
Keep More Money in the Pockets
of Washingtonians
Washington’s Garnishment Laws Should Better
Protect Bank Accounts

Lawmakers should clarify that exempt money is indeed exempt.

Struggling families cannot afford weak garnishment laws.

Garnishment is a serious legal step, one that significantly impacts consumers. Not only is the planned
income they use to provide for their family decimated, but their credit report is also damaged. It is necessary
to balance garnishment with the ability of families to meet basic needs.

COVID-19 has made the need for garnishment protections more important than ever.

In the midst of COVID-19 and its ensuing economic crisis, many people and families need extra support to
stretch every dollar. During the state’s Stay Home orders, Governor Inslee has repeatedly affirmed
proclamations to limit garnishment of bank accounts, with a particular focus on protecting federal stimulus
checks. Those struggling the most will also have the hardest time recovering this pandemic-induced
recession. Recovery could take years.

Protection from garnishment should be automatic.

Washington law already intends to keep money in the bank even when garnishment occurs.
Currently in Washington, a consumer facing garnishment can legally protect up to $2,000
($2,500 is protected from student loan garnishment) in their bank accounts in order to pay
bills, meet their basic needs, or cover a surprise expense. That protection, however, is not
automatic, meaning that a person must go through a court process to have their money
returned if their account is garnished below $2,000. Sometimes it can take weeks to get the
money back, time in which deadlines for rent and utilities have passed.

People should not have to jump through hoops to retain their own money.

If a creditor cannot garnish below $2,000, they should not be able access any of the exempt funds in a
person’s checking or savings account. Consumers understandably believe that their money would not be
taken in the first place if it is protected by Washington state law. Learning that they must go through a
court process to keep their money, while they are struggling with debt and the ability to meet their basic
needs just doesn’t make sense. Consumers should never have to jump through hoops to protect money that
was already protected by Washington state law. This is especially true during COVID-19, when the court
systems are closed or are operating at extremely low capacity.

Support legislation to automatically protect a minimum amount of money in people’s bank accounts.
Representative Walen’s bill protects $1,000 for four years from bank garnishment through an automatic
exemption. This means no action would be required by the consumer to keep a minimum of $1000 in a
bank account.

Working families making low wages should have sufficient funds to meet their basic
needs after a wage or bank account garnishment. People living on low incomes already make
tough choices about whether to pay a bill, feed their kids, or keep the lights on. Families fall
into debt for a variety of reasons including illness, a medical event or other life-changing
situation, or a loss of one or even two jobs per household due to the economy.


