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Overview
The issue of sales tax collection data in Indiana represents an outstanding opportunity to advance our knowledge at minimal cost.  The information contained in the monthly collections of tax receipts from state businesses – so usefully exploited by states like Illinois, Kansas, and Florida – is compromised by our failure to consistently record the point of sale.  When this flaw is corrected, leaders and policymakers will have a powerful tool to apply to revenue forecasting, impact analysis, land use planning and assessments of regional economic activity.
The Issue
The state of Indiana does not adequately link the receipt of sales tax receipts to individual business establishments.  Remittances from multi-establishment businesses are gathered and recorded in aggregate form only.  As a result, a wealth of timely, consistent information on retail transactions is compromised, and research on issues of high importance to policymakers is rendered difficult or impossible.
What is needed – easily performed with only minimal changes to reporting procedures – is a consistent link between the tax collection and the geographic point of sale.  This would necessitate recording tax collections for individual establishments in the primary data.  As this vital change is implemented, a small additional change to record the type of business that would significantly enhance the usefulness of the data, could also be implemented at little cost.

Data Availability Today
Information on monthly sales tax collections is readily available for the state of Indiana, only, from the State Budget Agency.  These data are available in aggregate form, only, with no detail available on the industries or the types of transactions that contribute to the total.
The Department of Revenue has frequently made the sub-state data available for specific research projects, but the processing and data entry requirements represent a significant barrier to the more general use supported by the routine access provided by other states.

Research Opportunities:
The current state of Indiana’s sales tax collections data imposes a cost on researchers, policymakers, and, ultimately, taxpayers.  This is because information that helps elected officials make good policy decisions is only partially available here, if at all.  A few examples of projects conducted in other states that are expensive or impossible to replicate in Indiana make this point:
· Retail sales

There have been no data published for Indiana retail sales since the U.S. Bureau of the Census ceased its production of state retail sales information in 1996.  Yet the state of Kansas produces monthly retail sales data for each of its counties, as well as the state total.  This gives local and state leaders access to timely information on economic activity that is unavailable to officials in Indiana.

· Impact analysis

The state of Illinois used geo-coded sales tax data to analyze the impact of the Peoria casino on the rest of the local economy.  Using data collected before, and after, construction and operation of the casino, it was able not only to estimate the impact on spending at local merchants, but was also able to quantify how that impact changed with physical distance from the casino.
Several states, including California and Florida, have been able to analyze the impact of local and statewide no-smoking ordinances on restaurant and tavern sales, both in the affected and adjoining jurisdictions.

· Revenue forecasting

The sales tax is one of the two largest tax instruments available to state government.  Yet the erosion in the base for this tax – largely the final sales of non-exempt goods to consumers in a traditional retail setting – makes the need for more detailed information on trends in the separate components of the base of crucial importance for forecasting.
· Land-use and transportation planning

The physical distribution of commercial activity in an urban area, made feasible with a properly geo-coded database of sales tax receipts, plays an enormous role in determining travel demand, land prices, and other outcomes of vital importance in local and regional planning.
Costs and Other Concerns

There are two issues to be addressed in the effort to maximize the research value of the information contained in Indiana sales tax receipts – cost, and confidentiality.  The costs stem from the small changes required in collection and data entry procedures, and are largely of a non-recurring nature.  Confidentiality issues arise from the legitimate concerns of businesses to protect proprietary information from actual or potential competitors.  This is an important issue, but it also a familiar one, and can be handled through the same methods used in, say, those governing the release and publication of employment and payroll records. 
