the same rights and obligations as marriage with respect to division of property and debts, but in these cases, courts 
lack the authority to award spousal maintenance, attorneys’ fees or separate property. 

What if I have a child in an unmarried relationship? 

If you have a child in an unmarried relationship, you’ll still be required to support the child financially and will have the right 
to establish a residential schedule with the child.  Your parental rights and responsibilities may be established either 
through a paternity action or something called “de facto” parentage, if you meet certain requirements. 

 

What is domestic violence? 

“Domestic violence” refers to physical harm or fear of imminent physical harm, sexual assault or stalk-
ing, by family or household members, domestic partners, former spouses, former domestic partners, 
persons who have a child in common, adult persons related by blood or marriage, adult persons who are 
presently residing together or have in the past, persons sixteen years of age or older who have or have 
had a dating relationship or reside together now or in the past and persons who have a biological or legal 
parent-child relationship (including stepparents and grandparents).   

Can I be a victim of domestic violence? 

Domestic violence is abuse that cuts across all cultural and ethnic backgrounds, 
education levels, and income brackets.  It impacts gay and lesbian people as 
often as it affects heterosexuals.  It happens to teenagers as well as senior 
citizens and to men as well as women.  Remember: you have the right to seek 
legal protection if someone you have a significant relationship with tries to hurt 
you. 

The National Domestic Violence hotline number is 1-800-799-SAFE    

The Washington State Domestic Violence Hotline is 1-800-562-6025 

What does it mean if I am not legally 
married to my partner, boyfriend or 
girlfriend? 
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Remember: you have the right to 
seek legal protection if someone you 
have a significant relationship with 

tries to hurt you. 
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What can my potential employer ask in an interview? 
Illegal to ask these questions:          Legal to ask these questions: 

Sex discrimination: Specific questions about your mari-
tal status, spouse, children, child care arrangements, 
pregnancy or intention to become pregnant. 

If you can meet the work schedule or if you have 
other commitments that might keep you from coming 
to work. 

Disability-based discrimination: Questions about the 
nature, severity or extent of a disability or whether you 
require an accommodation before you are offered a job.  
(It is appropriate for your employer to ask if you re-
quire an accommodation after you have already started a 
job.) 

If you can perform the functions of the job with or 
without accommodation.  Employers can sometimes ask 
interviewees to perform job-related physical tasks, 
such as lifting boxes. 

National origin discrimination: Questions about your 
race, ancestry, birthplace, first language, clubs. 

If you can speak a foreign language. 

When you begin work, you may be given either an employment 
contract or a personnel manual.  Make sure you keep a copy of 
these documents in a safe place.  A contract will list both 
rights and obligations with which you and your employer must 
comply.  A personnel manual may also give you certain rights 
that, if violated, you may enforce in court. 

Most employment is “at will.”  That means that you can be 
fired for any reason, or even for no reason at all.  It also 
means that you can quit your job for any reason, at any time. 

For what reasons can I get 
fired? 

Common reasons people get 
fired include: being late, leav-
ing work without telling any-
one, absences, lack of cour-
tesy to fellow employees or 
the public, failure to follow 

health and safety rules, inaccurate information on the em-
ployment application, and failure to perform duties. 

If you are fired from a job, you have the right to receive a 
statement of the reasons for your firing.  Your employer 
must provide it to you within 10 working days of the request. 

What laws are there controlling my wages and hours? 

The minimum wage in Washington State as of May 2009 is 
$8.55 per hour.  This applies to all workers, even if being paid 
for piece work (amount of windows washed, floors cleaned). 

The employer has to pay you for time that you spend at ac-
tivities that benefit the employer, even if not part of your 
regular work day (travel time between work location and 
training location).  The employer does not have to pay you for 
time spent going to and from work, and for time that you are 
“on call” (carrying a beeper) but able to do your own activi-
ties. 

An employer is not required to give you paid holidays.  An 
employer is not required to pay you “time-and-a-half” if you 
work on a holiday. 

I want to get a job.  What do I need to think about? 

Your employer or potential employer has the right to search your name on the Internet to see if you 
have posted any questionable material about yourself.  You should be careful about this and not post 
anything that will reflect badly on you.  Places where jobseekers often get tripped up are personal 
blogs, Myspace and Facebook.  Google yourself, see what’s out there, and be prepared to explain any 
potentially negative-seeming information. 

During the interview process, be on the lookout for illegal discrimination.  It is illegal for an employer 
to ask questions that might show a bias or which discriminate against you based on your age, race, na-
tional origin, sex (including pregnancy), sexual orientation, gender identity or disability.  In some places 
in the state, employers cannot inquire about political affiliation.  But an employer can ask questions to 
help him or her evaluate how you will perform a specific job. 

Employment law: your rights and responsibilities as an 
employee 
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I got my job.  Now what? 
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check only if your employer can show 
that you had sole access to the cash 
register and participated in counting the 
money both before and after the shift. 

Can I have meal and rest breaks? 

You must receive a 30-minute meal 
break if you work more than 5 hours, 
and it must come between 2 and 5 hours 
from the beginning of your shift.  The 
employer does not have to pay for your 
meal break unless you are required to 
stay at the work site.  You must receive 
a 10-minute paid rest break about mid-
way between each four hours on the job.   

Can I take time off to have a baby or 
for a serious illness in my family? 

The Family and Medical Leave Act 
(FMLA) allows you to take up to 12 

weeks of unpaid time off so that you can 
(1) care for your newborn, newly 
adopted or newly fostered child; (2) 
recover from your own serious illness; or 
(3) care for your child, your spouse, or 
your parent who is suffering from a 
serious health condition.  In order to 
qualify for this, you must have worked 
at least 12 months for your employer 
for a total of at least 1,250 hours and 
your employer must have at least 50 
employees.   

Under state law, a woman who works for 
an employer with eight or more employ-
ees is entitled to take time off for labor 
and delivery of a baby, and can remain 
on medical leave until she is released 
back to work by her doctor.   

Can I be drug tested? 

It is not against the law for an employer 
to require a drug test of its employees, 
unless the employer uses the test to 
discriminate against certain people.  For 

What do I need to know about over-
time pay? 

Most employers must pay overtime pay 
of 1.5 times your 
regular rate of pay 
for hours worked 
above 40 hours/
week.  Agricultural 
employees, adminis-
trative, executive, 
and professional positions and outside 
salespersons are not included.  An em-
ployer can require you to work overtime, 
even when it is on your scheduled day 
off. 

How often does my employer have to 
pay me? 

The employer must pay you at least once 
per month, not less often.  If you quit or 
are fired, you must be paid at the regu-
lar payday; you have no right to be paid 
before then. 

What can be deducted from my pay? 

Employers can deduct from your wages 
only the deductions required by law 
(such as Social Security) or only those 
for which you give permission in writing.  
In the case of breakage or lost equip-
ment, employers may not deduct these 
unless they can show that the loss was 
caused by dishonesty or willful acts. 

If a cash register shortage occurs, 
money may be deducted from your pay-

example, it would be against the law if 
only African-Americans or women were 
given a drug test. 

Can I look at my personnel records? 

You have the right to look at your per-
sonnel records at least annually during 
your employment and within two years 
after you quit working. 

Can I get unemployment benefits? 

If you lose your job through no fault of 
your own (i.e., you got laid off or the 
company went out of business, rather 
than you were fired for a good reason), 
you may be entitled to unemployment 
benefits.  To qualify, you must have 
worked a minimum of 680 hours during 
your base year.  You must be physically 
able and available to work and you must 

be actively seeking 
new employment while 
you are receiving un-
employment benefits.  
You should attempt to 
apply for benefits 
within the first week 

of losing your job.   

Questions about unemployment bene-
fits?  Call:  Washington Employment 
Security Department:  1-800-318-6022; 
TTY:  1-800-365-8969. www.esd.wa.gov.  

 

 

What else do I need to know about my new job? 

Questions?  Call:  U.S. Department of Labor:  1-866-487-9243 or 
Washington’s Department of Labor and Industry: 1-866-219-7321; 

www.lni.wa.gov  
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Most employment in Washington State is “at will.”  This 
means your employer can fire you for any reason, or for no 
reason at all.    

The main exceptions to “at will” employment are discrimina-
tion based on race, color, national origin, disability, religion, 
gender (including pregnancy), marital status, age, sexual 
orientation, gender identity or retaliation for exercise of 
certain rights, such as group activity with other workers to 
improve wages and working conditions, filing a claim for mini-
mum wages or overtime, “whistleblowing,” or complaints for 
violation of the discrimination laws.   

In Washington, state law generally protects workers em-
ployed by a business with eight or more employees.  Federal 
law protects workers employed by a 
business with 15 or more employees.  
Even if you work for a small business 
employer, you may be able to bring a 
claim for discrimination under cer-
tain circumstances based on Title 
VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and Washington Law 
Against Discrimination (WLAD). 

What exactly is discrimination? 

Discrimination can come in many forms.  These are a few 
examples: termination; failure to hire or to promote; treat-

ing two employees who have the 
same job and supervisor differ-
ently (like paying for one to 
complete training and denying 
the other, or paying one em-
ployee more than another for 
doing the same job); or harass-
ment.  

What is harassment? 
Harassment happens when an 

employee is subjected to unwanted verbal or physical con-
duct of a sexual or racial nature at work and it has gotten so 
bad that the employee feels the work environment has be-
come “hostile.”  Sexual harassment can take many forms.  It 
can include using sexual terms or pet-names at work; compli-
menting or making comments about someone’s body; asking 
for dates or sex; asking overly personal questions about a 
person’s romantic life; standing too close or touching some-
one; displaying pornography in the worksite; or telling sexual 
jokes.  Sexual harassment can be between a man and a 
woman, or between men or between women.  Women can be 
harassers, just as men can be.  Harassment can happen be-

tween two co-workers or between a 
supervisor and a subordinate.  Har-
assment can also happen between an 
employee and a client or customer, 
or between an employee and an em-

ployee of another company.  For example, if 
you work at a restaurant, but are required 
to interact with the delivery person from 
the food distributor and the delivery person 
harasses you, your employer is responsible 
for making the harassment stop and keeping 
you safe.   

Harassment can be based on something 
other than sex.  Use of racial slurs or dis-
playing racially derogatory symbols in the workplace are examples 
of racial harassment.  A member of one’s own racial group can har-
ass someone else – the law does not require that the harasser be a 
different race from the victim.  Harassment can be based on a per-

son’s race, religion, sexual orien-
tation or  disability.  Each of 
these types of harassment is 
illegal. 

If you think you are being har-
assed at work, tell the harasser 

to stop.  If he or she continues or if you don’t feel safe telling the 
harasser to stop, go to your supervisor, another manager at work, 
or to a Human Resources representative.  Keep complaining about 
each new instance of harassment.  Your employer has a duty to keep 
you safe from harassment at work. 
 
What is retaliation? 
Retaliation occurs when your employer takes a negative action 
against you (fires you, demotes you, fails to promote you, transfers 
you to an unwanted work location, etc.) because you complained of 
discrimination or because you participated in an investigation of the 
employer.  This includes situations where you complained on some-
one else’s behalf, and yet you are targeted.  Retaliation is illegal.   

What can I do to stop these things from happening? 

If you think you are being treated differently because, for exam-
ple, you are a woman, African-American, pregnant, or require the 
assistance of a hearing device, or if you think you are being tar-
geted for retaliation, contact the Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission or the Human Rights Commission.  These agencies will 
take your complaint and will conduct an investigation into your alle-
gations.  

Women can be 
harassers, just as 

men can be. 

For more info call: 

Equal Employment Opportunity Commission:  1-800-669-
4000; TTY: 1-800-669-6820 
Washington Human Rights Commission:  1-800-233-3247; 
TTY:  1-800-300-7525  
U.S. Department of Labor:  1-866-487-9243 
Washington Department of Labor and Industry: 1-866-219-
7321; www.lni.wa.gov.  

The main exceptions to “at will” employment are if the 
employer fires you based on an illegal discriminatory or 
retaliatory reasons, such as based on your race,  color, 

gender, sexual orientation or age. 

Employment discrimination and your rights 
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Before you decide to rent an apartment, make sure you un-
derstand your rights and responsibilities when you rent an 
apartment in the state of Washington.  This section will give 
you a broad overview of the general rules, but there may be 
exceptions to these general rules which apply to you.  For 
example, specific cities might have additional requirements 
through their city law — those city laws (city codes) are not 
covered here.  If you have specific legal questions, you should 
seek advice from a licensed attorney. 

I found a great apartment, but the landlord asked me 
some questions that I didn’t think were right. What kinds 
of questions are allowed?  

Federal law and the Washington Law Against Discrimination 
provide the right to be free from discrimi-
nation when applying for housing.  The pro-
tection includes freedom from discrimina-
tion based on race, creed, color, national 
origin, sex, honorably discharged veteran or 
military status, sexual orientation, or the 
presence of any sensory, mental, or physical 
disability, and the use of a trained dog guide 
or service animal if you have a disability.  
Your prospective landlord can’t ask you ques-
tions about any of the above. 

I found a different, better apartment.  
What is the next step after finding the apartment and 
talking to the landlord? 

First, if you are currently renting an apartment, you need to 
figure out if you can get out of that lease before you make 
any commitments to a new landlord.  Next, contact the new 
landlord and agree in writing on the terms of the new lease.  
Although an oral lease could possibly be enforceable (albeit 
only on a month-to-month basis), a written lease is the better 

option because it spells out the expectations 
and responsibilities of both parties.  If you 
have any questions about whether your land-
lord has to fix something, or whether you 
can sublet, for example, the first place you 
can look to find out is the written lease 
document.   If you want the term to be for a 
year or more, it must be in writing or it will 
be unenforceable and you could be forced to move out with one 
month’s notice.  

What should be in the lease? 

The amount of rent, when it is due, where the rent is to be de-
livered, late fees (if any), amount of deposit and what portion is 

refundable, the term of 
the lease (1 yr, 2 yrs, 6 
months ,  month-to - 
month), when you can 
move in, who the legal 
tenants are (who is re-
sponsible to pay the 
rent), what the obliga-
tions of both the land-
lord and the tenant are, 
the address or an identi-
fication of the location 
being leased (does it in-

clude just the apartment, or does it also allow for a parking 
space, access to the workout room, laundry, or a pool?), and how 
much notice you must give to terminate the lease.   

If you don’t like what the lease says, don’t sign it.  Politely ask 
the landlord to change the 
provision so that you feel 
more comfortable with it.  

I like having my friends over, but my neighbors keep 
complaining and now my landlord wants me out.   My landlord 
says I can’t have parties every Thursday, Friday and Saturday.  
Can I be evicted? 

Check out these helpful links for more info on 
renting a place to live: 

http://www.wsba.org/media/publications/
pamphlets/landlord-tenant.htm 

http://www.atg.wa.gov/landlordtenant/
default.aspx 

http://www.tenant.net/Other_Areas/
Washstate/washregs.html 

Yes.  You are not allowed to create a “nuisance,” and for 
many neighbors, excessive noise counts as a “nuisance.”   But 
before your landlord can take measures like locking you out, 
or removing you or your things from your apartment, he or 
she has to explain the problems and give you a chance to 
correct them.  After that, the landlord has to file a court 
action before you can be evicted.  

Remember that apartment living requires a higher degree of 
cooperation because people live together so closely.  So al-
ways be respectful of the people around you.  You might even 

avoid the complaints entirely by discussing it with your neighbors 
first, to make sure they are okay with your having the party on a 
particular night.  You might even convince them to always come to 
you first if they have noise complaints, instead of going directly 
to your landlord.  That will give you a chance to move the party or 
tone it down before it becomes a problem. 

Remember that apartment living requires a higher degree 
of cooperation because people live together so closely. 

Renting an apartment! 
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The apartment is great, but the landlord knocked on my door and wanted to come in right then.  
I refused because I hadn’t gotten up out of bed yet.  Did I screw up? 

Not unless there was an emergency. Generally speaking, landlords 
must give two days’ notice before entering your apartment.  
Some leases specify how far ahead of time the landlord has to 
let you know, so check your lease to be sure.  Your landlord is 
also only allowed to enter your apartment at a reasonable time of 
day.   

I’d like to move to a bigger place.  Do I have to tell the 
landlord ahead of time? 

Yes.  If you have a month-to-month lease (i.e., if your written 
lease says it is month-to-month, or if there is no written lease), 

then you have to give 20-days’ notice before the end of the 
month.   

If you have a lease for more than month-to-month, and you 
cannot sublet the apartment to anyone else, then moving 
before the lease is up may require you to pay rent until the 
lease expires or until the landlord finds a new tenant.   

It’s always a good idea to talk to your landlord to find out 
what your options are, and to allow your landlord plenty of 
time to find a new tenant.  You might be released from your 
lease if you give some cooperation. 

Your duties as a tenant are written out 
in Washington law.  These duties in-
clude: 

• keeping the apartment clean and 
sanitary; 

• properly disposing of garbage regu-
larly in a clean and sanitary manner;  

• paying for pest control if you cause 
pest or insect infestation; 

• properly operating all utilities, fix-
tures and appliances supplied by the 
landlord; 

• not intentionally or negligently de-
stroying, defacing, damaging, im-
pairing, or removing any part of the 
structure, or permitting any invited 
person to the apartment to do so; 

• not allowing any nuisance circum-
stances or situations that destroy 
or negatively affect the value of 
the premises; 

• not allowing or engaging in any ille-
gal drug-related activity; 

• maintaining the smoke detector, 
even changing batteries when nec-
essary; 

• not doing anything that is hazard-
ous to the 
p h y s i c a l 
safety of 
others on 
the prem-
ises, assaul-
tive, or 

which entails the use of a firearm 
or deadly weapon;  

• not engaging in gang-related activ-
ity; 

• when moving out, restoring the 
premises to their initial condition 
(except for reasonable wear and 
tear). 

Of course, you also need to pay the rent 
on time. Some leases may add obliga-
tions specific to the property, like park-
ing or guest requirements. Be sure to 
review those lease terms carefully so 
you know what your landlord expects. 

What are the landlord’s responsibili-
ties? 

Washington law says that the landlord 
must generally keep the premises fit for 
human habitation.  This includes: 

• maintaining the premises to comply 
with building code or other applica-

ble laws; 
• maintaining roofs, floors, walls, chim-

neys, fireplaces, foundations, and all 
other structural components; 

• keeping any shared or common areas 
reasonably clean, sanitary, and safe; 

• providing for the control of infesta-
tion by insects or pests at the begin-
ning of the lease, and controlling 
infestation during tenancy unless 
infestation is caused by the tenant; 

• making repairs and keeping the 
premises in as good condition as they 
should have been at the beginning of 
the lease; 

• providing adequate locks and keys; 
• maintaining utility, facility and appli-

ance operation (does not include 
payment for the utilities unless this 
is set out in the lease agreement); 

• keeping the unit weather-tight; 
• providing trash cans or bins for the 

dumping of tenant’s garbage and 
making sure the garbage is hauled 
away regularly;  

• providing facilities adequate to sup-
ply heat and water and hot water as 
reasonably required by the tenant. 

Generally, landlords 
must give two days’ 
notice before enter-
ing your apartment. 

What am I responsible for as a tenant renting an apartment? 
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Buying a car can be an exciting thing.  
You probably already know about many 
of the practical and financial things to 
think about (like the Kelley Blue Book 
value, mileage, model, etc).  But there 
are also some legal questions you should 
ask when you’re thinking about buying a 
car. 

I’m thinking about buying a used car.  
How can I find out about the car’s 
history? 

If you have the Vehicle Identification 
Number (VIN), there are lots of web-
sites that will help you learn the car’s 
ownership history and find out about any 
past title problems, accidents, or re-
pairs.  For example, the National Insur-
ance Crime Bureau (NICB) VINCheck 
allows you to check if the car has been 
reported stolen and not recovered, or if 
it has been declared a total loss by an-
other NICB member.  

The more you know about a particular 
car, the better.  You simply cannot know 
too much about the car that you’re 
spending your hard-earned money on.  

I saw a guy selling a sweet Mustang 
on the street.  Is there any risk if I 
buy from him? 

There is a difference between buying a 
car from a licensed dealer and buying 
one from an unlicensed dealer. Unli-
censed dealers advertise and sell cars 
from the street curb by posing as pri-
vate sellers. Transactions with these 
unlicensed car sellers are not protected 
the way sales with licensed dealers are.  

Buying from a reputable source de-
creases your risk that the seller may be 
cheating you by rolling back the odome-
ter, selling you a salvage car without 
telling you that it’s a salvage car 
(salvage cars are cars that have been 
damaged, even totaled), or otherwise 
cheating you. 

Also, you should always check with the 
Department of Licensing to make sure 
the title to the car you are buying is 
good, and that there is not a lien against 
the car.  There are sellers out there 
who will try to sell you a car with bad 
title, meaning there are debts against 
the car that you might be held responsi-
ble for. 

I bought my car in Idaho.  Is there 
anything I need to know about bring-
ing the car home to Washington? 

You need to make sure that your car 
meets Washington’s clean air standards.  
Starting with 2009 models, new cars 
must meet strict clean air standards to 

be registered, leased, rented, licensed, 
or sold for use in Washington. This in-
cludes sedans, light duty trucks, and 
other passenger vehicles (SUVs and 
passenger vans). 

New cars that do not meet clean car 
standards cannot be registered, li-
censed, rented, or sold for use in Wash-
ington.  If you had purchased the car in 
Washington, you could assume that it 
complies with the clean car and clean air 
standards.  You wouldn’t have to do any-
thing else, other than to know about 
these changes to the laws.  For more 
i n f o r m a t i o n ,  g o  t o  h t t p : / /
w w w . e c y . w a . g o v / p r o g r a m s / a i r /
cleancars.htm. 

 But since you bought your car out-of- 
state and want to bring it into Washing-
ton, you need to make sure it meets 
Washington’s standards.  And don’t for-
get to register the car in Washington 
State once you bring it back!

Buying a car 
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When you buy a car, you need to transfer title within 15 days of the purchase or else face fines and penalties.  The bur-
den to do this will fall upon you as the buyer.  The penalties are that you’ll have to pay $25 on the 16th day, and $2 per 
day for each day after the 16th day, up to a maximum of $100. 

What is the title? 

The title is the document that tells you who the legal owner of the car is.  When conducting a car transaction in Wash-
ington, keep in mind you will need the following to transfer the title of the car: 

• Completed Odometer Disclosure Statement. If the car is less than 10 years old, BOTH the buyer and seller must 
state the mileage and sign the Statement.  You can pick this form up at a Department of Licensing office or ask 
that one be mailed to you (email a request with your name and mailing address to titles@dol.wa.gov, or call (360) 
902-3770, option 5). The Odometer Disclosure Statement isn’t available online or via email because it is printed on 
tamperproof paper. 

• Title with the previous owner's signature releasing the car. 

• Bill of Sale.  This receipt is needed to calculate the tax you must pay when you buy a car from a private party.   

• Vehicle Report of Sale.  This document is similar to a Bill of Sale.  It protects the seller from liability associated 
with the car or its operation after it has been transferred.  While you can complete and submit a Report of Sale at 
your local Vehicle Licensing Office within five days of the sale, it's much easier and quicker to file the report 
online. Filing online is free, at https://fortress.wa.gov/dol/rosprod/. 

The Vehicle Report of Sale must include the following information: 

• Date of the transfer or sale 

• Seller's name and address 

• Buyer's name and address 

• Description of the car 

• Vehicle identification number (VIN) 

• License plate number 

• Emissions certificates in some Washington counties: Clark, King, Pierce, Snohomish, and Spokane Counties. 

What if the car doesn’t have a title or the seller lost it? 

A title is imperative.  You simply should not buy a car without one. If the title document has been lost, an Affidavit of 
Loss/Release of Interest form must be signed in the presence of a notary public or county auditor. 

 

Don’t buy a car 
without a title! 

The Vehicle Report of 
Sale is similar to a Bill of 

Sale and protects the 
seller from liability asso-
ciated with the car or its 

operation after it has 
been transferred. 
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Now that you’re 18 (or older), you can sign (and be bound by) legal contracts, open bank ac-
counts and apply for credit cards on your own.  Your ability to take on these responsibilities 
also means that you are solely responsible for the results of the decisions you make.  Your 
parents or guardians no longer have a legal responsibility to cover your debts.  Be familiar 
with the benefits, pitfalls, rules and restrictions before you make any financial decisions. 

 

 

 

 

Not understanding a contract generally is 
not an excuse for breaking the agree-
ment. It’s up to you to understand the 
terms of the contract before you sign it 
or enter into an oral contract.  Breaching 
a contract, for example failing to pay a 
debt according to the contract’s terms, 
can lead to serious consequences. 

You could be sued and be required to 
appear before a judge. If you lose your 
case, you may have to pay the judgment 
plus interest and, in some cases, the 
other side’s costs and attorneys fees if 
the contract requires it. 

What happens if I break a contract because I didn’t 
understand it? 

Signing contracts 

$ $ $ $ $ $ $ $ $ $ $ $ $ $ $ $ $ $ $ $ $  

Money Matters 
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What is a contract? 

A contract is an agreement between two or more competent parties.  Contracts may be oral 
or written and cannot be for an illegal purpose.  A contract could, for example, involve a large 
purchase, such as a new car, for which you agree to make installment payments.  Or you might 
sign a contract to lease an apartment for a year or to buy an insurance policy with annual pre-
miums or to accept the terms of a new job. 

Who can make a contract? 

You can, if you’re at least 18 years old and of sound mind.  Things to think about: 
• Read the contract completely before signing it. 
• Don’t sign anything until you fully understand the agreement. 
• If you don’t agree with something in the contract, talk to the other party to the con-

tract about altering or removing it. 
• Don’t sign a contract with blank spaces — either fill them in or cross them out. 
• Keep a complete, signed copy of the contract. 

A common misconception is that you have three days to revoke any contract you sign.  This is 
generally not true. 

If you are unable to pay money you owe un-
der a contract, you could file for bank-
ruptcy, which may allow you to dismiss your 
obligation to pay certain debts and allow you 
to rearrange debts and work out payment 
plans. Bankruptcy may give you a fresh start. 
But it would also have a bad effect on your 
credit rating and make it harder for you to 
get a loan in the future. 
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• Is there a minimum balance on the account? 

• Can I earn interest on this account? 

• Is there a charge for the monthly service or for check process-
ing? 

• Is there a fee to use the automated teller machine (ATM) or to 
get a banking agent’s assistance by phone? 

• Are canceled checks returned or kept at the bank? 

What happens if I bounce a check? 

What happens after the bank returns my check? 

The bank or a collection agency must send you a "Notice of Dishonor."  The Notice of Dishonor tells you that you still owe the 
merchant the face value of the check and that you also owe a fee to the bank or collection agency for the returned check. 

After your bank sends you this Notice of Dishonor, the bank is no longer involved in collecting on your check.   The collection is 
between you, the merchant and any collection agency the merchant might use. The law sets out very specific procedures for 
the merchant and debt collection agencies to follow in their actions to collect the money that you owe. 

Can I be sued for writing a bad check? 

Yes.  33 days after the Notice of Dishonor is sent, the person to whom you owe money may file a lawsuit against you to collect 
the debt.  During that 33-day period, the amount that the merchant or collection agency can collect from you is limited to the 
face amount of the check, a reasonable handling fee, a 12% annual interest fee built up from the date the Notice of Dishonor 
was sent, and the costs of collection, not to exceed the face amount of the check or $40, whichever's less. 

If you don't resolve the matter within this 33-day period, the merchant or collection agency may file a lawsuit against you.  You 
may be responsible for the above costs as well as any court costs, service costs, and court-ordered attorney fees. 

If the lawsuit goes forward and the court rules that you bounced the check, you may then be responsible for all of the above 
costs and fees AND three times the face amount of the check or $300, whichever is less.   

Can I be charged and prosecuted for writing a bad check? 

Yes.  Writing a check when you don’t have enough money in your account to cover it may be a crime.  

If you bounce a check, you may be re-
sponsible for collection fees, court 

costs, attorney fees AND three times 
the face value of the check or $300. 

Banking 

If you don't have enough money in your ac-
count to cover a check, the bank will dishonor 
the check and not pay the merchant (the 
store or business or person you made the 
check out to).  When this happens, your check 
has “bounced.”  Your bank will return the 
check to the merchant. 

I want to open a bank account. What should I ask? 
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How long does it take for a check to clear? 

The process could be virtually instantaneous.  Some merchants now use 
electronic check conversion. This allows the sales clerk to pass your check 
through a machine and immediately transfer the funds from your bank 
account electronically.   

In addition, new laws now allow banks to process check payments elec-
tronically even before the actual check is returned to your bank for pay-
ment. 
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Credit cards are a relationship built on trust between four peo-
ple: you, the merchant, the card issuer, and the bank that pro-
vides credit.  The bank that granted you credit is vouching for 
your ability to eventually pay your bills.  In exchange, it pays the 
merchant immediately for a modest fee, expecting you to pay off 
your tab at the end of the month.  This is what happens when you 
write your check for the balance of itemized purchases.  The 
merchant is able to trust your bank, because the transaction is 
made through a well known card issuer. 

Here’s an example of how your credit card works.  Say you spent 
$500 dollars for the month of May, and at the beginning of May 
you had $550 in your checking account. No problem, right? Well, 
let’s say you broke your wrist skateboarding and had to go to the 

doctor, which cost $500. Now you only have $50 in your 
checking account to put towards your credit card bill. 

Luckily, the creditor has a system to allow for these situa-
tions.  In this case, they will send you a bill that details the 
transactions you made over the past month.  It will give you a 
total due, but then it will also give you an option to make a 
minimum payment, which is typically 2%or 3% of what you 
owe. Sounds like a great deal, right? 

Credit cards 

How does interest get so expensive? 
Before you rack up the balance on your credit card, consider the interest you accrue with each minimum payment 
made.  The interest is what the bank charges you as a fee for loaning you money, which is essentially what credit 
cards do.  You will be charged something called an Annual Percentage Rate (APR).   

Let’s say you decide to make a minimum payment of $10, which is 2 percent of $500, and the creditor charges a 15 percent APR.  
If you continue to pay only $10, it will take you 6-1/2 years (79 payments) to pay off the original balance.  Most credit cards have 
a higher APR, and many will even change over time (the rate almost always goes up). 

As a result, you will have paid nearly $300 in interest charges to the bank after 6 years.  If you decide to pay $50 dollars a month 
instead of the minimum payment, you will be debt-free within a year and will have paid the bank only $38 in interest charges. Pay-
ing more than the minimum payment on time will make a big difference in paying down debt. 

There’s nothing wrong with using a credit card, as long as it is you controlling the card and not the other 
way around. Credit cards are not the same as cash.  You may have to pay annual fees and other charges 
to use them.  With some, you could even be charged interest for the time period between your purchases 
and your payment, even if you pay your bill in full.  Interest and finance charges are set by the banks and 
retailers that issue the cards and can vary and be very high. 

What if I lose a credit card? 

Report the loss or theft immediately to the bank or company that issued the credit card. If you report 
the loss promptly, you will not be held responsible for more than $50 of unauthorized charges on the card.   

Can a credit card company have different rules for making loans to women, men or minorities? 

No.  It is unlawful for a creditor to discriminate against any applicant on the basis of religion, race, color, national origin, sex, vet-
eran/military status, sexual orientation, or disability.  Lenders can only make distinctions based on the applicant’s credit rating. 

What is credit card fraud and how can it hurt me? 

A credit score is a number assigned to every individual, and provides a general idea of how well you handle your credit cards and 
other finances. Your credit score is called a FICO score, and ranges between 300 and 850. There are some parts of the score that 
you simply can’t influence; for instance, part of your score is based on how long you’ve had credit cards.  By far the most important 
factors that decide your credit score are paying on time and how much debt you have compared to the amount of credit you have 
available. 

If someone else gets hold of your credit card number or identity, he or she 
could ruin your credit score.  Removing, disputing, and investigating information 
on your credit report is an extremely difficult process.  It’s best to prevent 
any problems.  Cleaning up your credit is much more difficult than taking a few 
cautionary steps. 

How does my credit card work? 
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By far the most important factors that 
decide your credit score are paying on time 
and how much debt you have compared to 
the amount of credit you have available. 
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Why do I have to keep the balance 
down on my credit card? 

It is very important to pay back more 
than just the minimum payment.  Carrying 
a balance and spending so much money on 
interest is not the way to build your 
credit score.  Most people who end up in 
over their heads in credit card debt 
failed to have a sizeable emergency sav-
ings account, or they cannot resist the 
temptation of having easy credit at their 
disposal.   

Once they rack up debt on one credit 
card, many people will open another 
credit card in order to pay off the other 
debt.  Before long, they have a dozen 
cards with a dozen balances and a bottom 
line of debt way out of their control. 

 

 

 

How do I get a higher credit limit? 

Your first credit card probably won’t 
have a very high credit limit, a couple 
hundred dollars perhaps. But as you con-
tinue to make timely payments and keep 
your debt down, you can request, or may 
be automatically given, a higher credit 
limit. 

What else can my credit score affect 
in my life? 

A good credit score influences a lot of 
important things in your life.  Most em-
ployers will ask permission to check your 
credit before hiring you, and landlords 
routinely check credit as part of their 
decision to rent. 

Is making one late payment bad? 

A single late payment will snowball into 
bigger problems very quickly.  It affects 
your credit score, incurs a late-fee 
charge, and adds finance charges to your 
bill.  Unless you have absolute proof that 
the late payment resulted because of 
things out of your control, the credit 
card issuer will not wipe out the fees, so 
don’t count on it.  Most 
credit card companies offer 
an automatic payment that 
draws from a checking or 
savings account. 

If you do end up in severe debt, the first plan of attack is to use an 
online calculator to figure out what size payments you need to make 
and how long you need to make them to get out of debt. You can find a 
reliable calculator online. 

The calculator will help to put into perspective just how much you are 
paying in interest on top of your debt and can be a real eye opener. At 
all costs, you want to avoid bankruptcy. It tarnishes your credit report 
for at least seven years, and in most cases you won’t be able to get rid 
of all of your debt anyway. There are many alternatives to declaring 
bankruptcy, such as setting up a repayment plan with the creditor.  Many creditors are willing to 
negotiate if you set a goal for when you plan to be debt-free and stick to the payments. 

Owning a credit card can be a real lifesaver if you find yourself in a pinch, but just remember not to 
rely on credit cards or spend beyond what you can reasonably pay back.  There will be no shortage 
of offers from credit card companies once you become eligible, so do the research before you sign 
the first application that comes your way to make sure it’s the right card for you. 

Most people will turn to a credit card 
if they have exhausted their other 
options for borrowing.  Imagine you 
get into an accident and haven’t been 
able to afford health insurance.  A 
single hospital visit can add up to 
thousands of dollars in debt.  If you 
have discussed your situation with the 
hospital billing department and have 
done your best to set up manageable 
payments, but they just won’t budge, 
credit cards can be very useful, as 
long as you set up a reasonable time-
span to repay the debt and pay more 
than the minimum payment.   

It is important, in case you ever need 
to charge a few thousand dollars onto 
your credit card, that you develop 
good credit in order to be able to 
have a higher limit.

Credit cards can’t be all bad.  When’s a good time to use my 
credit card? 
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I’m in debt over my head.  What can I do now? 

Paying more than the 
minimum payment will 
make a big difference 
in paying down your 
credit card debt. Information about credit cards from the    

Washington State Attorney General 

http://www.atg.wa.gov/credit.aspx 

http://www.atg.wa.gov/TeenConsumer/finances/cred
it_cards.htm 

Credit Card Calculator: 

http://www.webwinder.com/ww_display_calc.php3?ol
d_script_id=2 

Credit Card Reviews: 

http://www.my3cents.com/credit-card-reviews.cgi 

http://www.cardratings.com/ 
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Identity theft occurs when someone 
steals your personal data (such as your 
Social Security number, driver's license 
number, passport number, credit card 
number, or bank account number) and 
uses the data to profit at your expense.  
Unfortunately, unlike your fingerprints 
which are unique to you and cannot be 
used by others for their personal gain, 
your personal data can be used by an 
identity thief to profit at your expense.   

Identities are stolen for a number of 
reasons including financial, 
legal or medical purposes.   

Why should I worry about 
identity theft? 

Identity theft can have a 
variety of different ef-
fects on you depending on 
what is done with your in-
formation.  If your identity is stolen, you 
can be harassed by a debt collector, un-
able to use your current credit card, 
denied new credit, criminally investigated 
and possibly arrested, and even sued in a 
civil law suit. 

Identity theft can damage your credit 
history and reputation, and can result in 
denial of credit for things such as auto 
and home loans. 

It can take days, months and even years 
to put your life back together again. 

How can I protect myself against iden-
tity theft? 

Always keep your personal information 
safe, sharing only on an “as-needed” ba-
sis.  Be particularly careful with callers 
calling “on behalf of your bank.”  They 
may say that they are calling to give you 
a warning about your account or to offer 
you a special deal, and ask that you verify 

your personal information. If they 
called you, they should already 
have this information.  So never 
give personal information to an 
incoming caller.  If your Social 
Security number is being used as 
an account number or identifica-
tion number, ask that it be 
changed.  Also, you should not 

provide personal information in response 
to email solicitations. 

How do I know if my identity is stolen? 

You can keep track of accounts opened 
with your personal information by review-
ing your credit report.  Consumers have 
the right to receive a free copy of their 
credit report (this does not necessarily 
include your “credit score”) every twelve 
months from each of the three major 

credit bureaus (Equifax, Experian and 
TransUnion). 

What should I do if my identity is 
stolen? 

Take immediate action!  Do as many of 
the following things as you can: 

• File a police report 

• Contact all affected creditors and 
cancel or close the affected ac-
counts 

• File a report with the Federal 
Trade Commission:  http://
www.ftc.gov/bcp/edu/microsites/
idtheft/consumers/f i l i ng-a-
report.html 

• Call one of the major credit re-
porting agencies and ask that they 
place a fraud alert on your credit 
report.  The Washington Attorney 
General’s website can walk you 
through the steps if you visit 
them at:  http://www.atg.wa.gov/
freeze.aspx#fraud 

• Request a free copy of your credit 
report from the 3 major credit 
reporting agencies 

 

 

Identity theft: what should I watch out for? 
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How do I order my credit report? 
Contact one of the 3 major credit bureaus: 

1) Equifax: www.equifax.com 

To order a copy of your credit report, call (800) 685-1111, or write to P.O. Box 740241, Atlanta, GA 30374-0241.  To 
report fraud, call (800) 525-6285 or write to P.O. Box 740250, Atlanta, GA 30374-0250. 

2) Experian (formerly TRW):  www.experian.com  

To order a copy of your credit report, call (888) EXPERIAN , or write to P.O. Box 2104, Allen TX 75013.  To report 
fraud, call (888) EXPERIAN or (888) 397-3742, fax to (800) 301-7196, or write to P.O. Box 1017, Allen, TX 75013. 

3) Trans Union:  www.transunion.com  

To order a copy of your credit report, call (800) 888-4213, or write to P.O. Box 390, Springfield, PA 19064.  To report 
fraud, call (800) 680-7289 or write to P.O. Box 6790, Fullerton, CA 92634. 

If the first time you order your report you receive a notification that “report not found,” don’t be alarmed.  You may get 
this notification if you have not established a credit history.  Be sure that you check your credit report at least once 
every 12 months.  When you receive your report, make sure that there aren’t any open accounts or loans that you didn’t 
authorize. 
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Top 5 tips to avoid identity theft: 
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For more info on identity theft: 
http://www.atg.wa.gov/TeenConsumer/privacy_issues

/identity_theft.htm and 
http://www.usdoj.gov/criminal/fraud/websites/idquiz.html  

1)  Shred all documents containing personal identifying 
information, such as your Social Security number, birth-
day, or credit card number.  If you can’t buy your own 

shredder, the Washington Attorney General’s Office lists 
“Shredathon Events” where you can take documents you 
want to shred.  You can find information by visiting their 

website, or typing this direct link: 
http://www.atg.wa.gov/Shredathon.aspx 

2)  Protect your Social Security number, and avoid 
giving it out unless absolutely needed.  Memorize your 
Social Security number so you don’t have to carry it in 
your wallet.  If your health plan (with the exception of 
Medicare) or a loan provider uses your Social Security 

number for identification, ask that they give you a 
different number. 

4)  Stop pre-approved credit offers. Call 1-888-
5-OPTOUT (567-8688) or make the request 

online at www.optoutprescreen.com.  Note: you 
will be asked for your Social Security number 
and birth date.  If you choose not to provide 
your Social Security and birth date, the bu-
reaus will attempt to process your request 

without this information. 

5)  Review your credit reports annually – and for 
free!  Rather than ordering all three at one time, 
you can also spread out your requests, ordering 

from a different bureau every 4 months. 

3)  Do not give your personal information (such as your 
Social Security number, mother's maiden name or ac-
count numbers) to strangers who contact you, espe-

cially by phone, Internet or mail, even if they say they 
are calling on behalf of your bank or credit card. 
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Now that you’re 18 (or older), you can now make a change in your community, 
and it won’t cost you anything!  All you have to do is register and vote.  You can 
vote for people at many levels, including your city government, county officials, 
state officials and national representatives, and the President of the United 
States. 

Can I vote? 

Yes, if you are 18 years old by election day, a U.S. citizen, and a resident of 
Washington.  You also must be registered to vote.  You can’t vote if your voting 
rights have been revoked as a result of a felony conviction.  Restoration of 
voting rights is automatic for those who are out of prison and have completed 
their community custody requirements. 

What kind of ID do I need to register to vote? 

If you register by mail and don’t have a Washington State driver's license, 
Washington State ID card, or a Social Security number, you’ll have to provide 
one of the following items when you cast your ballot: valid photo ID, valid 
tribal ID of a federally-recognized Indian tribe in Washington State, a copy of 
a current utility bill, a current bank statement, a copy of a current government 
check, a copy of a current paycheck, or a government document that shows 
both your name and address. 

 

Voting! 
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Can I vote if I haven’t registered before Election Day rolls around? 

No.  You must register at least 30 days prior to any election. You don’t need to re-register 
before each election. If you register by mail, your application has to be postmarked by the 
30-day cutoff or it won’t become effective until after the election.  If you aren’t already 
registered to vote in Washington and you miss the 30-day deadline, you can register in per-
son at your county elections department until 15 days before the election.  A list of county 
elections departments is at: 

http://www.secstate.wa.gov/elections/auditors.aspx 

Where do I register to vote? 

You can register to vote with your county election administrator and any regularly appointed 
deputy or assistant election administrator.  You can register in person or by mail.  You can 
also register to vote when you get your driver’s license and you are eighteen years old.  To 
register online, visit the Washington State Secretary of State website: 

https://wei.secstate.wa.gov/osos/secure/Pages/OnlineVoterRegistration.aspx 

I think I‘m already registered to vote — can I find out if that’s true? 

Yes, you can visit the following website to find out if you have ever registered to vote in 
Washington State: 

http://wei.secstate.wa.gov/osos/VoterVault/Pages/MyVote.aspx 
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rights restored, please visit the follow-
ing website: 

http://wei.secstate.wa.gov/osos/en/
voterinformation/Pages/felons.aspx  

Can I register to vote if I am in the 
military? 

Yes, you can download a form from the 
following websites: 

https://wei.secstate.wa.gov/osos/
secure/Pages/
OnlineVoterRegistration.aspx 

http://www.fvap.gov/resources/media/
fpca.pdf 

Can I register to vote if I am home-
less? 

Yes, you can register to vote if you are 
homeless or with a non-traditional ad-
dress. You just need to provide a physi-
cal location where 
you spend most of 
your time and a 
valid mailing ad-
dress. Voters who 
lack a traditional 
residential ad-
dress can provide 
the address of  
the shelter, park, 
motor home, inter-
section or other identifiable location 
they consider their residence. This loca-
tion will be used to determine which 
precinct they will vote in. Along with 
your residential address, you must also 
provide a valid mailing address. An accu-
rate, valid mailing address is essential in 
order to receive ballots and election 
information on time. This can include a 
post office box, address of a friend or 
relative, shelter, or general delivery at a 
local post office. 

cinct in which you are registered, usually 
at a school, city hall or similar public 
place.  Your county clerk and recorder 
or election administrator can tell you 
where to vote. 

If I am told I can’t vote, but I think 
I can vote, what do I do? 

If you think you have registered and 
have the right to vote and are told that 
you cannot vote for any reason, you 
should ask the election worker for a 
Provisional Ballot.  Every election worker 
must give you a provisional ballot on 
Election Day and allow you to vote.  The 
County Auditor or the Secretary of 
State will later determine whether your 
ballot should be counted. 

What if I’ve been convicted of a 
crime as a juvenile — can I still vote? 

Yes, a juvenile court conviction does not 
disqualify a person from voting.  How-
ever, a person under the age of 18 can 
be convicted in "adult" Superior Court, 
rather than juvenile court.  A person 
who is convicted of a felony in adult 
court, even if under the age of 18, is 
disqualified from voting until the right 
to vote is restored.  That restoration 
happens automatically when the individ-
ual is out of prison and has completed all 
community custody requirements 
(parole, probation, etc.).  Individuals in 
that situation, even individuals who are 
still paying off their legal financial obli-
gations such as fines and court costs, 
have their right to vote automatically 
restored and can register to vote.  For 
more information about getting your 

You can register 
to vote in person 
or by mail, or 
when you get 
your driver’s 

license. 

Can I vote in the city where I go to 
college? 

Yes.  You must register in that city.  If 
you don’t register in your college city, 
your voting residence will remain in your 
hometown. 

Can I vote if I won’t be in my voting 
district on Election Day or can’t be at 
the polling place? 

Yes.  You can apply for an absentee bal-
lot.  To do this, you need to request an 
advance copy of the official ballot from 
your local election office.  You can then 
mail your absentee ballot to your local 
election office. 

Where do I vote? 

38 of 39 counties in Washington are 
vote-by-mail.  What this means is that 
your ballot will be mailed to you at your 
address on record.  You simply have to 
vote and put your ballot back in the mail 
by Election Day.  Pierce County is the 
39th county.  See below for how to vote 
there. 

Do I have to return my ballot by 
mail? 

No, you don’t have to return your ballot 
by mail.  You can return your ballot to 
the County Auditor's Office or another 
ballot drop site designated by your 
County Auditor.  If your county has poll 
sites open on Election Day, you may re-
turn your mail ballot to a poll site.  
Please do not allow anyone, other than 
someone you trust, to deliver your ballot 
for you. 

What if I live in Pierce County, the 
one county with polling sites? 

Your local government establishes voting 
locations ("polling places"), for the pre-
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How and where can I vote? 
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A lot of young men and women join the United States military 
when they turn 18.  In fact, under federal law, you are eligible 
to enlist in the U.S. Air Force, Army, Navy, Marine Corps, and 
Coast Guard when you turn 17.  There are attractive benefits 
that come with military service, including military pay and hous-
ing allowances, education, health insurance, veteran’s benefits, 
and money for college.   

But joining the military is a serious decision.  Military service 
isn’t right for everyone.  You should take the time to talk to 
your family and school guidance counselors about the pros and 
cons of military service before you decide to join. 

As a member of the military, how will 
my life be different? 

The laws and protections of the United 
States Constitution apply to members 
of the military, but not always in the 
same way.  Generally speaking, you have 
the same protections guaranteed in the 
Constitution and Bill of Rights that all 
citizens have, regardless of your mili-
tary service.  There is no special exemp-
tion in the Constitution for members of 
the military. 

However, the U.S. Congress has the power to establish rules 
and regulations that apply only to military personnel. Many of 
these may impact your Constitutional rights differently once 
you join the military.  Most importantly, your privacy rights can 

be vastly different.  For example, all members of the mili-
tary are required to be regularly tested for the use of ille-
gal drugs.  This means that all military personnel must sub-
mit to random urinalysis tests from time to time.  Also, mili-
tary commanders are required to conduct regular inspec-
tions of military personnel and living quarters.  Thus, your 
right to privacy in your military living quarters is not the 
same as your right to privacy in your private, non-military 
home. 

Another area where your Constitutional rights may be im-
pacted is your free speech rights.  In general, military per-

sonnel have the same free speech 
rights that all citizens enjoy.  
However, members of the military 
may be constrained in certain cir-
cumstances.  For example, political 
speech may be regulated on mili-
tary installations.  Also, Congress 
has made it a crime for military 
personnel to use “contemptuous 
words” against the President. 

Military Law and Selective Service 
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When you decide to join the military, it is 
important to understand that there is an 
entirely unique set of laws, rules, and 
regulations that come with being a soldier, 
sailor, airman, or Marine.  Many of these 
rules are completely foreign to new enlist-
ees, especially those with no military fam-
ily members or background. 

All of the branches of the military are governed by the Uni-
form Code of Military Justice, commonly referred to as the 
UCMJ.  The UCMJ is the foundation of military law.  It cov-
ers everyone in the military, regardless of rank, and applies 
to both full-time Active Duty and Reserve Duty members.  
Many of the laws included in the UCMJ are similar to the laws 
in the State of Washington.  Laws that are common in the 
state, such as laws prohibiting theft, drug use, and assault, 
are essentially the same in the military.  However, there are a 
lot of laws included in the UCMJ that are unique to the mili-
tary.  These laws include prohibitions on disrespect, disobey-
ing orders, and being absent without leave, or AWOL.  So 

while you may be familiar with many of the 
laws that apply to members of the military, 
there will undoubtedly be some that are 
new to you. 

Where are military laws enforced? 

The military also has its own separate court 
and justice system.  For starters, soldiers, 
sailors, airmen, and Marines are subject to 

administrative punishments for minor violations of military laws 
and regulations.   These punishments are given by military com-
manders and can include loss of pay, loss of rank, extra duty, 
and restriction.  For more serious violations of military law, 
soldiers could face military trial in a court-martial.  Courts-
martial are similar to the civilian courts, but are presided over 
by military judges and juries made up of military personnel.  
Lastly, most military installations have a full-time legal staff to 
provide military personnel with guidance in both criminal and 
civil proceedings. 

Are the laws the same once I join the military? 

The U.S. Congress has the power to es-
tablish rules and regulations that apply 
only to military personnel.  Many of 
these may impact your Constitutional 

rights differently once you join the mili-
tary.  Most importantly, your privacy 

rights can be vastly different. 

Courts-martial are similar to 
the civilian courts, but are pre-
sided over by military judges 

and juries are made up of mili-
tary personnel. 



 

The information in this Guide is current as of August 2009.  It is guideline information only.  It is not legal advice.  If you need     
specific advice, please consult a lawyer. 

Many young men and women who decide 
to join the military will be stationed 
overseas. The military has permanent 
military bases in Europe and Asia, and 
conducts operations throughout the 
world.   

Today, that includes operations in war 
zones in Iraq and Afghanistan.  In gen-
eral, your legal rights as a member of 
the military are the same as they are 
here when you’re stationed overseas.  
Most legal actions will be covered by 
military law through the UCMJ.   

Can I be subject to foreign laws? 

Yes, military personnel stationed in for-
eign countries could also be subject to 
foreign laws for conduct that occurs off 
of military installations.  Members of 
the military serving in war zones will also 
be subject to rules and regulations par-
ticular to combat zones that will impact 
day-to-day life.  These may include pro-
hibitions on alcohol use, possession of 
pornography, and restrictions on travel. 

How will my legal rights be affected if I’m stationed 
overseas? 
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Selective Service is the tool the Con-
gress and the President use to “draft” 
people into military service, typically in a 
time of war.  In a time of crisis, the 
President can request legislation from 
Congress to initiate a draft to increase 
the size of the military.  If such legisla-
tion is passed, a lottery is used to draft 
citizens into the military for a period of 
involuntary military duty. 

Is there a draft today? 

Although the draft hasn’t been used 
since 1973, all men living in the U.S. 
between the ages of 18 and 25 are re-
quired to register with the Selective 
Service within 30 days of their 18th 

birthday.  This includes not only U.S. 
citizens, but permanent residents, dual 
citizens, and undocumented illegal aliens.  
Failure to register can result in serious 
penalties, including up to five years in 
jail and a $250,000 fine.  Financial aid 
for college may also be denied for fail-
ure to register by age 26 or sooner. 

Where can I register for Selective 
Service? 

You can register online at www.sss.gov, 
at most U.S. Post Offices, by checking a 
box on a Federal Student Financial Aid 
(FAFSA) application form, or through 
your high school Selective Service Reg-
istrar.  Registering with Selective Ser-
vice does not mean you are joining the 
military. 

What is Selective Service? 
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When you go onto an Indian Reservation, you enter into a completely different legal landscape.  Non-
Natives go to Indian Reservations for things such as fireworks (which are usually illegal off the reserva-
tion), or casinos (which have different table limits than ones off the reservation).  Non-Natives may also 
go onto Indian Reservations to see friends or visit the beach or a museum.  Whatever the reason for the 
visit, it is important to understand that by entering the boundaries of the reservation, if something 
were to happen that triggers law enforcement involvement, you may subject yourself to a completely 
different legal world with different rules and procedures than you are used to.   

For example, which court you wind up in will depend on your “status” and the victim’s “status,” if there is 
a victim.  “Status” means whether you are a member (i.e., a member of the same tribe) or non-member 
Native, or whether you are a non-Native.  If a victim is involved, the victim’s status may also help deter-
mine which court you will be in.  Further, even though we are taught that all people are created equal, not 
everyone is treated the same under the various criminal laws applicable on Indian Reservations. 

Tribal law — how are my legal rights affected when I go on 
Tribal land? 
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Tribal police have the 
authority to arrest you 
if you commit a crime 

on an Indian  
Reservation.   

Who will prosecute me for a crime on Tribal land and where will my 
case be heard? 

If I do something wrong on an Indian Reservation, who will arrest me? 

Tribal police have the authority to arrest you.  As of 2008, most Washington tribal police 
officers can stop and arrest alleged offenders of all races. 

Where your case will be heard depends on the type of crime, the status of the perpetra-
tor and the status of the victim.  Types of crime are major crimes and non-major crimes.  
The status means that the people involved are either member Natives, non-member Na-
tives, or non-Natives. 

What is a “major crime?” 

Major crimes include murder, manslaughter, kidnapping, maiming, some sexual crimes, in-
cest, some assaults, burglary, robbery, arson, and embezzlement.  If a major crime is 
committed by a member Native, regardless of the victim’s status (member Native, non-
member Native, or non-Native), the feds and tribal authorities have concurrent jurisdic-
tion.   Concurrent jurisdiction means the federal government OR the tribe can prosecute. 

What if a major crime is committed by a non-member Native? 

If the victim is a Native (whether member or non-), the feds and tribal authorities have 
concurrent jurisdiction.   If the victim is a non-Native, the feds have exclusive jurisdic-
tion. 

What if a major crime is committed by a non-Native? 

If the victim is a Native (whether member or non-member), the feds have exclusive juris-
diction.  If the victim is a non-Native, the state authorities have exclusive jurisdiction.    

What if the alleged crime is a non-major crime committed by a Native (whether 
member or non-member): 

If the crime is a victimless crime, tribal authorities have exclusive jurisdiction and the 
case will be heard in tribal court.  If the victim is Native, tribal authorities have exclusive 
jurisdiction and the case will be heard in tribal court.  If the victim is non-Native, the 
feds and tribal authorities have concurrent jurisdiction. 

What if the alleged crime is a non-major crime committed by a non-Native? 

If the crime is a victimless crime, or is against a non-Native, the state authorities have 
exclusive jurisdiction.  If the victim is a Native, the feds have exclusive jurisdiction. 
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