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On March 17th, the Economic and Revenue Council (ERFC) released the spring quarterly revenue 
forecast. The ERFC must release the spring forecast by February 20th in even numbered years 
(short sessions) and by March 20th in odd numbered years (long sessions). These revenue 
projections provide House and Senate budget writers with the revenue levels they have to work 
with as they draft their respective proposed operating budgets. 2021 is the first year of the 
biennium, which means they will be putting forward proposals for the full two-year (biennial) 
operating budget.  
 
The March 17th forecast coincided with the year anniversary of when the COVID-19 pandemic 
started to take hold in Washington State. Over the past year, the quarterly forecasts have been 
significantly dynamic. The February 2020 forecast – which is what the legislature based the 
2020 supplemental operating budget on – was showing a modest, though upward trend for 
state revenue. By June 2020, the effects of the pandemic and the toll it was taking on peoples’ 
lives and the economy was reflected in the projected $9 billion shortfall over the upcoming 
three year period. The September 2020 forecast saw that shortfall reduced by half; and the 
November 2020 forecast showed continued improvement, but still projecting a $3.4 billion 
shortfall for the combined remainder of the 2019-21 biennium and upcoming 2021-23 
biennium. The March 2021 forecast shows continued and significant improvement, bringing 
projected revenue almost up to pre-pandemic levels. 
 
In the March 17th forecast, when compared to the November 2020 revenue forecast, the 
forecast of funds subject to the budget outlook1 for the current 2019-21 biennium is projected 
to increase by $1.34 billion in the current 2019-21 biennium and $1.949 billion in the 2021-23 
biennium. What this translates to is that compared to February 2020, the projected state 
revenue has a very slight shortfall in the current biennium and a forecasted positive ending 
balance in the 2021-23 biennium. See table 1 for more detail.  
 
It is important to note that the revenue forecast does not include funds provided to 
Washington State under the American Rescue Plan Act of 2021. Through that federal COVID-19 
aid package passed by the U.S. Congress and signed by President Biden earlier this month, the 
Washington state government is estimated to receive an additional $4.4 billion for COVID  

 
1 Funds subject to the budget outlook include the state general fund (GF-S), the Education Legacy Trust Account 
(ELTA), the Opportunities Pathways Account (OPA), and the Workforce Education Investment Account (WEIA). 
Chapter 8, Laws of 2012, requires the legislature to adopt a four-year balanced budget. Since the 2013-2015 
biennium, the legislature has been required to enact a balanced operating budget that leaves a positive ending 
fund balance in the general fund and related funds (ELTA, OPA, and WEIA). 

https://erfc.wa.gov/sites/default/files/public/documents/forecasts/rev20210317.pdf
https://erfc.wa.gov/sites/default/files/public/documents/forecasts/rev20210317.pdf
https://erfc.wa.gov/budget-outlook
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/1319/text
https://erfc.wa.gov/sites/default/files/public/documents/budget/6636-S.SL.pdf


response and recovery.2 These federal dollars coming to the state are resources that will need 
to be appropriated by the state, but they are not considered revenue and therefore are not 
factored into the revenue forecast.  
 

Table 1: State Revenue Forecast Feb 2020 Compared to March 2021 
Biennium  February 2020 

Forecast (baseline) 
March 2021 Forecast February 2020 to  

March 2021 comparison* 
2019-21 
Biennium 
(Current) 

$52.69 billion $52.334 billion ($356 million) 

2021-23 
Biennium 

$56.317 billion $56.615 billion $298 million 

*The projected shortfall is the change in revenue compared to the February 2020 revenue forecast, on which the budget passed by 
the legislature is based. 

 
There are several reasons that explain the significantly improved forecast: 

• Two federal stimulus bills have passed since the November forecast. While the federal 
dollars provided directly to the state aren’t incorporated into the revenue forecast, the 
direct stimulus payments to people in the two federal bills and the extension of the 
federal unemployment bump in the American Rescue Plan have led to an increase in 
projected personal income for Washingtonians. The economic impact of this is that 
many households will have additional resources to purchase goods and services, which 
in turn generate state revenue. 

• The pace of vaccine distribution has increased significantly compared to November 
when just the Pfizer vaccine had been approved. There are now three vaccines 
approved for use, and an increased supply leading to expanded eligibility earlier than 
anticipated. 

• Retail sales have been stronger than expected.  

• The residential real estate market (home purchases) continues to be strong, which has 
resulted in higher than anticipated real estate excise tax (REET) collections.  

 
The total reserves estimated for the 2019-21 biennium are estimated at $2.962 billion. Reserves 
are comprised of the projected ending balance (projected revenue and other resources minus 
estimated expenditures) combined with the amount in the Budget Stabilization Account, which 
is also known as the rainy day fund.  
 
While revenue collections overall are significantly stronger than anticipated, the Washington 
State Economist, Dr. Steve Lerch, continued to caution that the COVID-19 pandemic still creates 
substantial uncertainty with the state and national economy. Employment growth has been 
slower than expected, gasoline and oil prices are rising, and some business sectors (restaurants, 
bars, travel, and arts & entertainment) remain weak. There is also awareness that while the 

 
2 For additional background and detail on the federal aid dollars provided to the state through the American 
Rescue Plan, see this presentation made by the Office of Financial Management to the Senate Ways & Means 
committee on March 19th. Slide 4 provides details on the eligible uses for the $4.4 billion provided directly to the 
state. 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/committeeschedules/Home/Document/232853#toolbar=0&navpanes=0


revenue projections show an improved overall picture, this does not reflect many people’s lived 
experiences with many people still struggling with unemployment and other impacts of the 
ongoing public health emergency and resulting recession. 
 
Next steps for the budget: Now that the spring quarterly revenue forecast is released, each 
chamber will factor the updated numbers in and will soon release their respective proposed 
budgets (operating, transportation, and capital). Typically, the chambers take turns on which 
one releases their budget first, and this time it is the Senate’s turn to release their budget first. 
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