OFFICIAL PODCAST - WA STATE SENATE REPUBLICANS

The Elephant in the Dome

Episode: Tackling Washington’s Retail Theft Crisis

Host: Senator Chris Gildon Guests: Jan Himebaugh & Crystal Leatherman
(Washington Retail Association)

[00:00:08] Speaker 1 (Intro):

It's The Elephant in the Dome, the official podcast of the Washington State Senate Republican Caucus. Have you
ever wondered why the deodorant you want is locked up like a bar of gold? Well, Washington currently ranks
among the worst states in the nation for retail theft—and we're not just talking about petty shoplifting. It has
grown into organized crime at this point. Joining us are Jan Himebaugh and Crystal Leatherman with the
Washington Retail Association. Here’s your host, Senator Chris Gildon.

1. THE SCALE OF THE CRISIS IN WASHINGTON

[00:00:42] Senator Chris Gildon:

Welcome, and thanks for joining me today. I think this is a really relevant topic. I was at the grocery store a
couple of weeks ago, and as I was going in through the turnstiles, a lady was standing there with a handful of
items. As soon as the gate opened, she just walked out. I asked her, "Hey, did you pay for that?" and she said,
"Yes." I don't know what I would have done if she had said no, but I think I witnessed retail theft with my own
eyes. How prevalent is this problem in our state?

[00:01:29] Jan Himebaugh:

Senator, you’re not alone. A lot of us have witnessed that at local stores. It is extremely prevalent in Washington
state, and the worst part is that it is organized retail crime. This isn't just petty theft or a crime of need. Someone
might steal an item, sell it for $10 to $20 to a middleman, who then turns around and sells it online or in person
for $200 to $300. That money is then used to buy fentanyl, weapons, or fund other illegal activity. That's why
retailers are installing gates and security measures, which creates friction for customers.

[00:02:33] Crystal Leatherman:

To see how prevalent it is, just look inside local big-box retailers. Turnstiles, products behind Plexiglas, and
"store-within-a-store" setups (like locked cosmetic sections) are all deterrents that cost retailers significant
money to implement. They are making these investments because the alternative is shrinking their footprint or
closing stores entirely.

[00:03:40] Senator Chris Gildon:

It costs a lot of money—not just the stolen items, but the security infrastructure and added personnel. It
contributes to the rising cost of goods, doesn't it?

[00:03:51] Crystal Leatherman:

Absolutely. Locking up goods, funding security tools, and diverting staff to unlock cabinets impacts everyone—
both the shoppers and the employees stocking shelves.

[00:04:23] Senator Chris Gildon:

A 2023 study in Forbes stated Washington was among the worst in the nation for retail theft. What is the scale of
this issue?
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[00:04:36] Crystal Leatherman:

That Forbes study ranked Washington as the #1 worst state for small businesses impacted by retail theft. While
large retailers can invest in security infrastructure, smaller mom-and-pop stores don't have those kinds of
resources.

[00:05:09] Jan Himebaugh:

Exactly. Small independent retailers are already struggling with high labor costs and can't afford dedicated
security guards or Plexiglas. That Forbes study estimated retail theft adds roughly $350 per year to the cost of
goods for every Washington resident. To put that in perspective, $350 is equivalent to an annual subscription to
Netflix, Amazon, and Hulu combined, a week's worth of groceries for a family of four, or a full tank of gas
driving across the country.

[00:06:15] Crystal Leatherman:

Beyond the higher prices on the front end, stolen items mean lost sales tax revenue on the back end.
Washingtonians are taking a double hit.

2. ROOT CAUSES & SYSTEMIC FAILURES

[00:06:32] Senator Chris Gildon:

How did we end up as one of the worst states in the nation for this?

[00:06:44] Crystal Leatherman:

For starters, Washington ranks 51st in the nation (including D.C.) for police officers per capita, averaging just
over one officer per 1,000 residents. Furthermore, property crime isn't taken as seriously as it should be by the
justice system. Homeland Security has identified retail theft as a gateway crime that funds illicit activities like
fentanyl, human trafficking, and organized crime rings.

[00:08:06] Senator Chris Gildon:

Is this driven by a small group of repeat offenders, or is it widespread?

[00:08:20] Jan Himebaugh:

It’s widespread. When we talk about organized crime, people imagine the mob, but this often looks like houses
packed with gallons of laundry detergent, automatic weapons, and trafficked individuals. Thieves intentionally
keep the dollar value of their thefts low per trip to stay below felony thresholds. They know the law. Because
linking multiple thefts across different stores and jurisdictions is difficult and police resources are low, these
cases rarely get prosecuted.

[00:10:24] Senator Chris Gildon:

This touches on another issue: public defenders. The Washington State Supreme Court recently lowered the
allowed caseload hours per year for public defenders. With an existing shortage, if defendants can't get a speedy
trial, cases get dismissed or go unpunished.

[00:10:47] Jan Himebaugh:

That ruling will compound the problem. The court system is already overburdened. When forced to prioritize,
courts naturally focus on violent crimes like murder, leaving retail theft unaddressed—even though it acts as a
gateway crime. Add in our ongoing drug crisis, where individuals steal to support addictions, and shopping
environments become uncomfortable and unsafe for customers.
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Case Examples of Organized Crime Rings in WA

* Thurston County: A suspect with nearly 100 prior arrests (including 4 felonies) was caught following a high-
speed chase.

* Renton Crime Ring: A woman orchestrated a ring responsible for stealing over $600,000 in high-end
leggings. She recruited her 11-year-old niece, was a felon in possession of firearms, and her getaway vehicle
was linked to a murder.

3. YOUTH EXPLOITATION & METHODS OF THEFT

[00:14:39] Senator Chris Gildon:

You brought up the demographic aspect. Recent legislative changes reduced penalties for juvenile offenders. Are
criminal rings actively recruiting minors because the legal consequences are lower?

[00:15:10] Jan Himebaugh:

Absolutely. Criminals target vulnerable youth who lack strong support systems. Just as adult criminals adjust
their behavior to stay below misdemeanor dollar thresholds, organized rings use minors as "boosters" to exploit
lower juvenile penalties. Because there is little accountability or intervention, these kids aren't rehabilitated and
end up deeper in the criminal justice system.

[00:16:39] Crystal Leatherman:
There are really two distinct types of theft occurring:

1. Repeat Disorganized Offenders: A small fraction of offenders (around 15-20%) commit up to 80% of local
incidents by filling shopping carts and walking out.

2. Organized Retail Crime Rings: Structured networks using "boosters" who steal off specific shopping lists
and deliver items to "fencing" operations—often fronted as fake pawn shops or storefronts.

In 2021, retail theft accounted for roughly $3 billion in stolen goods in Washington state. To put that in
perspective, Washington's top agricultural crop—apples—generates just under $2 billion annually. We have
more retail crime value in Washington than apple production.

4. POLICY SOLUTIONS & LEGISLATIVE ACTION

[00:18:36] Senator Chris Gildon:
What steps should the legislature take to fix this?

[00:19:08] Crystal Leatherman:

To start, last session $500,000 was allocated to continue an organized retail theft prevention pilot program that
had successfully reduced theft by coordinating prosecutions and diversion programs. However, Governor
Ferguson vetoed that line item. That $500,000 represented about seven minutes worth of total spending in a
state budget exceeding $70 billion.

[00:20:18] Jan Himebaugh:

We need a comprehensive approach:

* Increase the number of prosecutors, public defenders, and law enforcement officers.

» Enforce laws around public drug use and drug-related crime.

* Reform youth accountability laws so young offenders are diverted or held accountable before escalating to
severe crimes.
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When stores are forced to close due to theft, it creates food deserts and damages communities. We need
appropriate penalties scaled to the crime, stronger addiction treatment, and real accountability.

[00:22:52] Crystal Leatherman:

Early diversion programs need strict accountability. Currently, some offenders choose diversion over jail time
but never complete the program because there are no enforcement mechanisms. In one instance, an individual
stole $22,000 in cosmetics, was released, and targeted the same retail brand in a neighboring county that exact
same day.

"You can have compassion for individuals struggling with addiction, but you must pair it with
accountability. Compassion without accountability is complicity."

[00:24:14] Speaker 1 (Outro):

Our thanks to Jan Himebaugh and Crystal Leatherman with the Washington Retail Association. Be sure to
subscribe on your favorite podcast platform and to our YouTube channel so you never miss an episode of The
Elephant in the Dome with Senator Chris Gildon.
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