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GUN VIOLENCE TAX FAQ
What is the purpose of the gun violence tax?
The gun violence tax is designed to mitigate
some of the public health impacts caused by
gun violence in Seattle. The revenue proceeds
from the tax will be dedicated to gun violence
prevention programs and research in order to
improve gun safety in our neighborhoods.
How much will the gun violence tax be?
The tax will be $25 for every firearm sold and
$0.05 for every round of ammunition sold.
How much revenue will the gun violence tax
raise?
It is difficult to predict the total dollars this tax
will raise because it is a new tax. However, the
City’s tax authorities broadly estimate that the
gun violence tax will raise between $300,000
and $500,000 annually.
Why dedicate the funding to gun violence
prevention programs and research?
Like many public health epidemics, research
and prevention are critical to reducing
the harm inflicted by gun violence. Due to
successful efforts by the gun lobby, funding for
research into the causes of gun violence has
been blocked at the federal level since 1996.

In 2013, Seattle became the first city in the
nation to conduct basic research on gun
safety. The City Council-funded research led
to a report from Harborview Medical Center’s
Injury Prevention and Research Center that
established that “gun violence begets gun
violence.” The research found that individuals
hospitalized for a firearm injury were 30 times
more likely to be re-hospitalized for another
firearm injury than people admitted to the
hospital for non-injury reasons.
The data led The Harborview Injury Prevention
and Research Center to develop a hospitalbased intervention program for gun violence

victims, an evidencebased approach that
has shown promising results in other cities.
This program will be rigorously evaluated and
may reduce costs in the long-term, but still
needs funding to get started. In the mid-1990s,
Harborview pioneered a similar pilot approach
for alcohol interventions in a trauma center
and, for those served by the intervention,
reduced injuries requiring hospital admission
by nearly 50%.
How is gun violence a public health issue?
In 2013, Public Health Seattle & King County
published a report detailing the effects of
gun violence in King County. Between 2006
and 2010, there were on average 131 firearms
deaths a year in King County, two-thirds of
which were suicide. Another 536 individuals
required hospitalization for nonfatal firearm
injuries during this five year period. Public
Health estimated the total economic costs of
firearm deaths and injuries in the County to
average $181 million per year from 2009-2013.

$17

Direct Medical Costs from
Gunshot Wounds in 2014

$12

Taxpayers covered over
70% of these costs

MILLION

MILLION

Last year, the direct medical costs of treating
253 gun shot wound victims at Harborview
Medical Center, our regional trauma center,
reached more than $17 million. Taxpayer funds
paid more than $12 million of this amount.

Does the gun violence tax place an unfair
burden on lawful gun dealers and owners?
No. It is perfectly reasonable to expect
industries that produce and distribute
products with broad public health impacts to
help mitigate those impacts. The gun violence
tax revenue will lead to programs that reduce
the enormous cost burden placed on the
general public by gun violence. Washington
State levies other taxes that similarly raise
revenue for programs that mitigate public
health impacts, like current taxes on the sale
of cigarettes, alcohol, or wood-burning stoves.
Nearly all purchasers of firearms do not intend
to inflict violence on another person, but
purposeful and unintentional gun violence is
a persistent problem in our neighborhoods
nevertheless. Roughly a quarter of gun shot
wound victims treated at Harborview in 2014
were victims of unintentional incidents.

arms by taxing that right?
We are not taxing gun owners; we are taxing
gun sellers and it is their decision whether
or not to pass along all or some of the tax to
the buyer. And in light of the success of the
firearms industry today, a $25 per firearm tax
is not going to affect the sales of firearms. The
federal government, other cities, other states,
and at least one county impose taxes on
firearms without infringing upon or impairing
their residents’ constitutional rights.

The firearms industry is healthy and robust in
this country. In the five year period from 2008
to 2012, the number of firearms imported
into the U.S. or produced in and not exported
out of the U.S. increased 91%, from 6,876,842
to 13,135,646. (2012 is the latest year with
complete data available from the federal
government.)

Who will pay the gun violence tax?
The tax is imposed on and paid by retailers
based on the volume of firearms and
ammunition sold in their stores.

Under what authority can the City levy the gun
violence tax?
Under Business and Occupation Tax
provisions, the City has the authority to tax
sellers of a good by volume of the goods
sold. The City has not previously exercised this
authority.

Are there deductions or exemptions for the
gun violence tax?
Sales of antique firearms, sales that the retailer
delivers to buyers outside of Washington
State, and sales to government agencies may
be deducted from the tax. Individuals who sell
no more than one firearm within the City per
quarter are exempted from the firearms tax;
individuals who sell fewer than 50 rounds of
ammunition within the City per quarter are
exempted from the ammunition tax.

Does state law prohibit local governments
from adopting laws related to firearms?
RCW 9.41.290 puts forward limitations on
regulations imposed by local governments,
but taxation and regulation are viewed legally
as distinct functions.
The federal constitution says that the right
to bear arms shall not be infringed and the
Washington constitution says that the right
to bear arms shall not be impaired. Aren’t you
impairing or infringing upon our right to bear

Why levy a gun violence tax when the federal
government already imposes a sales tax for
firearms?
Most of the societal costs of gun violence
are borne at the local level; it is in the City’s
interest to fund locally-focused research and
prevention programs to promote gun safety in
Seattle.

When will the gun violence tax take effect?
The City will begin collecting the gun violence
tax in 2016.

I am a licensed firearms dealer and facilitate
sales transactions between two other private
parties, as required by the new universal
background check law. Am I required to pay
the tax for these sales?
No, the legislation exempts the facilitating
third party in this circumstance, but the seller
may have to pay gun violence tax.

What sort of records will retailers have to
keep and report to the City?
The gun violence tax will align with existing
Business and Occupation Tax procedures and
additional administrative filings for taxpayers
will be minimal.
How many licensed gun dealers are there in
Seattle?
As of June 2015, there are 22 individuals or
businesses with a Federal Firearms License in
the City of Seattle.
What types of guns does the gun violence tax
apply to?
The legislation has the following definition for
firearms subject to the tax: “’Firearm’ means a
weapon or device from which a projectile or
projectiles may be fired by an explosive such
as gunpowder.”

The legislation includes a deduction for the
sale of antique firearms, which are defined as
follows: “’Antique firearm’ means a firearm
or replica of a firearm not designed or
redesigned for using rim fire or conventional
center fire ignition with fixed ammunition and
manufactured in or before 1898, including
any matchlock, flintlock, percussion cap, or
similar type of ignition system and also any
firearm using fixed ammunition manufactured
in or before 1898, for which ammunition is
no longer manufactured in the United States
and is not readily available in the ordinary
channels of commercial trade.”
Both of these definitions are taken from
existing State code.
Why propose the gun violence tax now?
The City of Seattle has consistently explored
ways to improve gun safety within the city
without running afoul of Washington State’s
gun preemption law. This measure is just the
latest local effort to improve gun safety, but
will not be the last.

Statewide public opinion is way ahead of
state lawmakers when it comes to favoring
common sense gun safety measures. In 2013,

local elected officials from around the state
urged Governor Inslee to adopt the National
Violent Death Reporting System standards,
a critical tool in providing basic information
about gun violence. The State has since
joined this national system. The Seattle City
Council also funded basic research on gun
safety, which has led to the development of
an innovative prevention program. The City
of Seattle has also previously attempted to
restrict firearms from public places where
children gather, but those restrictions were
struck down in court as violating the State
preemption law. Although this tax measure
itself does not affect a person’s use and
possession of firearms, it will raise revenue
that will be dedicated to gun violence
prevention programs and research in order to
improve gun safety in our neighborhoods.

________________________________________________

Endnotes

1. Source: 2014 Annual Statistical Update of Firearms
Commerce in the United States, compiled by the US
Department of Justice Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms
and Explosives.

MANDATORY REPORTING OF

LOST & STOLEN FIREARMS

What does this ordinance do?

The ordinance requires individuals to make a
report to law enforcement in the event that
they discover their gun has been lost or stolen.
Individuals face a potential civil infraction if
they fail to report the loss or theft.
What is the purpose of this law?

This simple requirement will help law
enforcement trace guns used in crimes and
solve more crimes. It is a straightforward and
important step for gun safety.
How can you be confident that people will
comply with this ordinance?

Establishing and communicating a simple and
clear expectation goes a long way toward
achieving compliance. A RAND Corporation
study showed that gun buyers in Los Angeles
who were informed of their ownership
responsibilities by a letter had a significant
increase on the level of reporting of lost or
stolen guns when compared to those who did
not receive the letter.
Does this law punish the victim – the
responsible individual who was the victim of
theft?

No. A simple reporting requirement is not
onerous to victims of theft. In fact, it will help
police trace illegal guns, return lost guns to
their rightful owners, and — perhaps most
importantly — protect lawful gun owners from
being falsely implicated in crimes.
How serious is the problem of gun crime in
Seattle?

Illegal guns cause serious harm in our
neighborhoods. Crime statistics show guns
play a significant role in many crimes against
persons in Seattle: 69% of homicides, 17%
of robbery incidents and 8% of aggravated
assaults since 2012. In addition, the Seattle
Police Department has taken 2,657 firearms
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into custody since
January 2012 through
the course of its regular duties.
Has this requirement been implemented
elsewhere?

A number of other states (Connecticut,
Delaware, Illinois, Maryland, Massachusetts,
Michigan, New Jersey, New York, Ohio, and
Rhode Island), the District of Columbia and
other local jurisdictions around the country
have implemented some form of this common
sense requirement.1
Why do proponents consider mandatory
reporting a “common sense” requirement?

A January 2011 national poll found that
94% of the respondents favored such a
requirement, with similarly high levels of
support among gun-owning households.
Another nationwide poll in May 2012 likewise
found strong, two-thirds support from gun
owners for this proposal.

94%

Americans supporting a
reporting requirement

66%

Gun owners supporting a
reporting requirement

A CONTINUING EFFORT:

RECENT GUN SAFETY ACTIONS IN SEATTLE
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Mayor Nickels issued executive order prohibiting guns in Seattle near city playgrounds, community centers,
sports fields, swimming pools and water-play areas.

King County Superior Court ruled against the City’s ban on firearms in public places.
After the massacre of 20 schoolchildren and 6 adults at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown,
Connecticut, Councilmember Burgess persuaded his colleagues to add specific gun safety measures to the
City’s lobbying agenda in Olympia, including:
•
•
•
•
•
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A ban on all assault weapons as existed nationwide until 2004.
A ban on large capacity ammunition magazines that fuel semi-automatic weapons.
Universal background checks, which must include closing the gun show loophole.
Trigger locks and safe storage requirements.
Micro-stamping technology in all firearms sold, purchased or delivered in the state to improve the
capabilities of police in tracing fired bullets.

Councilmember Burgess organized a letter from local elected officials around Washington State asking
Governor Inslee to have Washington adopt the National Violent Death Reporting System standards that
enable states to collect, report and analyze data to better understand gun-related deaths and injuries. The
State applied for and received grant funding to join the system in 2014.
The City Council passed Councilmember Burgess’ legislation (C.B. 117770), a public health gun safety
package that made Seattle the first city in the nation to provide local government funding for basic gun
safety research.
The Harborview Injury Prevention and Research Center presented a groundbreaking report on the predictors
and consequences of firearm violence in King County, later published in the peer-reviewed Annals of Internal
Medicine (Vol. 162, No. 7: April 7, 2015). The study found that “gun violence begets gun violence,” with
individuals hospitalized for a firearm injury being 30 times more likely to be re-hospitalized for another
firearm injury than people admitted to the hospital for non-injury reasons.
Voters in Washington passed Initiative 594, mandating background checks for all firearm sales in the state.
The initiative received 88% support from voters in the City of Seattle.
The Harborview Injury Prevention and Research Center developed a hospital-based intervention program
modeled on a similar approach piloted for alcohol interventions in the 1990s that reduced injuries requiring
hospital admission for those served by nearly 50% and have been looking for funding sources for this
program.

Gun safety measures are introduced.

