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There’s a thin line betw een love and hate, at least w hen it com es to W ashington County’s Transportation 
Developm ent Tax.

Recently, the TDT – a system  developm ent charge assessed to businesses w hen they change the 
intended use of a building space – has spurred m uch debate. At the heart of the issue is the im pact the 
tax has on business developm ent and w hether it should be adjusted accordingly.

“Understandably, w ith a different use you m ight have a different transportation 
charge,” said Rob Dixon, assistant city m anager for the com m unity developm ent 
departm ent in Hillsboro. “There are num erous cases w e’ve had w here the 
im provem ents to the building m ight be $5,000 to $8,000 but the potential TDT is 
$40,000.”

Dixon said the issue for Hillsboro stem s from  the city’s historic dow ntow n core, 
w here m any vacant storefronts exist. He said that area is predom inantly served 
by light rail and bus transit, and that the TDT, w hich is intended to help pay for 
transportation infrastructure dem ands, should decrease as a result.

O n Jan. 9, the W ashington County Board of Com m issioners voted to postpone a 
scheduled 5 percent rate hike for the TDT until June 2015 in light of the 
struggling econom y. The increase w ould have been the final boost in a four-step 
hike approved in 2009 to essentially double the am ount.

Dixon said the postponem ent w as essentially approved by all county jurisdictions. 
Now  on the table is a discussion about creating exem ptions for change-of-use tenant im provem ent 
rem odels.

In a Dec. 2 letter to the W ashington County Coordinating Com m ittee, Hillsboro City Councilor Mike 
Castillo outlined som e of the city’s positions. O ne proposal w as to exem pt rem odels sm aller than 5,000 
square feet from  the TDT because they account for less than 5 percent of total TDT revenue, and 
because businesses that size typically are patronized by only “pass-by traffic.”

Dixon said that in a couple of past situations, plans for new  businesses w ould have been com pletely 
railroaded if the existing building had not already been assessed for high traffic uses.

“W e think it’s w orth it to give up a bit of revenue to encourage business to revitalize dow ntow n,” he 
said.

Tualatin Mayor Lou Ogden understands that perspective.

“W e certainly don’t w ant to see a tax in and of itself be the im pedim ent to 
business being able to grow  or regenerate, or a new  business to develop or 
w hatever, in these econom ic tim es,” O gden said. “I totally get that.”

The problem , O gden said, is that the TDT has not im peded business in Tualatin 
and is an im portant source of revenue for the traffic-congested city.

O gden also outlined som e of the TDT’s im pacts in a Dec. 23 letter to W ashington 
County’s Departm ent of Land Use and Transportation. He w rote that in 2010 and 
2011, five changes of use in the city of Tualatin had resulted in $103,973 in 
revenue. If Hillsboro’s proposed exem ptions had been in place, the city w ould 
have forgone all but $2,217 of that am ount.

To that end, O gden w ould like to see TDT exem ption criteria im plem ented on a 
local level based on each jurisdiction’s individual needs. Because the TDT is a county tax, jurisdictions do 
not have the ability to set specialized exem ptions, he said.

O ne possibility, he said, w ould be to offer grants for rem odels to offset the cost of the TDT.
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“The problem  w ith that is m ost m unicipalities don’t have coffers overflow ing w ith excess cash,” O gden 
said.

So TDT exem ptions for certain rem odels, he said, could be a practical m ethod to alleviate financial 
burdens for new  businesses.

“But it’s a one size fits all,” O gden said of Hillsboro’s proposed exem ptions. “And that doesn’t w ork in all 
jurisdictions, at least not in Tualatin.”

The issue is likely to be a topic of discussion in W ashington County in the com ing m onths, but both Dixon 
and O gden said they w ere confident that officials w ould arrive at a m utually beneficial agreem ent.

“The local governm ents in W ashington County alw ays w ork very w ell together, and w e have for years,” 
O gden said. “W e are a collaborative group.”
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