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This paper is one of a series of profiles assessing the impact of the opening of Wal-Mart stores in communities throughout 
Washington. The views expressed herein are solely those of the individuals quoted, or of Michael Luis & Associates, an inde-
pendent public affairs and communications consultancy. 

 

The Wal-Mart store in Covington sits in the middle of one of the fastest growing areas of the Puget Sound region.  
Since incorporation in 1997, the City of Covington has made substantial efforts to attract retailers that will serve the 
needs of growing communities and provide the tax base necessary to fund city services.   
 
The store is clearly meeting a need.  “When I drive by the store, morning, noon or even 9:00 in the evening, the 
parking lot is always full,” says Richard Hart, Planning Manager for the City of Covington.  Hart also notes that 
Covington is the only major commercial center for a large area of rural unincorporated area to the north, south and 
east, giving the store a large customer base beyond just the immediate Covington/Maple Valley area. 
 
 
Meeting needs in a fast-growing area 
 
Covington, and neighboring Maple Valley, have seen substantial growth in single family development that is afford-
able to moderate income families.  According to the Puget Sound Regional Council, this area saw a 25 percent in-
crease in households between 2000 and 2006.  During this period the population of the area increased 34 percent, 
as a large influx of families with children increased the average household size. 
 
As an indicator of the popularity of the area, by 2005 Covington had nearly achieved its Growth Management hous-
ing construction goal for the period of 2000 to 2022, and Maple Valley had far exceeded its 2022 goal.   
 
Growth pressures throughout the region have changed Covington substantially in the past two decades, transform-
ing it from a sleepy wide spot on the Kent-Kangley Road to a major sub-regional retailing center, with Wal-Mart 
serving as an important catalyst for that transformation. 
 
Overall retail sales 
 
Total retail sales encompasses everything from stores to restaurants to construction, and, as Figure 1 shows, Cov-
ington clearly has bucked the trend of sluggish growth in King County as a whole.  From 1998 to 2000, King 
County saw healthy growth in both per capita personal income (PCPI) and retail sales, but the recession of 2001-
2002 brought inflation-adjusted growth in the county to a standstill.  King County and the Puget Sound region are 
just now getting back to pre-recession employment levels, and retail sales have begun to pick up again. 
 
In contrast to the county-wide picture, Covington saw substantial increases in economic activity during this entire 
period, as population grew, new stores were added to the retail tax base, and residential and commercial  
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 construction moved briskly forward.  From 
2000 to 2005, total inflation-adjusted taxable 
sales in Covington doubled, with the trend 
accelerating in 2004 and 2205, as major new 
retailers opened.  Although taxable housing 
construction was down in 2006, sales at retail 
stores continues to grow as new stores open. 
 
Sales in Retail Stores 
 
In most communities, the impact of the open-
ing of a Wal-Mart store will show up promi-
nently in the measures of sales from retail 
stores.  Figure 2 shows taxable retail sales in 
retail stores (NAICS 44 and 45) for Coving-
ton, Maple Valley and the state as a whole.  It 
also shows PCPI for King County, as an indi-
cation of growth in purchasing power. 
 
The Covington Wal-Mart has only been open 
two years, but the impact of that store open-
ing is clear.  The major jump in sales from 
2004 to 2005 reflects the opening of the new 
Wal-Mart in Covington, which opened its 
doors in early 2005.  These figures will jump 
again, as a new Home Depot store opens in 
2008. 
 
Figure 2 also shows taxable retail sales in 
nearby Maple Valley.  Retail store sales 
growth in this fast-growing community has 
been even stronger and more consistent than 
Covington since 1998.  Sales growth in Maple 
Valley slowed only very slightly from 2004 to 
2005, during the opening year of the Coving-
ton Wal-Mart, indicating that the new Wal-
Mart did not take a big bite out of retail in 
Maple Valley. 
 
The retail customer traffic drawn by Wal-Mart 
has been a catalyst for additional retail devel-
opment in the emerging “downtown” of Cov-
ington.  According to Hart, the next phase of 
growth in Downtown Covington will be 
higher density residential, and the new and 
expanded retail will serve that development. 
 
The most significant impact of Wal-Mart on 
competing retail has been in the drug store 
category, according to Tara Messer, of the 
Covington Chamber of Commerce.  “Wal-
Mart definitely had an impact on Rite Aid,” 
Messer noted. Otherwise, most local retail 
consisted of service and other businesses that 
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Figure 3: Taxable sales at stores in Covington fell after Wal-Mart 
opened in 2005, but kept climbing in neighboring Maple Valley
Sources: Washington State Department of Revenue, Bureau of Economic Analysis, Wal-Mart
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Figure 2: Taxable sales at retail stores in Covington grew an 
inflation-adjusted 190 percent between 1998 and 2005 
Sources: Washington State Department of Revenue, Bureau of Economic Analysis
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Figure 1: Inflation-adjusted taxable retail sales in Covington grew 
200 percent between 1998 and 2005
Sources: Washington State Department of Revenue, Bureau of Economic Analysis
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 fall outside Wal-Mart’s product line.  Messer notes that Wal-Mart and the existing 
Fred Meyer now share the big box “general merchandise” category, and both 
seem to be doing well. 
 
City Finances 
 
Covington has benefited from increased tax revenues generated by expanded re-
tail.  A major new retailer like Wal-Mart shows up most prominently in increased 

local sales tax revenue, but also shows up in 
property taxes paid on the new building and 
whatever mix of business and utility taxes lev-
ied by the local government. 
 
Figure 4 shows the jump in inflation-adjusted 
revenues to the City of Covington between 
2001 and 2005.  During this four year period 
alone, sales tax revenue grew an inflation ad-
justed 54 percent.  With the opening of new 
Costco and Home Depot stores, this revenue 
will see another major jump in 2006 and 2007.  
This new sales tax revenue will help offset the 
slower growing property tax revenue stream. 
 
As part of the development of the store, Wal-
Mart made significant contributions to traffic 
mitigation measures that will serve other retail 
and future residential development in Down-

town Covington.  According to Hart, a well-designed store and adequate traffic 
improvements have made Wal-Mart a major net plus for the City. 
 
Employment 
 
Covington is primarily a residential community, with neighborhoods providing 
housing for the large employment centers of South King County and, increas-
ingly, East King County and Seattle.  Employers in Covington must compete for 

employees not only with other retailers in the 
Covington-Maple Valley area, but with com-
mercial and industrial employers in the Kent-
Auburn Valley.  As unemployment in King 
County drops below four percent, employers 
have not choice but to offer wage and bene-
fits packages that are very attractive. 
 
Because of the wide range of employment 
opportunities in various industries throughout 
King County, wages for general merchandise 
retail employees are substantially higher than 
wages in these stores throughout the state.  
Figure 5 shows that inflation-adjusted annual 
earnings at general merchandise stores 
(NAICS 452) have consistently been higher in 
King County than the statewide average.  
(Because there is so much part-time employ-
ment in this industry, annual wages will vary 
from year-to-year). 
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Figure 4: Inflation-adjusted general fund revenues to Covington 
grew by 46 percent between 2001 and 2005
Source: Washington State Auditor's Office
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Figure 5: In general merchandise stores, wages in King County were 
15 to 20 percent above the state level from 1994 to 2005
Source: Washington State Department of Employment Security
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 In the Community 
 
According to Messer, of the Covington Chamber, Wal-Mart is a “fantastic” con-
tributor to the community.  Store personnel are active in the chamber and in local 
service clubs, regularly attending events. 
 
In 2006, Wal-Mart made two important community contributions.  When the 
annual “Covington Days” festival was threatened with cancellation, due to lack of 
funding, Wal-Mart stepped up with a check for $10,000, ensuring that the festival 
would take place.  Wal-Mart also participated in a volunteer recognition event at 
Covington Elementary School, providing clothes for students to wear at a fashion 
show. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Like many fast-growing communities, Covington has seen its share of battles over 
land use, as residents have attempted to preserve the area’s rural and small town 
past.  Growth pressures of the Puget Sound region, however, make it almost in-
evitable that attractive areas like Covington will see substantial residential and re-
tail development. 
 
Wal-Mart came into this contentious atmosphere and built a store that has, in 
general, been well-received by the community.  Wal-Mart, along with Home De-
pot, Fred Meyer and, soon, Costco and Lowe’s, provide the core of a substantial 
retailing service area that covers a large suburban and rural territory of Southeast 
King County that will continue to grow. 

Contact: 
 
Michael Luis & Associates 
P.O. Box 15 
Medina, Washington  98039 
 
425-453-5123 
luisassociates@comcast.net 


