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 Washington compared to other states 
◦ Sixteen selected states 
◦ Average of all states 

 State government only 
 Long-term debt excluding private purposes 
◦ Debt for industrial and commercial development, pollution 

control and abatement, housing and mortgage loans, private 
hospital facilities, student loans, and private ventures such as 
sports stadiums, convention centers, and shopping malls is 
excluded. 

 Based on Census Bureau data 
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 Among the 15 selected comparison states (plus 
California), Washington is ranked fifth or sixth using 
various measures of long-term state debt (excluding 
private purposes) 

  The states always ranked above Washington by all 
measures are Massachusetts, Delaware, Oregon, and 
California 
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 In 2007, long-term state debt (excluding private 
purposes) in Washington was 6 percent greater than the 
average of all states 
◦ Was 19 percent greater in 1992 

 In 2007, long-term state debt (excluding private 
purposes) was the same percentage of GDP in 
Washington as the average of all states (4.2%) 

 In 2007, long-term state debt (excluding private 
purposes) was a smaller percentage of state revenue 
(27.9%) than the average for all states (29.0%) 
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 Standard & Poor’s 
◦ “Standard & Poor's debt ratio calculations for states aggregate 

all tax-supported obligations, including general obligation 
bonds, appropriation obligations, and special-tax bonds, such 
as sales, personal income, and gas tax bonds. In general, our 
calculation will not include debt that is issued for true 
enterprise or self-sustaining purposes, such as toll revenue 
bonds. 
◦ Grant and anticipation revenue bonds excluded if they are 

payable solely from dedicated federal revenues 
◦ Bonds secured by tobacco settlement revenues excludes if 

payable exclusively from settlement revenues 
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 Moody’s 
◦ “Mood’s 2011 State Debt Medians: Net Tax-Supported Debt is 

defined as debt secured by state operating resources which 
could otherwise be used for state operations. Any debt to 
which state resources are pledged for repayment is considered 
to be net tax-supported debt.” 
◦ Moody’s also examines gross debt, which includes contingent 

debt liabilities that may not have direct tax support but 
represent commitments to make debt service payments under 
certain conditions (e.g. state guarantees and bonds backed by 
state moral obligation pledges).”    
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 Rating Agencies 
◦ Relatively narrow 
◦ Claim on state taxes (or other direct operational resources) 
◦ Focus on revenues directly controlled by state government 

(Legislature and Governor) 
 Census Bureau 
◦ Most broad 
◦ Defined by government (and dependent agencies) rather than 

funding source 
◦ Allows for indirect claims on state resources 
◦ Recognizes potential for indirect effects on borrowing costs 
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 The highest debt states tend to be the same regardless 
of the breadth of the debt measure 

 Of the 10 states listed by Moody’s based on net tax 
supported debt, 8 also appear in the list of the ten states 
with highest state and local government long-term debt, 
as measured by the Census Bureau 

 Of the 10 states listed by Moody’s based on net tax 
supported debt, 7 also appear in the list of the ten states 
with highest state government long-term debt excluding 
private purposes, as measured by the Census Bureau 
 

   
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 The rating agencies tend to compare debt to state 
Personal Income, which is total income received by all 
persons 

 Our analysis compares debt to state Gross Domestic 
Product (sometimes called Gross State Product), which 
is a measure of the total income generated in the state 
by economic activity 

 The two income measures are close but not the same 
 However, the income differences have little effect on 

measuring state debt magnitudes 
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 What questions do you have? 
 What additional information about state debt in 

Washington might be helpful to you? 
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