
Tax Equity - Port Townsend 
~ Small town, lotta gumption ~ 

 

Port Townsend needs an economy that works for all. To provide for a “small town quality of 

life for all ages that ensures equitable access to all amenities” (City of Port Townsend Strategic 

Plan), we need a tax structure that does not unfairly burden people on fixed incomes and 

workers, because when working people thrive, the entire community thrives. Without the 

resources to face urgent challenges, our small town way of life is at risk. 
 

We are a growing coalition of Port Townsend residents proposing a city ordinance to enact a 

progressive tax on high-income households.  We believe that a local income tax on individuals 

who bring in over $200,000 per year would help make our tax system more fair and our city’s 

public services stronger, while inspiring other municipalities to reevaluate their own tax 

structures. A 2% tax on total income over $200,000 ($400,000 for couples) would result in 

over $1 million annually that could be put toward priorities identified by the community.  
 

Righting an Unfair Tax Structure 

Washington has the most regressive state tax structure in the country.  While people who 

make more than $197k per year contribute 4.6% or less of their income to local and state taxes, 

people who make between $40k and $65k pay 10.1%. Those who make the least—below 

$20,000—pay even more at 16.8%! A high-income tax could balance our dependence on flat 

taxes like property and sales tax, which ultimately widen the inequality gap.        
 

Strengthening our City 

We can build a stronger local economy by diversifying the city’s revenue streams, ensuring a 

sustainable future for public services and facilities that help raise the quality of life for all our 

community members.   A high-income tax could be used to bolster existing programs, or be 

channeled into new opportunities. For instance, the money could be used to offer two years of 

free community college to PTHS graduates and other Port Townsend residents, or it could be 

used to strengthen public pre-K—both of which would benefit the young families that often 

struggle to stay here. The money could go toward climate change mitigation, homelessness 

solutions or weatherization programs for low-income households. There are many needs in our 

community, and this additional revenue could help address some of them.   
 
 

JOIN US! 
 

The community needs to show City Council that we want this change, and we have a 

strong proposal to offer. This ordinance won’t pass without your voice. 

 

 

Get in touch: contact taxequitypt@gmail.com with your ideas and to stay abreast! 

 

Learn more: look up TAXEQUITYPT.ORG and check out our FAQs page! 

 

Spread the word: Find us on Facebook: TAX EQUITY – PORT TOWNSEND! 

 
 

 



MORE INFORMATION  
 

Currently, the percentage of income contributed to local and state taxes through flat taxation 

(primarily sales tax) is highly unfair in Washington State: 

 

 

 
       Source: “Who Pays? A Distribution 

 Analysis of the Tax System in All 50 States.”  

Institute on Taxation & Economic Policy, 2015.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fun fact: In 2010 Jefferson County voted to support Initiative 1098 for a tax on high incomes 

with a 65% yes vote! 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Source: “Who Pays? A Distribution 
 Analysis of the Tax System in All 50 States.”  

Institute on Taxation & Economic Policy, 2015.  



FAQs 

How is Tax Equity different from the Prop 1 Home Opportunity Fund? 
The two proposals are completely different, they just both happen to do with taxes. Prop 1 is a 

countywide initiative that will be voted on by Jefferson County residents, to introduce a seven-

year property tax levy aimed at raising funds to support affordable housing related projects in the 
County.  Tax Equity a Port Townsend-specific project and it will not be voted on by the public. 

Tax Equity will only be passed if the Port Townsend community makes it clear to their City 

Council members that they want this measure- to introduce a new ordinance requires a majority 

City Council vote.  Prop 1 seeks to address the short-term need for affordable housing, while Tax 

Equity seeks to address the long-term need for new sources of revenue.  

 Who would be taxed?  

The tax applies to residents of Port Townsend who make over $200,000 per year in total income. 

Single filers would pay a 2% tax on income exceeding $200,000; for joint filers, exceeding 
$400,000. The tax would apply to an estimated 270 households, according to US Census data 

from the American Community Survey.  

What will the money be used for? 

There are many areas that could use more funding in Port Townsend, and we have the power to 

write into the ordinance what we want this additional revenue to be used for.  We are currently 
working on a list of feasible ways to use the money to address social, environmental and 

economic needs.  Send your ideas to taxequitypt@gmail.com! 

Will a high-income tax actually make a difference in Port Townsend?  

Yes. Currently, the combined revenue from the Business & Occupation tax, Special Purpose tax, 
Real Estate Excise tax and Lodging tax totals over $2 million annually. The tax we are proposing 

would add an additional $1.4 million annually to address the priorities we identify.  

Why a city income tax over a county income tax? 

State law prohibits counties from developing local income taxes - only cities can do that. 

If this is such a great idea, why hasn’t it already been done? 

It has been done. In 1932, Washington State citizens overwhelming voted a progressive income 
tax into law, with more than two-thirds support. Unfortunately, the State Supreme Court, in a 

five-to-four decision, prevented the implementation of this progressive income tax with an 

archaic and self-serving reasoning that “income is property,” and, according to our constitution, 
all property must be taxed equally, at a flat 1% rate. Because of this archaic interpretation, 

Washington State has been without a graduated income tax, leading to the poor and middle class 

paying much higher effective tax rates than the rich.   

Will the ordinance be challenged legally? 

Yes, and that’s a good thing. In fact, we want this ordinance to be challenged in court. We believe 
that there is a strong case against the current interpretation of the state’s constitution, given the 

state’s failing education system and unmet need for a new revenue stream. The long-term goal is 

to get this issue in front of the Washington State Supreme Court, which we think would reverse 

its 1930s definition of income as property, legalizing progressive income taxes in the state. 

How will Port Townsend pay for the anticipated legal fees? 

It will not have to. The Economic Opportunity Institute is in communication with a donor who is 

prepared to shoulder all of Port Townsend’s legal fees. This is a huge opportunity for Port 

Townsend to fight for change on the local level with complete financial support. 



Why should Port Townsend take the lead in challenging the current tax structure?  

Not only is there an urgent need for new revenue sources to address social and environmental 

problems—sources that don’t overtax working people and those on fixed incomes—but Port 
Townsend has both the political leadership and the public will to pass a progressive income tax 

ordinance. In 2010, Port Townsend voted to support Initiative 1098, a state tax on high incomes, 

with a 65% yes vote! Our city counselors are also interested in creating sustainable funding.    

Won’t this measure pave the way to burden everyone with an income tax? 

Our goal is to make the city and state tax systems fair and reduce the tax burden on lower-income 

individuals. If an income tax were to be introduced down the line as a result of our efforts, we 

will fight to make sure that it is done in such a way that it reduces the tax burden on those with 

the lowest incomes by replacing other taxes.  

Do other states have income taxes? 

Washington is one of only seven states without state and local income taxes. Fourteen states allow 

for city our county income taxes.  

What happens if Washington State enacts a progressive income tax down the road? 

Port Townsend will be able to choose whether to retain or revoke this ordinance.  

Isn’t this tax unfair to the rich? 

No, it creates a small step to make the current tax system less unfair to the poor. Data shows that 
people who make less than $21,000 have an effective tax rate of 16.8%, while people who make 

more than $197,000 have a rate of less than 4.2%. Even with this income tax, the rich will still 

pay proportionately less than the poor in taxes. 

Can local income taxes be deducted from federal income taxes? 

Local taxes can be subtracted from an individual’s taxable income. However, under current law, 

individuals who itemize their deductions may deduct either state or local income taxes or sales taxes. 

Thurs, the potential federal tax benefit of deducting a Port Townsend income tax may be offset by a 

loss of the deduction for state and local sales taxes.  

How will the money be collected? 

Most likely, an income tax form will be sent to all Port Townsend residents. If you make less than 

$200,000, there will be a box to check indicating you have nothing to pay. Seattle drafted its 

ordinance with small towns in mind, so Port Townsend will be able to access IRS data on its 

high-income residents to ensure compliance. 

How will this tax be administered? 

Seattle has already worked out a model for administering the tax that can be adapted to Port 

Townsend. It is likely that some small percentage of the revenue gathered from the tax will fund 
one more living wage public job in Port Townsend.  

Won’t this lead high-income people to move out of city limits? 

This is highly unlikely for a few reasons. Statistics have shown that rich people move at much 

smaller rates than poor and middle-class people, even when new taxes are imposed. If you make 

$250,000 a year, you are probably not going to sell your house and leave Port Townsend’s quality 

of living over $1,000 in taxes.  

More questions? 

Email them to taxequitypt@gmail.com and we’ll let you know our answers 


