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Wal-Mart Aberdeen 
“Not one business went out of business because of Wal-Mart,” says 

Michael Tracy. He should know. Tracy heads up the Grays Harbor Economic 
Development Council. His organization has tried to identify and help busi-
nesses affected by Wal-Mart’s decision to locate in Aberdeen in 1994.  

“Understand,” says Tracy, “there was high unemployment at the time 
and businesses were going out of business right and left. But, not because of 
Wal-Mart.” Wal-Mart slowed the flow of people leaving Grays Harbor to do 
their shopping in Olympia, he says. 

LeRoy Tipton, head of the local chamber agrees. “Wal-Mart created 
huge urban renewal” in Aberdeen by buying up blighted properties and replac-
ing them with a store that offered good prices and selections. “There has been 
a huge increase in construction near Wal-Mart, as a result of Wal-Mart,” he 
says. 

Total Retail Sales 
Aberdeen’s retail sales tell the story. From $239.6 million in 1990 

total taxable retail sales in Aberdeen either declined or grew sluggishly until 
1994 when Wal-Mart moved in. In 1994 real, inflation-adjusted sales jumped 
6 percent and while there was some “give back” over the next several years, 

the community was still net 
ahead in 2000 by 17 percent 
over 1993 levels. Just as the 
whole nation slid into recession 
in 2000 and 2001, Aberdeen’s 
sales lost ground in these years. 
But by the end of 2003 Aber-
deen recorded more than 
$352.2 million in total taxable 
retail sales, an inflation-
adjusted growth of more than 
12 percent over the period from 
1990 to 2003.  

With a membership built 
largely and traditionally on lo-
cal independent retailers, Tip-
ton said the Chamber was un-
derstandably nervous initially. 
Before Wal-Mart opened its 
doors, the Chamber (with Wal-

Mart’s participation) held a series of seminars for local retailers. Using work-
ing titles like ‘How to survive (or thrive) in the retail revolution’ or, more 
commonly, just ‘How to compete with Wal-Mart,’ small local retailers learned 
that “consumers decide where they want to go,” says Tipton. There’s no doubt, 
he says, that Wal-Mart can buy in volume and offer lower prices as a result, 
but small retailers can’t blame Wal-Mart or Costco, or Home Depot.  

Consumers aren’t just opting for Wal-Mart, says Tipton. They are 
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turning to the Internet and I-5 and to catalogs. “Shoot,” he says “today there are 
catalogs advertising catalogs.” 

Retail Sales from Retail Trade 
These facts of life for retailers can be seen clearly in Figure 2. Aberdeen 

and Grays Harbor County had real gains of 13 percent and 7 percent, respectively 
in taxable retail sales from retail trade from 1995 through 2003. By comparison 
general economic growth for the County was 15 percent and Washington State 
sales from retail trade grew 31 percent over the same period. Wal-Mart’s sales 
growth out-performed the general economy, growing an inflation-adjusted 80 per-
cent by 2002, the last year for which the firm’s proprietary data were available. 

 

“The threat to locally owned businesses is not Wal-Mart,” Tipton says, 
“it’s I-5 to Tumwater, Lacey and Portland. Wal-Mart has slowed [Aberdeen’s retail 
sales leakage] considerably.” When local shoppers stay in town to buy their basics 
at Wal-Mart, he says, they are more likely to look locally first for their other needs 
and to comparison shop at home, given the opportunity. 

Wal-Mart captured an increasing share of a increasing retail sales base in 
Aberdeen and Grays Harbor County between 1995 and 2002. As Figure 3 shows, 
taxable retail sales from retail trade in Aberdeen and Grays Harbor County kept 
pace with inflation even without Wal-Mart over this period, demonstrating that 
Wal-Mart not only increased its market share, it helped grow the size of pie.  

This constitutes a win-win-win-win situation:  

 Consumers win by getting greater selection at lower prices both at Wal-Mart 
and at other new stores that have moved in since Wal-
Mart’s arrival;  

  Locally-owned stores win in two important and 
distinct ways: first, local shoppers stay home to shop for 
more of their daily needs; and second, nationally-
familiar stores attract passing tourists, causing them to 
stop and get out of their cars;  

  City coffers win as retail sales, business and 
utilities taxes increase well ahead of inflation; and  

  Taxpayers win as Wal-Mart and other new busi-
ness activity contribute to the city’s tax base.  

City Coffers 
And the city’s revenues have grown in all categories 
since 1994. Sales and Use Taxes have been a good 
source of revenue growth – up 9 percent after inflation 
from 1994 through 2003 – but the big growth category 

for the city’s general services has been Business and Utility Taxes, which was up 
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16 percent after inflation. These are taxes levied by the city on various special 
services like water, sewer and garbage.  

Adjusted for inflation, Wal-Mart’s sales tax contribution to the city 
grew 89 percent from 1996 to 2002. At the same time Wal-Mart’s share of city 
sales taxes paid doubled as its tax contributions grew well ahead of overall city 
sales tax growth.  

Workers and Wages 
Workers are doing well too, according to Tipton. For most of 
the folks, he says, [their Wal-Mart job] is an improvement. 
The company provides great entry-level jobs and opportuni-
ties for well-paying, top-end jobs – “some [jobs] pay more 
than I’m making,” he says, and workers share in Wal-Mart’s 
retirement programs and health care. 

Tipton says he talks with friends and Wal-Mart employees 
on a regular basis and tracks letters-to-the-editor in the local 
paper, all of which are positive about the company. The only 
complaint he recalls hearing was an employee saying that the 
lack of work ethic on the part of some workers have required 
local managers to implement otherwise unnecessary account-
ability programs. 

Total wages in Grays Harbor County paid by stores in the 
general merchandise category, like Wal-Mart, grew from $4.6 million in 1993 
to $6.5 million in 1994 the year Wal-Mart opened – a 39 percent increase after 
inflation. And, average general merchandise employment went from 345 to 
477 jobs.  

On average general merchandise stores in Grays Harbor County paid 
their employees about $13,263 annually in 1993 before Wal-Mart came to 
town. By 2003 this average annual wage had grown to $21,432. Even after 
adjusting for inflation, general merchandise workers experienced 21 percent 
growth in their real average wages.  

By comparison the average wage for general merchandise employees 
statewide, including the Puget Sound area, which was $22,451 in 2003, grew 
just 19 percent inflation-adjusted over the same period. As a result, average 
wages of these Grays Harbor County workers grew from 85 percent of the 
state’s average general merchandise store wage in 1993 to more than 95 per-
cent by 2003.  

Wal-Mart reports that its average wages in the greater Seattle area are 
$9.98 per hour (or $20,758 on an annualized basis) and $9.68 on average na-
tionwide ($20,134 annually). 
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