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Summary
On October 31, 2012, Council approved a motion directing the Offices of the City
Administrative Officer and Chief legislative Analyst to report to Council with an analysis of a
proposed half-cent sales tax ballot measure (C.F. No. 13-1100-S6). To complete an analysis of
the proposed local sales tax (more accurately referred to as a transaction tax), the City hired a
consultant, Beacon Economics, to evaluate the impact of implementing a 0.25 percent and
0.5 percent tax. According to the consultant's analysis, a 0.25 percent (quarter cent) tax would
generate additional. revenue ranging from $105 million to $108 million. Revenue from a
0.5 percent (half cent) tax would range from $208 million and $215 million. Sales could decrease
less than one percent for a quarter-cent tax and between less than one percent and 1.3 percent
for a half-cent tax, depending on sensitivity of the local market or type of goods being sold. This
revenue would be deposited directly within the General Fund to fund the City's essential services,
including police and fire services or public infrastructure improvements such as street or sidewalk
repairs. A general tax measure would require approval of 50 percent of the voters plus one.
Findings
In Fiscal Year 2011-12, the City received approximately $323 million in sales tax
revenue from the state. This revenue was received pursuant to the 0.75 percent tax rate on
taxable sales within the City of los Angeles in accordance with the Bradley-Burns Uniform local
Sales and Use Tax Law. (See balded line item in Table 1 below.) In addition to the Bradley Burns
rate, state law currently allows local jurisdictions to assess up to 2 percent for a local sales
transaction tax. Currently, los Angeles County has utilized 1 percent for two transportation
initiatives-Propositions
A and C. (Measure R was excluded from the 2 percent cap.) The City has
the ability to increase the local sales transaction tax by another 1 percent, raising the total sales
tax rate to 9.75 percent in the City.

-2Table 1. Sales Tax Components
State Rate
Statewide Bradley-Burns Rate (1%)
County Transportation
Local Point of Sales
Subtotal Statewide Sales Tax
Local Sales (Transaction) Taxes (capped at 2%)
Proposition A
Proposition C
Measure R (exempt from 2% cap)
Total Tax Rate in the Cit~C.

6.25%
0.25%
.."

0.75%
_ _
_

_ ..

,

.. , .. ,

.

7.25%
0.50%
0.50%
0.50%
8.75%

The Half-Cent Transactions and Use (Sales) Tax Ordinance, as submitted by the
City Attorney (C.F. No. 13-1100-56), allows the tocal sales transaction tax to function as a sales
tax. Like the City's current sales tax ordinance, the measure adopts all of the state law provisions
relating to the administration of the sales tax by reference. There are slight differences, however,
between the assessment of a transaction tax by a locality and the State sales tax, as detailed
below:
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The local portion of the Bradley-Burns statewide sales tax (the 0.75% the City currently
receives) is disbursed to the locality where the sale took place, regardless of the type of sale.
For cash and carry purchases, the local sales transaction tax goes to the locality where the
sale took place.
For purchases delivered by a common carrier, the local sales transaction tax goes to the
locality of the place of delivery, given that one is assessed by that locality.
For vehicles (lease or sale), the local sales transaction tax goes to the locality where the
vehicle is registered, if one is assessed by that locality.
For internet sales, the local sales transaction tax goes to the locality ofthe place of delivery, if
one is assessed by that locality. However, this tax is compulsory only if the business operates
within the locality.

Thus, depending the type of sale taking place, the local portion of the statewide Bradley-Burns
sales tax would be remitted to the locality at the point of sale, while the local sales transaction tax
would be remitted to the locality where the sold good is delivered/registered.
The combined sales and transaction tax for a majority of California cities is 8.75
percent or lower. Local cities with higher tax rates include Santa Monica and Avalon (9.25 percent)
and Pica Rivera and South Gate (9.75 percent). For the November 2012 election, California had
two state sales tax measures and 36 local transaction and use tax measures. Voters approved
Proposition 30, which increases the state sales tax rate by 0.25 percent for four years, and initial
returns suggest that 29 ofthe local measures have passed as well. In Los Angeles County, voters
in the City of Commerce and Culver City have approved a half-cent (0.5 percent) local sales
transaction tax, while voters in La Mirada approved a one-cent (1 percent) tax. The La Mirada and
Culver City taxes are temporary measures that expire in five years and ten years, respectively.
These measures were genera! tax measures that required 50 percent of the vote plus one for
approval. Measure J, to extend the current half-cent transaction tax for transportation in Los

-3Angeles County for another 30 years, did not pass. Although it received approval from
approximately 64.7 percent of voters, a two-thirds vote was required for passage as it was a
special tax.
It is proposed that the City implement a local sales transaction tax as a general tax
to address the structural deficit. To analyze the resulting impact to sales and resulting revenue
from a proposed increase, the consultant, Beacon Economics, conducted a literature review of
previous research on sales tax increases and constructed its own empirical model. The consultant
reported that empirical work on the subject revealed that any reduction in spending would depend
on the types of goods sold. For example, a consumer may be willing to travel to lower tax areas if
they were able to purchase identical items of high value or long shelf lives. Thus, sales of bigger
ticket items such as major appliances might decrease to a greater extent than food or apparel
sales. However, research also revealed the potentia! decline to sales within Los Angeles may be
alleviated by its size, its higher concentration of retail establishments, higher tax rates of
neighboring cities, and higher local payroll. Ultimately, the consultant reports that a small increase
in the local sales tax will have a somewhat negative effect on consumer spending, but a
potentially very positive effect on tax revenues.
To analyze the potential revenue impact of a transaction tax in the City, the
consultant identified fourteen other California cities that implemented or increased their tax. Data
from these cities along with the results of previous research were analyzed to infer the !ikely effect
of an increase in Los Angeles. Based on Fiscal Yea r 2011-12 reven ues, the consultant's
projections for the potential impact of a quarter-cent and half-cent transaction tax, with varying
degrees of sales effect depending on sensitivity of the local market or type of goods being sold, is
summarized below:
Table 2. Additional Revenue from Transaction (Sales) Tax ($ millions)

No Effect
High Sales Effect (1.3% per half cent)
Low Sales Effect (0.4% per half-cent)

0.25 percent
(quarter cent) tax
$107.7
$104.9
$106.9

0.5 percent
(half cent) tax
$215.5
$208.5
$213.3

Additionally, the consultant examined the potential impact to sales across types of
goods, with consideration that more expensive items would provide greater incentive to purchase
goods outside the City. The consultant reported that most of the type of goods sold (apparel,
furnishings, appliances, food, restaurants, general merchandise, gasoline) either show no
reduction in sales or the decline was not statistically significant. The sale of building materials did
have a statistically significant reduction, with a potential decrease in sales of 3.95 percent for a
half cent sales tax increase.
Based on the sales tax analysis and previous analyses of the proposed rneasures-cthe Recreation and Parks Parcel Tax, the Parking Occupancy Tax, and the Documentary Transfer
Tax (C.F. Nos. 13-1100-S2, 13-1100-S3 and 13-1100-S4)-the
sales tax measure provides the
greatest benefit the General Fund and the public. (See Table 3 below.) It is recommended that it
be submitted to voters for approval for the March 5, 2013 election, so that collection of the tax
may commence on July 1,2013. With the approval of the tax by voters, and the continuing pursuit

-4of cost reduction efforts, such as pension reform, the City will be able to significantly reduce the
structural deficit while improving core City services.
Table 3. Additional Revenue from Proposed Ballot Measures ($ millions)

Sales Tax (half cent, 0.5%)
Tiered Documentary Transfer Tax (0.225%-0.9%)
Parking Occupancy Tax (15%)
Recreation and Parks Parcel Tax ($39)

Low
Estimate
$208

High
Estimate
$215

$76

$82

$41

$43
$30

Recommendation
It is recommended that the Council adopt the necessary resolutions and ordinances
transmitted by the City Attorney, report No. R12-0353, attached to CF13-11 00-86, to place a halfcent transactions and use tax measure on the March 5,2013 Primary Nominating Election ballot,
no later than November 14, 2012.
Fiscal Impact
Approval of proposed half cent transaction tax by Los Angeles City voters will
generate additional General Fund revenues ranging from approximately $208 million to $215
million in and would reduce the structural deficit in outgoing years. The cost for putting a measure
on the City Primary Nominating election ballot is included in the budgeted funds of the City Clerk.
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Beacon Economics has cond ucted an analysis of the potential im pacts to city revenues and local sales as a resu It of
increasing the sales tax rate in the City of Los Angeles. Based upon a review of the existing literature, an empirical
study ofthe past experience of California cities that have raised the sales tax rate, and some basic calculations on the
revenue impacts that result, Beacon Economics concludes the following:
iii

Previous literature indicates a negative effect of higher local sales taxes on overall sales in a municipality. The effect
is larger on costlier items, and when substitute outlets with lower tax rates are nearby.

l1li

Our empirical study of 14 California cities that increased their sales tax rate shows a 1.7% decrease in sales for every one percentage point increase in local sales taxes. However, we found no evidence of decreased sales in food
stores, restaurants, general merchandise outlets and service stations.

!II

The negative effect could potentially be larger on the periphery, where border cities have lower tax rates.

!II

Depending on the effect of the sales tax increase on overall sales, the additional revenues for the City of LosAngeles
could vary by up to $7 million.
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Beacon Economics has been contracted by the City of Los Angeles' City Administrator's Office (CAO) to estimate the
market impact of an increase in the City's sales tax rate by either 0.25 or 0.50 percentage points from the current level
of 8.75%. The following study includes a review of the existing literature on the impacts of sales tax rates on taxable
sales. This analysis lays out the major conclusions of the empirical work to date by other economists, as well as an
empirical analysis conducted by Beacon Economics on the revenue and spending impacts that can be expected as a
result of the proposed sales tax rate increase. The report includes:
1. A literature review to consider the impact of sales taxes on consu mer spending, and specifically how other ju risdictions apply their sales taxes. The review of the literatu re will layout the various ways different jurisdictions
apply their sales taxes, paying specific attention to whether certain categories of spending are exempted or are
applied equally across all sectors. In addition, the review of the existing literature also includes a discussion of
the theoretical impact of sales taxes on consumer spending. The literature review concludes with a summary of
past studies of the impact of sales tax rates (both positive and negative) on consumer spending and local sales
tax revenues.
2. In addition to reviewing the existing studies on the effects of increases in local sales tax rates, Beacon Economics
has also conducted an empirical study of actual examples of cities raising their sales tax rates, with an analysis of
the impact to consu mer spending across various categories of expenditures. The empirical analysis also includes
the revenue impacts of the proposed tax rate increases in addition to the economic impacts. The experiments
will be handled as follows:
1ft

Relevant examples were collected, focusing mainly on California.

!Ill

Data on taxable sales before and after the changes in sales taxes, as well as a relevant controls were used,
including regional unemployment and spending to model broader economic trends in the economy.

!III

This methodology was then used to look for changes in the taxable sales bases that occu r after changes in
the sales tax rates.

II!!

The experiment was performed applying both a 0.25 percentage point increase and 0.50 percentage point
increase in the sales tax rate.

3. The second stage of the empirical analysis examined the impacts of higher tax rates on taxable sales by category.
This analysis has identified sectors that are more sensitive to changes in sales tax rates. These categories include
apparel stores, auto dealers and auto supplies, building materials and farm implements, drug stores, eating and
drinking places, food stores, general merchandise stores, home furnishings and appliances, and service stations.
Finally, Beacon Economics includes an analysis of the revenue impacts of an increase in the sales tax rate in the City
of Los Angeles, demonstrating the potential effects that are likely to result from the proposed cha nges to the City of
Los Angeles' sales tax rate. Using 2011-12 taxable sales data for the City of Los Angeles, Beacon Economics has compared the current sales tax system revenues with those of a proposed increase in the sales tax rate after accounting
for changes in consumer behavior in response to the tax rate increase. These results and conclusions are detailed in
the report that follows.
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'Burge, Gregory, and Cynthia Rogers. "Local Option Sales Taxes and Consumer Spending Patterns: Fiscal Interdependence
under Multi-Tiered
Local Taxation." Regional Science and Urban Economics (2010).
2Fisher, R.C. "Local Sales Taxes: Tax Rate Differentials, Sales Loss, and Revenue Estimation." Public Finance Review 8,2 (1980): 171~88.
'Fox, William. "Tax Structure and the Location of Economic Activity along State Borders." National Tax Journal, XIV{1986}, 362-274.
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true in places like Los Angeles, where surround ing cities already have higher tax rates tha n the City of Los Angeles.
Still, raising the tax rate could potentially remove the incentive for residents of those neighboring areas to do their
shopping in Los Angeles.
This wou Id be true of the City of LosAngeles with the implementation of a sales tax increase. The ru n-up to the housing
bubble showed clearly that consumer spending in the Inland Empire is heavily predicated upon the region's relative
affordabilitv to Los Angeles, most of all in housing. Given our interpretation

of the existing literature, it is plausible to

think that low as a local sales tax increase would be, some consumers would travel inland to benefit from a relatively
more affordable sales tax. The potential consequence may not outweigh the potential gains of new tax revenue for
the City, but it is a crucial point to consider.

on

S

In order to understand the effect of potential increases in sales tax in the City of los Angeles, Beacon Economics undertook an empirical study to quantify its impacts on sales and city revenues from sales tax. Even though cities in
California already receive a portion of the state's sales tax revenues, some cities have enacted their own city-specific
sales tax. These cities will serve as the treatment group in our empirical analysis.
Economic theory tells us that an increase in sales tax rates should have a negative impact on sales. When sales tax
rates go up, sales tend to decline. The consumer has a choice of whether to purchase substitute goods or purchase
from substitute outlets, such as neighboring areas with lower sales tax rates or online. The decision will be influenced
by the item being purchased and the convenience ofthe substitute location. For example, the consumer might forgo
driving to a lower sales tax outlet to purchase a bottle of soda. However, the consumer might consider a substitute
outlet if the desired good is a durable, "big-ticket" item. On a similar note, if the lower sales tax district is across the
street compared to across town, the decision would most likely be different.
Initially, we looked at quarterly total taxable sales for six cities in California that had a change in the sales tax rate between the first quarter of 2000 and the second quarter of 2012. This sample proved complicated to analyze because
of the difficulty in finding proper controls for broader economic conditions due to the Great Recession (Dec 2007 Jun 2009) and the spending "boom" prior to the recession. We needed to differentiate between the drops in sales
because of the recession and the drops in sales due to higher sales taxes, To tackle this problem, we expanded the
sample size of our analysis and analyzed cities that enacted a sales tax prior to the Great Recession.
This approach brought us to 14 cities in California and a date range from 1993 to 2007, all of which enacted a transaction and use tax. The data for quarterly taxa ble sales were acquired from the California State Board of Equalization. The
history of city sales tax rate changes is from Publication 71 also provided by the California State Board of Equalization.
California's unemployment rate was generated from the Federal Reserve Economic Data (FRED)service.
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stitute outlet with lower tax rates is higher than the benefit received from the tax differential. Regarding auto sales,
we feel it is not appropriate for discussion, as the taxes are based on vehicle registration address, and therefore the
substitution effect is nearly non-existent.
Another question to ponder is whether a certain kind of exemption is appropriate to minimize the effect on sales. For
example, should the City of Los Angeles exempt building material sales from the new tax? An exemption on certain
outlets could potentially reduce the effect of higher sales taxes on other outlets. For example, if building materials are
exempt, the effect on furnishings could potentially be lower. However, it is nearly impossible to estimate the effect on
the exempt outlet. Once the taxes are enacted, the consumer may not be completely informed that certain exemptions are in place, and therefore the above mentioned elasticities would still be applica ble. Estimating the perception
of the consumer of what is taxable and what's not is a complex task. In case of an uninformed consu mer, we could see
a reduction in sales without any additional revenues for the city, Furthermore, administration costs increase, because
the exemption provides an incentive for re-coding of businesses that have been affected.
The effect on total sales for all outlets could potentia lIy be different on the periphery of the city, This is known as
"border-city problem," The consumer might choose to shop at an outlet in the border city that has a lower tax rate,
if doing so is convenient. For example, a consumer contemplating shopping at the Grove or Westfield Century City
(assuming equal distance to both) might consider the total tax rate when making a decision. Santa Monica enacted a
0.50% city sales tax in 2011. Increasing the sales tax rate by 0.50 percentage points would put the City of Los Angeles
on par with Santa Monica but above areas such as Beverly Hills, Culver City, Century City, Pasadena or Burbank.

Using fiscal yea r 2011-12 state and city revenues, Beacon Economics has estimated the effect of a 0.25 and 0.50 percentage point increase in City of Los Angeles sales tax rate. The city currently receives 0.75% of total taxable sales,
which, for fiscal year 2011-12, was approximately $323.25 million. Based on the empirical study herein, we estimate
four scenarios ofthe impact on sales tax rates on sales for each proposed increase. First, we estimate a scenario with
no effect on sales, then we include the baseline effect of potential decrease in sales of 0.425% and 0.85%. We also
include a low-elasticity scenario (sales drop by 0.20% and 0.40%) and a high-elasticity scenario (sales drop by 0.65%
and 1.3%).
A 0,25 percentage point increase in the sales tax rate with no effect on sales should generate $107.75 million in additional revenue for the City, or a 33.3% increase, The baseline scenario shows a decrease in sales which brought revenue
gains down slightly to $105.9 million, or a 32.7% increase. The low-elasticity scena rio shows an increase in revenues of
$106.9 mlllion, or 33%. Finally, the high-elasticity scenario shows an increase in revenues of $104.9 million, or 32.5%,
With a 0.50 percentage point increase and no effect on sales, the city should expect an additional $215.5 million in
revenues, or a 66.67% increase. Under the baseline scenario, the sales tax increase would generate an additional
$210.9 million in revenue, or a 65.2% increase. Under the low-elasticity scenario, the tax increase would generate
an additional $213.3 million in revenue. Under the high-elasticity scenario, the tax increase would generate $208.5
million in additional revenue.
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The City's tax revenues could vary widely depending on the effect of the sales tax on the revenue base. With a 0.25
percentage point increase, the increase in tax revenues could vary by as much as $2.8 million. On the other hand, with
a 0.50 percentage point increase, the increase in tax revenues could vary by as much as $7 million.

Beacon Economics concludes that an increase in sales tax rates could have a negative effect on sales. Review of other
credible empirical work has indicated a similar conclusion. With regard to low-cost, nondurable goods consumers
would be unwilling to commute to a border city with lower tax rates. This point is evident in our empirical work, as
well as in other studies. We found no evidence that the higher sales tax rate had an effect on food, restaurant, general
merchandise or service station sales. "Big-ticket" items show a bigger negative effect.
It goes without saying that the additional tax revenues outweigh the negative effect on sa les. However, the City of los
Angeles must consider the variance in additional revenues for planning and budget purposes. With a 0.25 percentage
point increase in tax rates the additional revenues could vary by as much as $2.8 million, whereas with a 0.50 point
increase the revenues could differ by up to $7 million.
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Beacon Economics is a leading provider of economic research, forecasting, ind ustry analysis, and data services. The
firm's internationally

recognized forecasters were among the first and most accurate predictors of the U.S. mortgage

market meltdown that began in 2007-and

among a relatively small handful of researchers who correctly calculated

the depth and breadth of the financial and economic crisis that followed. By delivering independent, rigorous analysis,
Beacon Economics gives its clients the knowledge they need to make the right strategic decisions about investment,
growth, revenue, and policy. The firm's clients span both the public and private sector, ranging from the California State Controller's Office to major universities to one of Wa II Street's most successful hedge funds. Core service
areas include economic and revenue forecasting, economic impact analysis, economic policy analysis, regional economic analysis, real estate market and industry analysis, and EB-5 Visa analysis. Visit Beacon Economics' website at
www.BeaconEcon.com to learn more.
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Economic & Revenue Forecasting
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Business, Industry, & Market Analysis
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Economic Development Analysis

(424) 646-4656
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Ports & Infrastructure Analysis

Sherif@BeaconEcon.com
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Public Speaking
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Expert Testimony
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Sherif Hanna
Managing Partner
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Victoria Pike Bond
Director of Communications
(415) 457-6030
Victoria@BeaconEcon.com
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