










































































































































































































Wheeled All-Terrain Vehicles (WATVs) 
City Council Briefing 

 
Washington State law allows licensed ATVs on public roads with speed limits of 35 miles per 
hour or less, but it leaves the adoption of such an ordinance up to individual cities and counties. 
 
Some smaller counties automatically adopted the law due to their low population densities 
(<15,000), but for those counties with larger populations, like Yakima County, this decision is 
left up to them.  Since Yakima County has not yet adopted such an ordinance, cities like Yakima 
and Tieton have adopted their own city ordinance to allow WATVs on their roadways. 
 
The City of Selah has been asked to consider an ordinance approving the operation of Wheeled 
All-Terrain Vehicles (WATVs) or Side-by-Sides (SXS) inside the city limits.  This briefing was 
designed to answer specific questions posed by several council members, and to provide some 
basic data about WATVs on the roadway. 
 
 
Wheeled All-Terrain Vehicle (WATVs) 
In RCW 46.09.310(19) the State provide a definition for a Wheeled All-Terrain Vehicle (WATV): 
"Wheeled all-terrain vehicle" means: 

a) Any motorized non-highway vehicle with handlebars that is fifty inches or less in width, 
has a seat height of at least twenty inches, weighs less than one thousand five hundred 
pounds, and has four tires having a diameter of thirty inches or less, or 

b) A utility-type vehicle designed for and capable of travel over designated roads that travels 
on four or more low-pressure tires of twenty psi or less, has a maximum width less than 
seventy-four inches, has a maximum weight less than two thousand pounds, has a 
wheelbase of one hundred ten inches or less, and satisfies at least one of the following: 
i. Has a minimum width of fifty inches; 

ii. Has a minimum weight of at least nine hundred pounds; or 
iii. Has a wheelbase of over sixty-one inches.” 

 
Generally speaking, and for reference in this body of work: 
1. All-Terrain Vehicles (ATVs) are a general a category of off-road vehicles that includes single-

rider machines with handlebars and a straddle seat – (defined above in subsection a). 
 
2. Utility Terrain Vehicles (UTVs) are two-person, bucket-seat models also called Side-by-Sides 

(SXS) – (defined above in subsection b). 
• NOTE:  The State of Washington combines ATVs and UTVs into one definition, and refers 

to them as Wheeled All-Terrain Vehicles (WATVs). 
 
3. Recreational Off-road Vehicles (ROVs) are larger, multi-passenger vehicles that more 

recently entered into the market. 
 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=46.09.310


INSURANCE AND DOT APPROVED TIRES: 
Neither insurance nor DOT approved tires are required by state law because WATVs and SXSs 
are not allowed to operate on highways or any city street with a posted speed limit of 35 MPH 
or faster. 
 
RCW 46.30.010 states: “It is a privilege granted by the state to operate a motor vehicle upon the 
highways of this state.  The legislature recognizes the threat that uninsured drivers are to the 
people of the state.  In order to alleviate the threat posed by uninsured drivers it is the intent of 
the legislature to require that all persons driving vehicles registered in this state satisfy the 
financial responsibility requirements of this chapter.” 
 
The key word to consider is “highways” as WATVs are not allowed to be driven on state 
highways, therefore are not required by the state to have insurance, or DOT approved tires. 
• Cities and Counties can require proof of motor vehicle insurance for WATVs. 
 
In RCW 46.30.020(3)(b) - Liability Insurance or Other Financial Responsibility Required, the 
following pertains to WATVs and SXS: 

3) The provisions of this chapter shall not govern: 
a. The operation of a motor-driven cycle as defined in RCW 46.04.332 a moped as 

defined in RCW 46.04.304, or a wheeled all-terrain vehicle (WATV) as defined in 
RCW 46.06.310. 

 
Likewise, the state does not require WATVs to be equipped with DOT-approved tires, because 
WATVs are not to be operated highways, or streets with a speed limit over 35 MPH, so the tires 
do not have to meet the DOT requirements for speed and safety. 
 
 
INJURY AND DEATH 
• A growing body of scientific research supports the belief that WATV use on developed 

roadways is more dangerous than riding off-road. 
 
• A comprehensive study published in the science journal Traffic Injury Prevention showed 

that WATV use is especially dangerous on paved roadways.  The study reviewed WATV 
crash data from 1982 to 2012 and showed that deaths occurred at twice the rate on paved 
roads, versus unpaved roads. 
o The same study identified that victims suffering injuries or death were more likely to be 

male adolescents, alcohol use was higher while helmet use was lower, in accidents on 
paved roads. 

o The study data also showed that helmet use reduced fatalities, and regulations 
restricting youth from operating WATVs on public roadways improved safety. 

 
• According to an August 2017 study published by the research journal Pediatrics, children 

remain at high risk of ATV accidents resulting in injury and death. 
 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=46.30.010
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=46.30.020
https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=46.04.332
https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=46.04.304
https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=46.09.310


WATV DESIGN 
• Industry experts point to the basic design of WATVs for the reasons why they are more 

dangerous on developed roadways. 
o They are built to traverse trails or bumpy terrain and make tight turns around objects. 
o They use low-pressure tires, maintain a high center of gravity, and can now achieve 

speeds up to 80 mph, which all together make WATVs prone to rollover collisions 
o Because of the potential to “roll-over,” the roll cage is heavily reinforced, but they are 

not designed to sustain penetration by other larger vehicles in side impact, head-on, and 
rear-end in roadway crashes. 

o Their relative light weight and lack of side-panel protection make them extremely 
susceptible to significant bodily injury or death due to roadway crashes. 

o While operating on public roadways, WATVs share the road with much larger, heavier 
vehicles with greater mass and momentum, creating greater risk of significant bodily 
injury and death in crashes. 

 
PUTTING INJURY DATA AND DESIGN IN PERSPECTIVE 
• Since 1982, over 15,250 people have died in ATV-related accidents in the United States and 

more than 100,000 people have been injured (those figures do not include data on ROVs.) 
 
• Washington State, the 13th most populous state, is 30th in ATV-related deaths from 1982-

2014 with 186 fatalities, according to the U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission. 
 
• A national study of fatal ATV crashes over a 25-year period by the Journal of Injury 

Prevention showed that more than 60 percent of deaths occurred during on-road use, even 
though WATVs are driven far more frequently in off-road settings. 

 
• A separate study by the Journal of Traffic Injury Prevention showed that over the past 20 

years, WATV-related deaths occurred at twice the rate on paved versus unpaved roads. 
 
• Manufacturers of WATVs warn dealers and buyers that these machines were not designed 

for on-road use, and many contain warning tags recommending off-road use only. 
 
• A major non-profit WATV industry group, the Specialty Vehicle Institute of America (SVIA), 

also opposes on-road use of WATVs. 
 
• The ATV Safety Institute published the “Golden Rules of ATV Safety” and Rule #2 reads: 

“Never ride on paved roads except to cross when done safely and permitted by law – 
another vehicle could hit you.  ATV’s are designed to be operated off-highway.” 

 
• In multiple scientific studies, it has been concluded that being a passenger or driving a 

WATV on paved roads, especially among adolescents, increases their mortality rate.”  
Although riding on a street or roadway is associated with more deaths, helmet use was 
associated with a reduction in the number of deaths.” 

https://www.cpsc.gov/Safety-Education/Safety-Education-Centers/ATV-Safety-Information-Center/Death-Associated-With-ATVs-by-State-
https://injuryprevention.bmj.com/
https://injuryprevention.bmj.com/
https://uiowa.cloud-cme.com/assets/uiowa/activities/41694/2016%20Paved-Unpaved%20Road%20Paper%20TIPII.PDF
https://svia.org/
https://atvsafety.org/the-golden-rules/
https://atvsafety.org/the-golden-rules/


WATVs on City Roadways Where Risk is Greater 
Discussion Points 
 
• WATVs have become extremely popular with sales tripling between 1995 and 2005. 
 
• According to the WATV industry, over 45,000 such vehicles are now sold in the U.S. each 

year. 
 
• Like any mode of transportation, WATV use includes some inherent risk and a driver’s off-

road experience does not translate well to their on-road experience. 
 
• Because WATVs were designed to be “off-road vehicles,” drivers may be prone to employ 

riskier behaviors when traveling on developed roadways, such as not wearing a helmet or 
safety restraint system, driving under the influence of alcohol, driving too fast for the 
conditions, or carrying passengers in an unsafe manner. 

 
• The incongruity between state law and manufacturer recommendations puts power sports 

dealers and WATV owners in a tough spot.  Dealers want to sell WATVs, and owners don’t 
want to see their investment collect dust on a trailer or in the garage. 

 
Should the City of Selah adopt an ordinance allowing ATVs/WATVs/UTVs/ROVs to operate on 
city roads, the city leadership should explore whether (or not) to: 
1. Require proof of motor vehicle insurance for all WATVs operated on the public roadway. 
2. Implement a city helmet law for all drivers and passengers of WATVs, when they are being 

operated on public roadways. 
 
WATV Drivers and Passengers Must: 
• Abide by State requirements that all WATVs be licensed per RCW 46.09, and have installed 

basic safety components (See RCW 46.09.457): 
o Head lamps – used whenever driving on a road.  See RCW 46.37.030 and 46.37.040 
o Tail lamps – See RCW 46.37.525 
 2 Tail lamps – For utility-type vehicles.  See RCW 46.37.070 

o Stop lamps – See RCW 46.37.200 
o Reflectors – See RCW 46.37.060 
o Turn signals – See RCW 46.37.200 and RCW 46.61.310 
o Brakes in good working order 
o Mirror on left or right handlebar 
 2 Mirrors – For utility-type vehicles.  See RCW 46.37.400 

o Horn or warning device – See RCW 46.37.380 
o Muffling device – See RCW 46.09.470 
o Windshield – See RCW 46.37.430, unless the driver wears glasses, goggles, or a face 

shield that meets the requirements by the state patrol.  See WAC 204-10-026. 
o Seatbelts – For utility-type vehicles – See RCW 46.37.510. 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=46.09.310
http://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=46.09.457
http://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=46.37.030
http://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=46.37.040
http://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=46.37.525
http://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=46.37.070
http://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=46.37.200
http://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=46.37.060
http://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=46.37.200
http://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=46.61.310
http://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=46.37.400
http://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=46.37.380
http://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=46.09.470
http://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=46.37.430
http://app.leg.wa.gov/WAC/default.aspx?cite=204-10-026
http://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=46.37.510


WATV Drivers and Passengers Must: 
• Understand that RCW 46.61 – The Rules of the Road, apply to WATVs when being operated 

on any public roadway. 
 
• Officers may cite people driving a WATV or SXS on city roadways within the City of Selah, 

under RCW 46.09.455(1)(e). 
 
• Until Selah has adopted an ordinance approving the operation of WATVs, any person being 

cited for this type of offense will be cited through Yakima District Court, and not the Selah 
Municipal Court. 

 
WATV Drivers and Passengers Should: 
• Acknowledge the limitations of WATVs on developed roads, and the risks they face when 

driving on public roadways and among other larger and fast moving traffic. 
 
• Apply the same caution and common sense to WATV use that they would with any other 

passenger vehicle, and know they will be held to the same legal standards as other 
motorists. 

 
Below is a list of cities and counties that have passed ordinances pertaining to WATVs. 

Links to the published ordinance are provided when available. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=46.61
https://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcW/default.aspx?cite=46.09.455


CITIES ORDINANCES (By County): 
 
Adams County 
• Othello; Ordinance Chapter 9.46 

 
Asotin Co 
• Asotin; Chapter 10.32 
• Clarkston; Ordinance Chapter 10.36 

 
Benton County 
• Kennewick; Ordinance 5816, | Chapter 

11.92, SxS Only 
• Prosser; Ordinance Chapter 10.60 
• Richland; Ordinance Chapter 11.15.020 
• West Richland; Ordinance Chapter 

10.17 
 
Chelan County 
• Cashmere; Ordinance Chapter 10.20 
• Chelan; Ordinance Chapter 10.76 
• Leavenworth; UTVs only – Ordinance 

#1505 
• Wenatchee; City Code Chapter 8.08 

 
Columbia County 
• Dayton; Ordinance # 1881 

 
Clark County 
• Yacolt; Ordinance #560 

 
Clallam County 
• Forks; Ordinance Chapter 10.35 

 
Douglas County 
• Bridgeport; Ordinance Chapter 10.48 
• Coulee Dam; Ordinance 671 Chapter 

10.45 
• East Wenatchee, Ordinance # 2013-08 
• Mansfield, Ordinance # 477 
• Rock Island; Ordinance Chapter 10.42 
• Waterville; Ordinance 10.36 

 
Ferry County 
• Republic; Ordinance Chapter 10.20 

 

Franklin County 
• Pasco; Chapter 10.100 
• Connell; Ordinance 990-2018, Chapter 

10.42 
 
Garfield County 
• Pomeroy; Ordinance 847 

 
Grant County 
• Electric City; Ordinance Chapter 10.30 
• Ephrata; Ordinance Chapter 10.80 
• Grand Coulee; Ordinance # 1040, 

Chapter 10.30 
• Mattawa; Ordinance Chapter 10.30 
• Moses Lake, Ordinance # 2857; WATV 

Map 
• Quincy; Ordinance Chapter 10.64 
• Royal City, Grant Co; Ordinance 17-02, 

Chapter 9.30 
• Soap Lake; Alternate Vehicle Chapter 

10.14 
• Warden; Ordinance Chapter 10.60 

 
Grays Harbor County 
• Aberdeen; Ordinance Chapter 10.18 
• Cosmopolis; Ordinance Chapter 10.40 
• Elma, Ordinance Chapter 10.04 
• McCleary; Ordinance #10.04.315 & 

10.04.320 
• Montesano; Ordinance Chapter 9.04 
• Ocean Shores; Ordinance Chapter 10.32 
• Westport; Ordinance Chapter 10.04 

 
King County 
• Skykomish; Ordinance 454 

 
Kittitas County 
• Cle Elum; Ordinance Chapter 10.36 
• Kittitas; Ordinance Chapter # 10.32 

 
Klickitat County 
• Bingen; Ordinance 

 



Lewis County 
• Morton; Ordinance Chapter 10.36 
• Mossyrock, Ordinance #462 

 
Lincoln County 
• Davenport; Ordinance Chapter 10.40 
• Odessa; Ordinance 668 
• Wilbur; Ordinance Chapter 10.32 

 
Okanogan County 
• Brewster; Ordinance Chapter 10.36 
• Conconully; Ordinance # 304 
• Loomis; | WATV Map 
• Okanogan; Ordinance Chapter 10.45 
• Omak; Ordinance Chapter 12.11 
• Oroville; Ordinance Chapter 10.22 
• Pateros; Ordinance Chapter 10.08 
• Riverside, Okanogan Co; WATV Map 
• Tonasket; ORV Chapter 10.36 

 
Pacific County 
• Republic; Ordinance Chapter 10.20 
• Raymond; Ordinance Chapter 10.66 
• South Bend; Ordinance Chapter 10.50 

 
Palouse County 
• Palouse; Ordinance Chapter 10.46 
• Pullman; Ordinance Chapter 10.52 

 
Pend Orielle County 
• Ione; Ordinance # 438 

 
Pierce County 
• Buckley; Ordinance Chapter 11.50 
• Carbonado; Ordinance # 444, Chapter 

10.35 
• Eatonville, Ordinance # 2015-18 

Pierce County - Continued 
• Roy; Specific Roads 
• Wilkeson; Ordinance Chapter 11.50 

 
Skagit County 
• Lyman; Ordinance # 249; WATV Map 
• Stevenson; Ordinance Chapter 10.40 

 
Skamania County 
• North Bonneville; Ordinance 

1093, Chapter 10.16 
 
Snohomish Co 
• Darrington; Ordinance # 738, Chapter 

10.17 
• Granite Falls; Chapter 10.92 
• Gold Bar; Ordinance 727, Chapter 10.18 
• Lake Stevens; Ordinance # 1045, SxS 

Only 
• Monroe; Ordinance Chapter 10.30 
• Snohomish; Ordinance 2376, | Chapter 

11.07 
• Stanwood; Ordinance # 1412 
• Sultan; Ordinance Chapter 10.30 

 
Stevens County 
• Colville; Ordinance Chapter 10.32 
• Kettle Falls; Ordinance Chapter 10.88 
• Northport; Ordinance 496 

 
Thurston County 
• Tenino; Ordinance 897 

 
Walla Walla County 
• Walla Walla; Ordinance Chapter 10.30 

 
Whitman County 
• Colton; Ordinance #385 

 
Yakima County 

• Tieton; Ordinance 736, Chapter 10.14 
• Yakima; Chapter 9.56 

 
 
 
 
 
 



COUNTY ORDINANCES: 
 
• Asotin County; Authorized by HB 1623 and RCW 46.09 <15,000 population* 
• Benton County; Chapter 10.13 
• Chelan County; Ordinance  
• Clallam County; Ordinance 
• Columbia County; Authorized by HB 1623 and RCW 46.09 <15,000 population* 
• Cowlitz County; Ordinance 19-046 | Chapter 12.65 
• Douglas County; Ordinance 
• Ferry County; Variable Speed Limit  
• Garfield County; Ordinance 
• Grant County; (severely limited, small number of specific roads); Road List 
• Grays Harbor County; Ordinance  
• Kittitas County; Ordinance  
• Lewis County; Ordinance | Road List 
• Lincoln County; Authorized by HB 1623 and RCW 46.09 <15,000 population* 
• Mason County; Ordinance 
• Okanogan County; Ordinance  
• Pacific County*; Ordinance  
• Pend Oreille County; Ordinance 2013.02 
• Pierce County; Ordinance 2020-90S, Chapter 10.26 (small number of specific roads);  
• Skamania County; Authorized by HB 1623 and RCW 46.09 <15,000 population* 
• Snohomish County; Ordinance 19-047 (limited, only portions of the county); Road List 
• Stevens County; Ordinance  
• Thurston County; Ordinance; Speed Limit Chart 
• Wahkiakum County; Authorized by HB 1623 and RCW 46.09 <15,000 population* 
• Walla Walla County; (severely limited, special permit for events only) 

 
* In 2013-2104, via HB 1632, Washington State enacted a law “Regulating the use of off-road 
vehicles in certain areas,” which also requires license plates on All Terrain Vehicles and allows 
their use on county roads in certain conditions.  This ordinance became known as the “street 
legal ordinance” to many WATV owners. 
 
 
 
ADDITIONAL REFERENCES: 
1. Characteristics of Side-by-Side Vehicle Crashes and Related Injuries as Determined Using 

Newspaper Reports from Nine U.S. States. 
 
2. All-terrain vehicle fatalities on paved roads, unpaved roads, and off-road: Evidence for 

informed roadway safety warnings and legislation 


















