EVERYDAY LOW WAGES: 
THE HIDDEN PRICE WE ALL PAY FOR WAL-MART
As we learned in Phase 3 of the Job Gap Study, taxpayers subsidize low wage employers when their workers receive public assistance to help make ends meet. These "externalized" costs are not included in the price at the cash register, but are paid by all taxpayers whether they shop there or not. 

A recent congressional study estimated the fiscal impact of Wal-Mart. "Wal-Mart’s success is attributed to its ability to charge low prices, [which] obviously [have] some consumer benefits. [But] mounting evidence from across the country indicates that these benefits come at a steep price."

The report estimated that "one 200-person Wal-Mart store may result in a cost to federal taxpayers of $420,750 per year - about $2,103 per employee. Specifically, the low wages result in the following additional public costs being passed along to taxpayers: 

· $36,000 a year for free and reduced lunches for just 50 qualifying Wal-Mart families;

· $42,000 a year for Section 8 housing assistance, assuming 3% of the store employees qualify for such assistance, at $6,700 per family;

· $125,000 a year for federal tax credits and deductions for low-income families, assuming 50 employees are heads of household with a child and 50 are married with two children;

· $100,000 a year for the additional Title I expenses, assuming 50 Wal-Mart families qualify with an average of 2 children;

· $108,000 a year for the additional federal health care costs of moving into state children’s health insurance programs, assuming 30 employees with an average of two children qualify;

· $9,750 a year for the additional costs for low income energy assistance." 


These are only the federal costs. So what will it mean for Vermont taxpayers when we have four or five Wal-Mart stores? What will be the state cost for additional public assistance? 
This is exactly what the Act 250 District Commission should be considering in the St Albans Wal-Mart case. Unfortunately, criteria 6 and 7 refer only to the potential fiscal burden on the municipality, rather than the state. 
So what can we do? The parties to the Wal-Mart case should argue that such information is relevant and that the impacts need to be evaluated. But the burden for criteria 6 and 7 is on the applicant, so their own economist will conduct the analysis (which becomes the only evidence on the record). Thus, the parties should ask the Commission to hire an independent economist to do the analysis (there is precedent for this in the Stowe case).

We can also ask our legislators to amend the Act 250 statute and add another criterion to address the fiscal impacts on the state from large developments of this nature. 

The Governor is on record supporting Wal-Mart. Do you think he understands the fiscal implications of his position? It is likely to go way beyond the cost of road improvements, which will also be paid by taxpayers.

Normally, if you invest in a company, you get stock. In this case, we get low-wage part-time jobs, shuttered local businesses, increased traffic congestion, greater demand for public assistance and all the Chinese goods you can carry. But hey, there will be acres and acres of free parking! 
It is ironic of course that Wal-Mart, which is revered as a model of efficiency and free enterprise, is actually benefiting from very deep taxpayer subsidies (including more than $1 billion in economic development incentives
). So let's keep these claims about low prices in perspective.

This article first appeared in the Peace & Justice Newsletter, January 2005.
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