
 

Frequently Asked Questions 
As of 08/31/17 

 
GENERAL/HISTORY 

1. What is the STIA?  
The Seattle Tourism Improvement Area (STIA) is a Business Improvement Area (BIA) formed in 2011, in accordance with 
Washington state law to establish a new leisure tourism marketing fund for Seattle that enables Seattle hoteliers to 
compete and grow their market share. The ordinance for these funds dictates they will be spent solely on leisure travel, 
domestic and international, focused on the off-season and shoulder months.  The funds are used to support advertising, 
public relations, special events, international client events and sales missions that increase awareness of Seattle as a 
leisure destination.  The STIA is overseen by a ratepayer advisory board and its day to day activities are managed by Visit 
Seattle. 
 

2. How was the STIA formed? 
The STIA required strong support and partnership with Seattle’s hotel community. To establish the STIA, hotels in the 
designated “area” paying 60% of the anticipated assessments were required to sign a petition in favor of the formation 
of the STIA.  Once the petition was received by the City, an ordinance was written by the City to include purpose, use of 
funds, assessment process, etc.  The Seattle City Council held a public hearing relating to the STIA, voted for approval 
and was signed by the Mayor. 
 

3. How was the area determined?  
The area is comprised of Visit Seattle and Seattle Hotel Association (SHA) members in Seattle’s CBD. This zone shares the 
benefit of excellent proximity and location to all of Seattle’s arts and cultural assets, attractions and retail area and each 
hotel will benefit regardless of size or market mix of the property. 
 

4. *What are the STIA hotel area boundaries? 
Beginning where Puget Sound meets Galer Street, continuing east as if Galer Street continued to 12th Avenue, south to 
South Royal Brougham Way, west as if South Royal Brougham Way continued to Puget Sound, continuing along the 
shore of Puget Sound to W. Galer Street. *See addendum 
 

5. Are all hotels within the designated area automatically subject to the assessment? 
Yes, all hotels (other than hostels) are subject to this assessment as long as they have 60 rooms or more. 
 

6. What opportunity do hoteliers have to influence how the collected assessments are used?  
There is an advisory board comprised of 11 ratepayers that work with Visit Seattle to determine the uses for the 
assessments and to review and approve an annual work plan and budget prepared by Visit Seattle.  Once approved by 
the advisory board, the annual work plan and budget is then presented to the ratepayers for their review and approval.  
The proposed work plan and budget must be approved by a majority of the ratepayers to become effective. 
 

7. Has this type of program been used elsewhere in the State or outside the State for similar purposes? 
Anaheim, Los Angeles, Portland, San Diego, and San Francisco have successfully launched similar programs. 
 

8. How was the $2.00 per occupied room night assessment determined?  
It was a conservative amount to start – and it is the same amount used by many TPAs* in the state.  (*TPA = Tourism 
Promotion Area). 
 



 
EXEMPTIONS 

9. Is there a general rule for applying the assessment? 
Yes. If occupancy tax is collected then the assessment should also be collected. However, there may be circumstances 
where occupancy tax is not collected but the assessment is collected. 
 

10. **Does this assessment apply to Government including Federal and/or Diplomatic ‘tax exempt’ rooms?  
Yes.  These guests are not exempt from the assessment. This is collected in other comp set cities.  It is legally a “fee” – 
not a tax – and should be collected, as directed by the city ordinance. **See addendum 
 

11. Does the assessment apply to occupied rooms where guests have stayed thirty (30) or more days?  
No. 
 

12. Does the assessment apply to occupied rooms that are provided by the ratepayer to guests without charge for 
promotional purposes (i.e. complimentary rooms or promotional room nights)? 

No.  If it were, for example, a buy two nights, get one free situation, the assessment would apply to the two paid nights, 
but not the free night. 
 

13. Does the assessment apply to private member-owned clubs? 
No, unless the club voluntarily participates (i.e. Washington Athletic Club). 
 

14. Does the assessment apply to groups, conventions and third party reservations? 
Yes. 
 

15. Does the assessment apply to airline or hotel award nights?  
Yes.  If occupancy tax is collected, the assessment should be collected. 
 

16. Does the assessment apply to no-shows or cancellations? 
Yes.  Because occupancy tax is typically collected, the assessment should be collected. 
 

17. Does the assessment apply to adjusted room nights? 
If the room is adjusted to zero, there would be no assessment. If 99% or less is adjusted, the assessment would apply. 
 

18. Can a customer “opt out” or refuse to pay?  
No, unlike property-level charges or assessments (e.g. resort fee, energy surcharges that may be imposed from time to 
time) payment of the assessment is a City mandated and enforced requirement.   
 

19. Can a hotel “waive” the assessment? 
If the hotel decides to not charge the assessment for any reason, the hotel is still obligated to pay the $2.00 per night to 
the City of Seattle. 
 
  



 
BILLING 

20. How and when is the assessment collected? 
Invoices will be mailed 1 month in advance and will be due and payable on the 10th. For example, invoices for 
assessments collected during the month of November will be mailed on or around November 10th. Completed invoices 
together with corresponding payments will then be due and payable to the City by December 10th.  
 

21. What are the penalties for late/delinquent payments? 
If an assessment has not been paid within thirty (30) days after its due date, the City of Seattle’s Finance Director shall 
send the ratepayer a reminder notice and add a Five Dollar ($5.00) processing fee.  If the assessment is not paid within 
sixty (60) days after its due date, a delinquency charge shall be added in the amount of ten percent (10%) of the 
assessment. All assessments that are not paid within sixty (60) days of the due date shall also bear interest from the due 
date at twelve percent (12%) per annum.  The City of Seattle’s Finance Director is authorized to refer any unpaid 
assessments to a collection agency or to bring legal action. 
 
STIA QUICK FACTS: 
Ordinance Number: 123714 
Signed by Mayor: September 30, 2011 
Assessment start date: November 1, 2011 
Total hotels: 59, plus 2 voluntary properties making contributions to the fund 
Total guestrooms: 13,109 
Approximate annual collection: $7.1M 
  



 

FAQs Addendum 
*What are the STIA hotel area boundaries? 

 



 
**Does this assessment apply to Government including Federal and/or Diplomatic ‘tax exempt’ rooms?  
 
The Seattle Tourism Improvement Area (STIA) was established by City of Seattle Ordinance 123714. This ordinance 
includes an assessment of $2 per night, per occupied hotel room within a set geographic area.   
 
The City of Seattle has consistently maintained that STIA assessment is a fee, and not a tax. As a result, the federal 
government is not exempt from paying it.  Supervisors at the Washington Department of Revenue’s Taxpayer Service 
Division have made clear that the Department of Revenue lacks authority to rule against the City of Seattle on whether 
the STIA assessment is a fee or a tax.  
 
Questions concerning application of the assessment should be directed to Sheila Hartshorne at the City of Seattle (206-
233-7172) or Melanie Beam or Willie Houze at the Washington Department of Revenue (360-705-6671).  
 
Contacts: 

Sheila Hartshorne 
BIA/LID Representative 
City of Seattle 
P:  206-233-7172 
sheila.hartshorne@seattle.gov  

Greg Duff 
Owner 
Garvey Schubert Barer 
P:  206-816-1470 
gduff@gsblaw.com  

 
Melanie Beam 
Willie Houze 
Washington Department of Revenue 
P:  360-705-6671 

 
Miriam Woods 
Attorney 
Garvey Schubert Barer 
P:  206-816-1308 
mwoods@gsblaw.com  

Kris Cromwell 
SVP / Chief Operating Officer 
Visit Seattle 
P:  206-461-5821 
kcromwell@visitseattle.org  
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