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Slashing prices on the way to becoming the planet’s biggest corporation, Wal-Mart has not 
skimped on everything. The company is the retail industry’s top spender on Washington and 
Austin lobbyists,1 who seek to minimize Wal-Mart’s taxes even as they hustle Wal-Mart 
subsidies that come courtesy of other taxpayers. To explore this situation, Watch Your Assets 
sought to compile a comprehensive view of the subsidies that Wal-Mart has obtained from local 
governments across Texas. This goal proved to be elusive. While Texas law requires local 
governments to report such subsidies to the Texas Comptroller, many jurisdictions simply fail to 
comply with this requirement.2

 
Unable to canvass every local government in the state, researchers requested subsidy information 
from the cities and counties that surround the five largest metropolitan areas: Austin, Dallas-Fort 
Worth, El Paso, Houston and San Antonio.3 Twelve jurisdictions reported that they provided 
major public support to Wal-Mart over the past decade. Because four Wal-Mart projects received 
both city and county aid, these subsidies benefited eight Wal-Mart projects, which collectively 
received support worth more than $33 million.4

 
In 2004, Wal-Mart landed 
the mother-of-all subsidy 
deals for a mega-
distribution center east of 
Houston. Neither 
Chambers County nor 
Baytown, where that 
facility is located, 
reported subsidizing this 
project. Instead, the Texas 
General Land Office 
(GLO) spearheaded this 
Wal-Mart handout.5 
Although not formally 
part of this study, the 
sheer size of the Baytown deal demands mention. To reduce its dependence on expensive, 
clogged shipping ports on the West Coast, Wal-Mart built the largest U.S. distribution center 

 

A Wal-Mart tractor-trailer heads toward a regional distribution 
center in Hurricane, Utah. New York Times, November 13, 2007. 



serving a single company in Baytown.6 This behemoth boasts 4 million square-feet of warehouse 
space on 474 acres. To dodge property taxes on this complex, Wal-Mart sold it for $100 million 
to the GLO’s tax-exempt Permanent School Fund, which is leasing it back to Wal-Mart for $238 
million over 30 years.7  
 
By contrast, this study trolled for local-government subsidies to Wal-Mart projects in Texas’ five 
largest metropolitan areas. It identified 12 local-government entities that doled out public funds 
benefiting eight Wal-Mart projects. Except for one retail superstore subsidized by the City of 
Dallas, all the other subsidies examined here benefited distribution centers—the regional 
warehouses that feed Wal-Mart stores.         
 

Wal-Mart Subsidies In Major Metropolitan Areas, 1998 to 2008 

Jurisdiction(s) 

Deal’s 
Jobs8

Target 
Required 

Investment

Property 
Tax 

Abatement
Land or 

Cash Gift

Total 
Subsidy 

Estimate9

Year 
of 

Deal 
Austin Co./Sealy* 600 $55 million Graduated $0 10>$6,000,000 2002 
City of Dallas 300 $9 million 90% $0 $630,000 2002 
Dallas Co. 150 $3.4 million 90% 11$50,000 $1,400,000 2001 
City of DeSoto 0 None None $100,000 12>$100,000 2004 
Denton Co./Sanger* 0 $2 million 50% $1,000,000 $3,800,000 2000 
Johnson Co./Cleburne* 540 $40 million 100% $1,500,000 $7,000,000 2001 
Kaufman Co./Terrell 0 $32 million Graduated 13$58,000 $4,200,000 1999 
Montgomery Co.* 600 None 100% $3,000,000 14>$10,700,000 2001 

Total 2,190 $141.4 $5,708,000 >$33,830,000 
State’s Baytown unit 0 None 100% $100,000,0 $19,000,000 2004 
*Project also got infrastructure freebies such as power, phone, water, sewer or road hookups. 
 

In its 2004 Wal-Mart study, “Shopping for Subsidies,” Good Jobs First found that Wal-Mart 
stores often indirectly benefit from deals that local governments extend to developers of malls 
where Wal-Mart locates its stores.15 These third-party subsidies are beyond the scope of this 
study.  
 
The Good Jobs First report also found that local governments directly subsidize more than 90 
percent of Wal-Mart’s distribution centers. For more than 20 years, Fort Worth-based Carter & 
Burgess did architectural and engineering design for new Wal-Mart distribution centers. It has 
continued to do so after California-based Jacobs Engineering Group (now Jacobs Carter Burgess) 
acquired the Texas company in late 2007.16 In addition to scouting sites for new Wal-Mart 
distribution centers, Good Jobs First found that Carter & Burgess often initiates subsidy 
negotiations with local officials. 
 
The 15 distribution centers that Wal-Mart has built in Texas surpass what it has built in any other 
state—including its home state of Arkansas. This reflects Texas’ status as the most populous state 
located along the nation’s central meridian. The distribution of Wal-Mart’s Texas distribution 
centers similarly reflects the fact that 45 percent of Texans live within 50 miles of I-35. Given 
that DFW—with one of the nation’s premiere airport hubs—sits on top of this corridor, it’s not 
surprising that Wal-Mart put five of its 15 Texas distribution centers in that Metroplex area. 
 

 



Locations of Wal-Mart Distribution Centers in Texas 

 
 
 

What is surprising is that every Metroplex-area Wal-Mart distribution center landed public 
subsidies. Some of Wal-Mart’s DFW-area benefactors can ill afford to forgo any tax revenues. 
The year after it signed its retail subsidy deal, the City of Dallas slashed spending elsewhere to 
confront a $64 million budget shortfall.17 A $34 million budget deficit prompted a Dallas County 
hiring freeze last year,18 even as the mismanaged Dallas Independent School District was forced 
to dismiss hundreds of teachers.19 A 2007 study by Austin-based Livable City found that Dallas 
awarded more than twice as many incentive deals as any other major Texas city from 1991 
through 2006.20

 
Wal-mart also built three distribution centers in the Houston metropolitan area.21 This major 
population center boasts the Port of Houston, which feeds Wal-Mart’s Baytown mega-distribution 
center. Excluding the state-owned Baytown facility, both of the other Wal-Mart distribution 
centers in the Houston area received huge subsidies. These perks surpassed what the company 
received for any of its Metroplex distribution centers except for the one in Cleburne.  
 
Constructing huge stores or warehouses on raw land enormously increases the market value of the 
property, which ordinarily yields commensurate increases in local-government revenues. Yet 
local governments agreed to deeply discount a decade’s worth of property taxes on the increased 
values of seven out of the eight Wal-Mart projects studied here. The biggest tax-abatement 
giveaways went to the distribution centers in Montgomery County and City of Cleburne/Johnson 
County. These governments promised not to collect a dime of taxes on the soaring values of Wal-
Mart’s distribution centers there for 10 years. Dallas County and the City of Dallas agreed to take 



a 90 percent haircut on the increased value of the Wal-Mart facilities that they subsidized. The 
graduated tax abatements that Wal-Mart received for its Sealy and the Terrell facilities both start 
out in the first year at 100 percent. The abatements for the Terrell center then step down to 10 
percent by the tenth year, while those in Sealy descend to 50 percent in the tenth year. Denton 
County, which drove the hardest abatement bargain, nonetheless agreed to waive 50 percent of 
the taxes that ordinarily would be levied on the increased value of that property.    
 

Some local officials also 
gave away land or money 
to the world’s biggest 
corporation. As 
mentioned, Montgomery 
County abated taxes on the 
full increased value of 
Wal-Mart’s New Caney 
distribution center. In 
addition, the sales-tax 
funded East Montgomery 
County Improvement 
District donated the land 
for this facility at an 
estimated cost of 
approximately $3 million.  

 With an estimated total     
subsidy cost exceeding $10   
million, the New Caney 

facility appears to have received the fattest government handouts in this study. The next-largest 
subsidies were the Cleburne facility, with an estimated $7 million in subsidies and the Sealy 
distribution center, which surpasses $6 million. The Sealy facility received infrastructure perks 
from the City of Sealy, Austin County and the Texas Department of Transportation.  

Loading boxes at a Wal-Mart distribution center. 
Photo courtesy of Wal-Mart website. 

 
In other inducements, the City of Sanger contributed $1 million toward Wal-Mart’s land purchase 
and Johnson County filled out the paperwork for Wal-Mart to get a $1.5 million grant from the 
Texas Capital Fund. The City of DeSoto ponied up $100,000 to help an existing Wal-Mart 
expand onto 11 acres next door. The City of Terrell gave Wal-Mart a plot of land worth $58,000 
and Dallas County gave the retail giant $50,000. Finally, Cleburne, Sanger and Montgomery 
County also donated infrastructure goodies such as utility and road hook-ups. Even local 
governments that do not agree to subsidize Wal-Mart find themselves paying for infrastructure to 
manage traffic flows surrounding its stores.22  
 
Most of the development agreements examined here contained job targets ranging from 150 to 
600 jobs (see table), though the Denton County/Sanger, Kaufman County/Terrell, and DeSoto 
deals lacked employment targets. All of the accords except for Montgomery County and DeSoto 
laid out capital investments that Wal-Mart was expected to make. Similarly, most of the contracts 
included compliance clauses providing for the termination of the agreement if Wal-Mart did not 
comply with key provisions.23 However, Watch Your Assets asked local governments to provide 
any records that document their efforts to monitor Wal-Mart’s compliance with subsidy 
agreements and received compliance documents for just three of the eight subsidized projects.24 
Apparently, few of the governments subsidizing Wal-Mart looked back after approving the 
handouts.   

 



This study turned up subsidies for one Wal-Mart store and seven distribution centers. 
Government officials understandably prefer to subsidize distribution centers over Wal-Mart stores 
because the warehouses offer full-time jobs that typically pay more than $10 an hour. Yet these 
massive warehouses have but one purpose: To supply goods to Wal-Mart stores. Numerous 
studies have concluded that these stores harm or ruin smaller stores that do not receive tax breaks 
and pay better wages and benefits.25 “Wal-Mart workers in California earn on average 31 percent 
less than workers employed in large retail as a whole,” according to a study by the University of 
California, Berkeley.26 The consulting firm Retail Forward found that an average of two local 
supermarkets are forced out of business for every new Wal-Mart super-center such as the one that 
the City of Dallas subsidized.27 Wal-Mart’s subsidized projects in Johnson County/Cleburne and 
Kaufman County/Terrell are refrigerated food-distribution facilities that feed these Wal-Mart 
super stores to the detriment of community grocers. In addition, Wal-Mart’s cost cutting pushes 
its suppliers to export manufacturing jobs, with the retailer at times explicitly directing suppliers 
to move production overseas.28

 
Although Wal-Mart offers health insurance, many employees are unable to afford it and the 
company employs other gimmicks to minimize coverage.29 “Many Wal-Mart workers rely on 
public safety net programs—such as food stamps, Medicare, and subsidized housing—to make 
ends meet,” the Berkeley study found. A former Wal-Mart manager told the PBS show “NOW 
with Bill Moyers,” that Wal-Mart personnel offices keep lists of public agencies that offer 
healthcare services in order to refer employees with health problems.30 In Texas, Wal-Mart is No. 
1 in the number of its employees whose children are enrolled in the government-sponsored 
Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP), according to the Austin-based Center for Public 
Policy Priorities.31   
 
As a California county official observed on NOW with Bill Moyers, many hidden costs that Wal-
Mart imposes on communities, citizens and taxpayers do not appear on its store receipts.32

 
 

Wal-Mart Expenditures on Texas Lobbyists, 1999-2008 
 

 
 Note: Exact contract values unknown since they are reported in ranges (e.g. “$50,000 to $99,999”).  



Some will rob you with a fountain pen. - Woody Guthrie  
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0394
2 The Property Tax and Redevelopment Act (Chapter 312 of the Texas Tax Code) requires the 
Chief Appraiser of each taxing unit that enters into a tax abatement agreement to provide the 
Texas Comptroller a copy of the agreement. (Sec. 312.005 of Texas Tax Code 
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