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Metropolitan King County Council
Committee of the Whole
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SUBJECT

Proposed Ordinance 2026-0121 would extend the effective date of Ordinance 19639, as amended by Ordinance 19911, for one year, to July 1, 2027.

SUMMARY

Ordinance 19639, which was enacted in July 2023, required retailers in unincorporated King County, unless otherwise exempted, to accept payment in cash beginning July 1, 2025. Ordinance 19911 extended that effective date to July 1, 2026.

Ordinance 19639 requires that unincorporated area retailers accept cash for in-person purchases up to $200, with the caveat that a retailer can refuse cash suspected to be counterfeit, can refuse bills larger than $20, and can refuse cash if they have a cash-to-card kiosk on the premises that converts cash into a prepaid card. Transactions made by phone, mail, Internet, mobile app, for Metro Transit fares, or when an employee is not physically present (such as at a parking lot payment kiosk) are exempt. 

Retailers seeking to be exempted from the requirement can apply to the Hearing Examiner with documentation of a history of theft or attempted theft, the presence of only a single employee, the location of the retail establishment within a residence, distance of more than 15 miles by road to a bank branch, or other circumstances.

Ordinance 19639 did not specify enforcement mechanisms. Instead, the ordinance asked the Executive to transmit an implementation and enforcement plan in December 2024. The transmitted plan[footnoteRef:1] outlined three potential levels of informational outreach and enforcement, which are estimated to range in cost from $360,000 to $770,000 annually and would require General Fund appropriations. [1:  2024-RTP0140, King County Department of Local Services, Unincorporated King County Retailer Cash Requirement Implementation and Enforcement Plan, November 27, 2024 (link)] 


Proposed Ordinance 2026-0121 cites the need for additional time and resources to educate affected retailers and develop enforcement mechanisms in response to Ordinance 19639, and extends the effective date for one year, to July 1, 2027.


BACKGROUND 

Trends in cash and credit use. Over the last decade, American consumers have increasingly begun to pay for their purchases using credit cards, debit cards, and Internet-based mobile payment apps, rather than cash. This trend was furthered during the pandemic when many retailers stopped accepting cash and switched to contactless forms of payment.

According to a study published by the Federal Reserve last year,[footnoteRef:2] in 2024, 65% of consumer payments were made by credit and debit cards, while cash accounted for 14% of payments.  [2:  Bayeh, Berhan, Isaiah Nardone, Shaun O’Brien, and Hailey Phelps, The Federal Reserve Financial Services, 2025 Findings from the Diary of Consumer Payment Choice (link)] 


However, the study noted that cash use has remained relatively constant for four years after declining during the pandemic, meaning that there may be a “floor” of cash use that consumers are choosing not to fall below. Specifically, the study pointed to a difference in cash use by age and income:

· Consumers living in households earning less than $25,000 a year used cash for 24% of payments, more than twice as much as people in households earning more than $100,000.

· Consumers 55 and older used cash for 19% of all payments, compared to 10% for consumers aged 25-54.

Local requirements for use of cash. In recent years, in response to the trend toward cashless payments, and to ensure access to goods and services by low-income people, seniors, and others who might prefer to use cash, a number of local and state governments have passed laws requiring retail establishments to accept cash. These include the City of New York, City and County of San Francisco, City of Philadelphia, Washington DC, and Commonwealth of Massachusetts.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Information about the cash requirements and enforcement mechanisms in these jurisdictions can be found in 2024-RTP0140, King County Department of Local Services, Unincorporated King County Retailer Cash Requirement Implementation and Enforcement Plan, November 27, 2024 (link)] 


King County cash requirement. Ordinance 19639, which was enacted in July 2023, requires retailers in unincorporated King County, unless otherwise exempted, to accept payment in cash beginning on July 1, 2025, when the ordinance was set to take effect. The effective date was extended to July 1, 2026, by Ordinance 19911.

The ordinance requires that unincorporated area retailers accept cash for in-person purchases up to $200, with the caveat that a retailer can refuse cash suspected to be counterfeit, can refuse bills larger than $20, and can refuse cash if they have a cash-to-card kiosk on the premises that converts cash into a prepaid card. Transactions made by phone, mail, Internet, mobile app, for Metro Transit fares, or when an employee is not physically present (such as at a parking lot payment kiosk) are exempt. 

The ordinance offers an exemption process for retailers that believe the cash requirement would be a hardship. To qualify for this exemption, the retailer must write to the King County Hearing Examiner and document the specific reasons that accepting cash payments will pose unique difficulties, including, but not limited to:

· A history of theft or attempted theft at the retail establishment or a bona fide concern for theft or robbery of cash,
· The presence of only a single retail employee at the retail establishment,
· Location of the retail establishment within a residence,
· Distance of 15 or more miles by road between the retail establishment and the nearest branch of a banking institution, and
· Other circumstances that affect the ability of the retailer to accept cash payments.

Implementation and enforcement plan. Ordinance 19639 did not outline a plan for enforcement of the cash requirement. Instead, it asked the Executive to transmit an implementation and enforcement plan by December 1, 2024.

The implementation and enforcement plan,[footnoteRef:4] which was transmitted in late 2024 as required, is based on information obtained by the Department of Local Services (DLS) from the City of New York, City and County of San Francisco, City of Philadelphia, Washington DC, and Commonwealth of Massachusetts. [4:  2024-RTP0140, King County Department of Local Services, Unincorporated King County Retailer Cash Requirement Implementation and Enforcement Plan, November 27, 2024 (link)] 


After noting that King County does not employ consumer protection or business regulation staff and does not generally operate business regulation functions, the report outlines several potential strategies for King County based on the experiences of the jurisdictions that were surveyed:

· Building Awareness information campaign for businesses, community-based organizations, and Chambers in seven languages. This approach would have an estimated start-up cost of $360,000, including funding for a nine-month term-limited temporary (TLT) position and a grant program to assist with outreach. Ongoing expenses for this approach are estimated at $10,000/year, including a frequently-asked-questions document and web site.

· Targeted education (letter and materials) to businesses reported as being out of compliance with the cash requirement. This would require a full-time employee (FTE) at the Administrator I level to triage and respond to complaints. Start-up costs are estimated at $360,000, with an ongoing annual cost of $180,000.

· Enforcement for businesses reported as being out of compliance that do not take corrective action after receiving targeted education materials. This approach would require a new Consumer Protection Unit within DLS. Start-up costs are estimated at $490,000, with an ongoing annual cost of $770,00, which would include a tracking system, two FTE code enforcement officers, a per-visit cost, and system maintenance.

The transmitted implementation and enforcement plan recommends proceeding with the “building awareness” level of outreach. It states that DLS would require additional General Fund resources to move forward with this recommended approach or with either of the other two options.

ANALYSIS

Proposed Ordinance 2026-0121 cites the need for additional time and resources to ensure that affected retailers are educated about the requirements of Ordinance 19639 and prepared to accept cash and to develop and implement enforcement mechanisms, and extends the effective date of Ordinance 19639 for one year, to July 1, 2027.
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