
 LIQUOR SALES TAX 
 RCW 82.08.150 
 
 
Tax Base Selling price of spirits in their original package.  Spirits include any beverage 

containing alcohol obtained by distillation, including wines with more than 24 
percent alcohol by volume. 

 
Tax Rate
 
 Sales to consumers: 20.5 percent 
 
  Basic rate = 15.0% RCW 82.08.150(1) 
  14% surtax rate = 2.1% RCW 82.08.150(4) 
  Health care rate = 3.4% RCW 82.08.150(6a) 
 
 
  Except for liquor purchased by the drink, consumers may purchase spirits only in 

their original packages and only through Washington State Liquor Control Board 
stores or their authorized agencies.  (Hotels or clubs licensed under Chapter 70.62 
RCW with overnight sleeping accommodations and a restaurant liquor license may 
sell liquor by the bottle to registered guests for consumption in guest rooms, 
hospitality rooms, or at banquet facilities in the hotel or club.)  The liquor sales tax is 
measured by the wholesale purchase price plus a markup by the Board.  Retail sales 
tax does not apply to such purchases. 

 
 Sales to restaurant licensees: 13.7 percent 
 
  Basic rate = 10.0% RCW 82.08.150(2) 
  14% surtax rate = 1.4% RCW 82.08.150(4) 
  Health care rate = 2.3% RCW 82.08.150(6b) 
 
 
  Establishments that sell spirits, strong beer, beer, and wine for consumption on the 

premises must obtain a restaurant license.  Since their purchases of spirits from the 
Liquor Control Board are for resale, a lower liquor sales tax rate has been provided 
for such "wholesale" purchases.  Also, the Board allows a discount of 15 percent 
from the wholesale price plus markup before applying the lower tax rate.  Sales of 
liquor by the drink are subject to state and local retail sales tax. 

 
 
Levied by State 
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Administration  Liquor Control Board.  Statutorily, the Department of Revenue oversees 
collection of the liquor sales taxes, although the actual administration of the 
tax is handled by the Board.  The tax is added to the Board's purchase price, 
plus markup, and is included in the selling price of spirits and strong beer.  
The Board transmits the receipts to the Department on a monthly basis.  The 
Department, in turn, transmits the receipts to the State Treasurer, who 
distributes the funds on a quarterly basis. 

 
 
Recent Collections   ($000) 
           % of All 
 Fiscal Year  Collections*  % Change  State Taxes
 
 2004 $69,317 9.4% 0.5% 
 2003 63,346 4.9 0.5 
 2002 60,391 5.2 0.5 
 2001 57,389 6.8 0.5 
 2000 53,756 8.0 0.5 
 1999 49,770 5.7 0.4 
 1998 47,098 8.5 0.4 
 1997 43,402 5.5 0.4 
 1996 41,148 4.9 0.4 
 1995 39,240 (0.9) 0.4 
 
 *Includes liquor surtaxes. 
 
 
Distribution of Receipts
 
 (1) Basic tax rates (15 and 10 percent tax rates): 
  65% state general fund 
  35% liquor excise tax fund which is distributed quarterly to: 
    20% to counties on basis of unincorporated population. 
    80% to cities on basis of incorporated population. 
    (NOTE:  prior to making the distribution to counties, sufficient 

funds are distributed to the county research services account to fund 
any legislative appropriations.) 

 
 (2) Surtax rates (additional 2.1 and 1.4 percent tax rates): 
  100% state general fund. 
 
 (3) Health care rates (current 3.4 and 2.3 percent rates): 
  100% health services account. 
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Exemptions
 
 Sales to the federal government for resale through commissaries at military installations. 
 
 
History
 
 The tax was adopted as part of the 1935 Revenue Act at a rate of 10 percent.  In 1939 retail 

sales tax was extended to sales by the Liquor Control Board.  An additional tax, known as the 
war liquor tax, of 10 percent was added in 1943.  In 1949 both the original 10 percent tax and 
the war liquor tax were repealed.  Two years later the current tax was adopted at a rate of 10 
percent, and liquor was exempted from the retail sales tax.  The rate was increased to 15 percent 
in 1959, except for Class H (restaurant) licensees.  In 1982 surtaxes totaling 14 percent were 
added to the basic rate.  Also in 1982 the definition of strong beer was increased from 4 percent 
alcohol to more than 8 percent.  In 1993 a phase-in of the additional tax rates for the health 
services account was adopted; these reached the current levels on July 1, 1997.  In 2003 strong 
beer (more than 8 percent alcohol by weight) was shifted from liquor sales tax to the beer 
excise tax. 

 
 
Discussion/Major Issues
 
 Washington is a liquor monopoly state, as are 17 other states, although some of these states are 

at the wholesale level only.  The other 32 states allow sales of liquor through privately-owned 
wholesale and retail outlets, and there is no state control of liquor prices.  Thus, liquor in the 
original package can be purchased in Washington only through a Liquor Control Board store or 
one of its authorized contract stores.  Because of the monopoly control, the state is able to 
increase the wholesale price of liquor it purchases for resale via a markup.  Currently, the 
markup on distilled spirits as determined by the Board approximates 51 percent of the delivered 
cost. 

 
 Liquor taxes on distilled spirits in Washington have typically been among the highest in the 

nation. According to the latest published industry data,1 in 2002 Washington ranked third 
among all states (behind New Hampshire and Florida) in revenue from alcoholic beverages in 
relation to adult population.  Washington per capita taxes, fees, and monopoly profits from 
alcoholic beverages amounted to $98.55, compared with the U.S. average of $59.47. 

 
 Many persons feel that high "sin" taxes are justified, as they may help reduce consumption.  

However, the high state tax burden on alcoholic beverages, coupled with substantial federal 
taxes on liquor, may be considered by some as excessive. 

                     
    1Public Revenues from Alcohol Beverages, 2002, Distilled Spirits Council of the United States, Inc., January 2004. 

 53



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for high quality pre-press printing. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later. These settings require font embedding.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


