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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. 

 

Wenatchee, Chelan County 
Wenatchee, in Central Washington, was among the first communities in the state to host a Wal-Mart store.  The 
store opened in 1994, just two years after the first stores came to the state.  It was the first in a wave of big box store 
openings in the early to mid-1990s that helped expand Wenatchee’s role as a major regional retailing center.  At the 
same time, Downtown Wenatchee continues to thrive with its own long-standing retailers. 
 
The transition “from small to medium” 
 
In the early 1990s, Wenatchee was a pleasant town on the Columbia River known mostly as a center of the state’s 
tree fruit industry.  It had an attractive downtown that served the community and the broader region, but mostly 
with local retailers.  Then two things changed. 
 
First, the retailing world discovered Wenatchee.  Allison Williams, of the Wenatchee Mayor’s office, and who was 
with the Wenatchee Downtown Association at the time, says that she “can’t isolate the arrival of Wal-Mart from the 
arrival of the rest of the ‘marts.’  Within two years we had new K-Mart, Target and Costco stores.  Word had gotten 
out that the region was underserved.” 
 
Second, the leadership of the Wenatchee area began to see that the tree fruit industry was not going to continue to 
be as big a force in the economy, and that new economic drivers were needed.  For example, the food processing 
sector in Chelan County employed 473 people in 1994, and was down to 363 by 2004.  The City and business com-
munity began concerted efforts to expand Wenatchee’s role as a commercial destination for a large area of Central 
Washington. 
 
The outside “discovery” of Wenatchee, combined with internal economic development efforts, transformed We-
natchee into a major retailing center for a largely rural area with about 200,000 people.  According to Williams, it was 
“the story of every community that has gone from small to medium.  Some businesses found that they weren’t serv-
ing the market, but many very good businesses survived and thrived, despite the opening of not just Wal-Mart, but 
several other large retailers.” 
 
Craig Larsen, President of the Wenatchee Valley Chamber of Commerce, and Wenatchee City Councilmember, be-
lieves that downtown Wenatchee came through the transition well.  “Smaller downtowns are always swimming up-
stream, in terms of customer needs and preferences.  As these downtowns go, Wenatchee is doing pretty well.”  An-
nette Pennington, of the Wenatchee Downtown Association says that a central part of their strategy has been to em-
phasize the historic buildings and the unique feel of the downtown. 
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 Overall retail sales 
 
Figure 1 presents a positive but somewhat er-
ratic picture of the growth in total taxable sales 
in Wenatchee and Chelan County.  The steep 
rise in the mid-1990s corresponds to the arri-
val of Wal-Mart and other big box retailers.  
The drop-off from 1998 to 2001 resulted from 
a combination of weak retail sales during slow 
economic periods, and a slowdown in taxable 
construction.  From 1998 to 2003, the unem-
ployment rate in Chelan County remained 
above eight percent every year except 2000.  
The drop in inflation-adjusted per capita per-
sonal income from 1998 to 1999 is another 
indication that retail spending would not keep 
pace.  And from 1999 to 2000 construction 
spending in the county fell 20 percent, before 
rebounding in 2001. 
 
Sales in Retail Stores 
 
When looking at taxable sales in retail stores 
(NAICS 44 and 45), a similar pattern emerges.  
Sales countywide, but especially in Wenatchee, 
grew strongly from 1995 to 1998, when several 
new big box stores opened.  The dip from 
1998 to 2001 was driven by a weak economy 
that saw flat or declining employment and per-
sonal income growth, not just in Chelan 
County, but also in adjacent Douglas and Kitti-
tas Counties.  Employment growth in all three 
counties picked up by 2003, and retail sales in 
Wenatchee resumed its upward trajectory. 
 
As Williams noted, the impact of Wal-Mart is 
difficult to isolate from the impact of the other 
big box retailers that also opened in We-
natchee in the 1990s.  Figure 3 shows sales 
growth for retailers in Wenatchee and Chelan 
County after subtracting sales from the We-
natchee Wal-Mart.  The curves for Wenatchee 
and Chelan County are very similar to those in 
Figure 2, indicating that retail sales were being 
driven by other stores as well as Wal-Mart. 
 
According to those who observed the arrival 
of Wal-Mart and other major retailers in the 
1990s, the impact on existing Wenatchee retail-
ers was not huge.  Most stores survived and 
adjusted to the new environment.  Larsen 
notes that surviving the arrival of the big boxes 
just requires a standard business strategy: “find 
your niche and do it well.”  Pennington de-
scribes the current downtown business owner-
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Figure 1: Inflation-adjusted taxable retail sales in Wenatchee grew 
21 percent between 1994 and 2005
Sources: Washington State Department of Revenue, Bureau of Economic Analysis

90

100

110

120

130

140

1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

In
de

x 
19

95
 =

 1
00

Chelan County
Washington
Wenatchee
PCPI
Wal-Mart

Figure 2: Taxable sales at retail stores in Wenatchee grew an inflation-
adjusted 37 percent between 1995 and 2005 
Sources: Washington State Department of Revenue, Bureau of Economic Analysis, Wal-Mart
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Figure 3: Taxable sales at stores in Wenatchee, other than Wal-Mart, 
grew an inflation-adjusted 38 percent between 1995 and 2005 
Sources: Washington State Department of Revenue, Bureau of Economic Analysis, Wal-Mart
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 ship as a healthy combination of long-time family retailers and a new crop of 
young entrepreneurs. 
 
Williams and Larson both noted that in most respects the retailers of Downtown 
Wenatchee do not compete directly with Wal-Mart and the other big boxes. Wil-
liams points out that the region still has a large population of low income people 
and agricultural workers who shop at Wal-Mart but probably would not shop in 
Downtown Wenatchee.  Pennington describes the typical downtown customer as 
having significant disposable income and a desire for unique goods. 
 
The aggressive efforts to promote Downtown retailing in Wenatchee are, accord-
ing to Williams, part of the larger effort to diversify the local economy away from 
dependence on agriculture.  “Attracting new businesses requires attention to qual-
ity of life factors, and retail choice is one of those factors.”   
 
Looking forward, the vision in the Wenatchee Downtown Association’s 2005 
Master Plan says: 

“Downtown Wenatchee is the center of Wenatchee’s urban area featuring a vibrant mix of 
specialty stores, restaurants, services and housing opportunities in a historic, friendly envi-
ronment: the gateway to the region’s cultural and recreation activities” 

 
City Finances 
 
Sales tax revenue is an increasingly important source of funding for local govern-
ments, as strict lids keep property taxes from growing as fast as inflation.  The 
uneven growth in taxable sales in Wenatchee – as seen in Figure 1, is reflected in 
growth in sales tax revenue to the city.  Figure 4 shows that inflation-adjusted 
sales tax revenue jumped from 1994 to 1998, fueled by the new retailing boom.  

The slump in construction and retail sales 
from 1998 through 2002 shows up as shrink-
ing tax revenues, when adjusted for inflation.  
Since 2003, however, revenues have grown 
sharply. 
 
When assessing the impact of sales taxes on 
city finances, it is helpful to look at the per-
capita collections, which indicate whether the 
jurisdiction is capturing more or less than its 
share of dollars paid out by consumers.  Che-
lan County and its cities collected a combined 
total of $206 in local sales taxes per county 
resident in 2006, while Wenatchee itself col-
lected $233 per Wenatchee resident.  Purchas-
ing power is spread fairly evenly around the 
county, so Wenatchee is collecting more in 
sales tax revenue than its residents alone are 
paying out, making retail sales a valuable at-
tractor of City tax revenue. 

 
Employment 
 
While agricultural employment in Chelan County has remained steady since 1994, 
and food processing has declined as an employer, retail has picked up some of the 
slack.  Retailers in Chelan County employed about 4,200 people in 1994, and 
about 4,500 by 2005.  Retail employment has, however, been shrinking as a share 
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Figure 4: Inflation-adjusted sales tax revenue for Wenatchee 
grew by 29 percent from 1994 to 2006
Source: Washington State Department of Revenue
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 of the overall workforce, declining from 14 percent of all jobs in 1994 to 12 per-
cent in 2005.  The general merchandise category, which includes Wal-Mart, has 
grown slightly as a percentage of the retail workforce. 

 
From 1993 to 2004, the unemployment rate of 
Chelan County ranged from seven to over 10 
percent.  Then it started heading down and 
now sits at 5.2 percent.  As a result, employers 
are having a harder time finding qualified work-
ers.  Larsen jokes that “the labor pool has be-
come a puddle.”  He says that the flow of un-
employed people drifting into Wenatchee from 
smaller towns has run its course and that there 
is no longer a limitless supply of labor.  Figure 
5 shows that annual wages in the general mer-
chandise category have been well behind the 
state average, but this may change as the supply 
of available workers in Chelan County shrinks. 
 
Williams points to some well-established train-
ing programs that help people make the transi-
tion from agricultural work to other industries.  
She says that retail tends to be an entry point 

for these workers, and that stores like Wal-Mart provide excellent opportunities. 
 
Larsen believes that Wal-Mart and the other large retailers should have enough 
people to fill jobs that open due to turnover, but wonders how a new store, like 
the Wal-Mart in Chelan, can fill hundreds of jobs when they first open. 
 
In the Community 
 
After a relatively high level of visibility in the first years after the store opened, 
Wal-Mart leadership in Wenatchee has been fairly low-profile.  Larsen notes that 
they are dues-paying Chamber members, but do not have a seat on the board and 
rarely attend Chamber functions. 
 
Both Larsen and Williams indicate that Wal-Mart supports community activities 
with cash and in-kind contributions.  Larsen characterizes their involvement as 
“helping when asked.” 
 
Conclusion 
 
Before the arrival of Wal-Mart and other big box stores in the 1990s, Wenatchee 
was well-established as a regional commercial center for Central Washington, and 
had a vital downtown.  The arrival of the big boxes challenged the downtown mer-
chants at first, but after a decade of adjustment, Downtown Wenatchee continues 
to thrive somewhat in parallel to the big boxes on the edge of town.  
 
The Downtown Wenatchee Association is aggressive in its efforts to make the 
downtown a destination for those seeking the dining, entertainment, and specialty 
retail experiences that the big boxes cannot match, all in an attractive historical 
setting.  The outlook for Downtown Wenatchee, according to Pennington, is “very 
optimistic.” 
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Figure 5: In general merchandise stores, wages in Chelan County 
kept pace with wages at the state level from 1994 to 2005
Source: Washington State Department of Employment Security

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