The Burden of High Sales Taxes in Washington
State

Washington state's sales tax system is among the most burdensome in the United States,
especially for its lower-income residents. With a base rate of 6.5% and additional local taxes,
Seattle's combined rate reaches up to 10.35%, one of the highest in the nation. (Washington
state tax charts ). These high rates disproportionately affect low-income households, which
spend a larger share of their income on taxable goods. For example, a family earning $30,000
annually might spend around 10% of their income on sales tax, compared to a wealthier family
that spends a much smaller percentage.

Sales tax revenues in Washington are distributed among various state and local agencies,
including funding for public safety, health services, and transportation projects. However, the
regressive nature of sales taxes—where lower-income individuals pay a higher percentage of
their earnings compared to wealthier individuals—can exacerbate economic inequality. This tax
structure also impacts consumer behavior and local economies; high sales taxes can reduce
consumer spending, particularly on non-essential goods, leading to slower economic growth
and potentially driving consumers to shop in lower-tax regions.

Economically, high sales taxes can dampen economic growth by discouraging spending and
investment. The Tax Foundation notes that states with lower sales taxes often see more robust
economic performance due to increased consumer spending and business investment. In
contrast, higher sales taxes can lead to reduced disposable income for consumers and a
heavier burden on businesses, especially those in retail, which directly affects job creation and
economic vibrancy.
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Reducing the sales tax rate or restructuring how these taxes are levied could help lessen the
disproportionate impact on lower-income households and stimulate economic growth across
all income levels. This approach could create a more equitable tax system that promotes
spending, investment, and overall economic health in Washington state.

Sales Tax Effects on Tourism Industry

For out-of-state visitors booking lodging in Washington, the total tax can be quite high. The state
imposes a 6.5% sales tax on accommodations, which can be combined with local lodging taxes
that vary by county and city. For example, in some areas, the combined lodging tax can reach up
to 15% or more when additional local taxes are included. These high taxes not only increase the
cost of staying in Washington but also can drive potential visitors to consider other destinations
with lower overall costs.

Higher sales taxes can negatively impact tourism and conventions, as they often deter travelers
from visiting or lead to shorter stays to cut costs. For example, Seattle has one of the highest
combined state and local sales tax rates among major U.S. cities, reaching up to 10.35%. This
high tax rate can make it less appealing for tourists and convention organizers who might
choose more affordable destinations with lower taxes. https://www.ncsl.org/state-legislatures-
news/details/travel-can-be-taxing-in-more-ways-than-one

Additionally, tourism taxes can significantly affect local economies by reducing consumer
spending. When tourists face high lodging, sales, and car rental taxes, they might limit their
expenditures on other local services like dining, shopping, and entertainment. This reduction in
spending can hurt local businesses that rely heavily on tourism revenue.

Read more about the effects of taxation on Washington, here.
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