
 

  



 
 • • • 

 

 
2 

Table of Contents 

I. INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................................................................... 3 

II. BACKGROUND ..................................................................................................................................................................... 4 

III. ADVISORY GROUP MEMBERSHIP AND MEETINGS ...................................................................................................... 7 

IV. RECOMMENDATIONS ........................................................................................................................................................ 9 

V. ESTABLISHMENT PROCEDURES..................................................................................................................................... 13 

VI. CONCLUSION .................................................................................................................................................................... 13 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 • • • 

 

 
3 

I. Introduction 
 

On April 30th, 2025, Governor Ferguson signed SB 5492 into law. SB 5492 outlined the history of 
tourism funding in Washington, and required the formation of a Tourism Self-Supported 
Advisory Group (Advisory Group) to evaluate the viability of an industry self-supported 
assessment to fund statewide tourism promotion and to recommend concepts for self-
supported assessment legislation. The Advisory Group is required by SB 5492 to make 
recommendations on the following: 
 

1. The classification of businesses proposed to be included in the self-supported 
assessment (Classification of Businesses to be Assessed). 

2. The self-supported assessment methodology, including the petition process for 
businesses to approve the self-supported assessment (Assessment Methodology and 
Ratification Ballot Process). 

3. The rate of the self-supported assessment for each business classification (Rate of 
Assessment). 

4. The characteristics of a business within a classification that will benefit from the self-
supported assessment (Characteristics of Businesses that will Benefit). 

5. The time period or duration of the self-supported assessment (Term). 
6. The establishment of an oversight board for ratepayers representing businesses by 

self-supported assessments (Oversight and Board Governance). 
 
This Report complies with the requirements of SB 5492 and provides recommendations on the 
six (6) items in Section IV. The recommendations summarize the Advisory Group’s deliberations 
and the reasoning behind each recommendation. The Advisory Group discussed each 
recommendation individually, brainstormed various approaches, researched other models, and 
achieved consensus. The recommendations capture the group’s shared understanding of the 
issues presented, and reflect the conclusions reached by the broad group of industries 
represented on the Advisory Group. 
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II. Background 
 
Throughout the 1990s, Washington’s state tourism program languished at or near the bottom 
of state tourism funding levels. In 2011, amid the Great Recession, the Washington Legislature 
closed its state tourism agency, making Washington the only state without a state tourism 
program. The state’s private sector tourism industry resolved to re-create an industry-driven 
program in lieu of the reinstatement of a state agency.  

 
In the ensuing seven years, industry need for a statewide, year-around tourism program grew 
as Washington’s tourism market share declined relative to competing states. The tourism 
industry incorporated the Washington Tourism Alliance as a nonprofit think tank and advocacy 
entity dedicated to finding a sustainable funding solution.  
 
In 2018, the Legislature approved, and Governor Inslee signed, a bill that provided $1.5 million 
in annual state tourism base funding from the state General Fund; these funds could be 
unlocked by a 2:1 industry match (twice as much in cash or in-kind contributions from the 
industry side). The industry accepted the terms and supplemented the state dollars with some 
contracts for service from other organizations, as well as creative partnerships and 
sponsorships and membership dues. It was recognized, however, that $1.5 million in annual 
State funds was insufficient to implement a sustainable and impactful tourism program in 
Washington. State statute identifies a program administrator to be a nonprofit statewide 
tourism marketing organization. The Washington Tourism Alliance was selected as the sole 
source for contract deliverables. On the heels of the administrative set-up process and receipt 
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of the first new state base funding dollars came the global pandemic. With deep and immediate 
pandemic impacts throughout Washington’s tourism industry, the Port of Seattle quickly 
approved a $1.5 million industry recovery contract with the Washington Tourism Alliance. 
Subsequently, the Washington Legislature approved a $12 million proviso of federal Covid-19 
recovery funds for the 2021-2023 biennium to the Washington Tourism Alliance.  
 
The graph below illustrates Washington State’s Tourism Funding from 2022 to 2026, including 
a projected funding amount for 2026 based on industry data. 
 

 
 
This contract for service facilitated the re-creation of essential destination tourism programs for 
the first time in more than a decade. These included a destination re-branding with extensive 
public-private stakeholder engagement and an aligning name change of the Washington 
Tourism Alliance to State of Washington Tourism. From the brand platform, destination 
marketing programs were built, and domestic and international tourism development programs 
were assembled, not to mention new programs in visitor service, travel publicity, destination 
development and industry recovery and development grants. 
 
In the 2023 Legislative Session, the tourism industry advocated for a raise to the statutory cap 
on base funding to $13 million annually – roughly half the size of the average state tourism 
budget in the U.S. and sufficient to operate a year-around, statewide tourism program.  It was 
argued that long-sought stability from such a base of funding would allow the industry to 
attract private funding that, in tandem with state dollars, would allow Washington to compete 
for market share nationally and internationally. However, the Legislature appropriated $4.5 
million per year for the biennium, and declined to change the $1.5 million in statute, while 
agreeing to lower the required match to 1:1.  
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The state tourism industry understood that given the budget history regarding tourism, 
increased ongoing funding for tourism programming from the state General Fund was unlikely. 
Predictability in funding is necessary in ensuring statewide tourism efforts are sustainable and 
that the State receive a return on its investment. The industry re-doubled its exploration of 
alternate funding models, convening a task force and conferring with other states and national 
funding experts to identify and refine a more modern, sustainable and competitive foundation 
for Washington’s tourism program.  
 

The extensive process ruled out many options, from tax increment financing to diversions of 
sales tax and more. Consensus moved to a key tenet of successful destination funding models: 
tap user or visitor fees to fund the destination program.  
 

In particular, the 30-year case study of Visit California’s industry supported self-assessment 
model was reviewed. The Visit California Assessment is the leading national model in state-level 
tourism funding. By leveraging relationships with hospitality, retail, restaurant, and lodging 
businesses across the state, the Visit California Assessment model has provided stable funding 
for the California tourism industry since 1997. The industry modeled a similar program for 
consideration in Washington. Over more than two years and hundreds of meetings with 
business leaders in multiple segments of tourism, the components were explored and refined. 
Consensus grew and by the 2025 Legislation Session the industry had a first bill. SB 5492 set a 
process by which the state industry could convene an advisory group to outline and 
recommend to the Legislature key elements of an industry self-assessment enabling legislation.  
 

Washington’s tourism industry faces 
strong competitors for both domestic 
and international visitors. Its primary 
regional peers include California and 
British Columbia. As California’s 
statewide tourism marketing 
organization, Visit California has a budget 
of approximately $120 million per year 
and drives travel spending to the state of 
California. According to Visit California’s 
2024 Economic Impact of Travel Report 
by Dean Runyan Associates, Inc., 
California saw a $4.6 billion increase in 
travel spending, a $813 million increase 
in spending on accommodations, and a 
$300 million increase in travel-generated 
state and local tax revenue from 2023. The impact is reflected not only in visitor spending, but 
also in travel-related employment, which grew by 24,000 jobs in 2024 to bring the total number 
of travel-supported jobs to 1.2 million. This growth demonstrates that California’s investment in 
tourism results in broad support for California’s economy across various sectors. Destination 
British Columbia has a budget of approximately $30.6 million, and attracts visitors from the 

Note: California's annual operating budget is $120,000,000 

$55M
$49M

$30.6M
$24.5M

$20M

$4.5M$0

$10,000,000

$20,000,000

$30,000,000

$40,000,000

$50,000,000

$60,000,000

WA FY24/25 Operating Budgets 
Compared to Competitive States



 
 • • • 

 

 
7 

Washington – British Columbia border, a direct-nearby competitor for tourism. These successes 
show the effectiveness of neighboring destinations’ investment in tourism. Sustained and 
strategic investment in tourism funding will position Washington to remain competitive with 
these destinations. 
 

In that same Legislative Session - amid a roughly $13 billion budget deficit - base funding for the 
state tourism program was returned to the statutory $1.5 million per year ($3 million for the 
2025-27 biennium) - 67 percent lower than state base funding in the previous biennium. 
 

State of Washington Tourism program budgets were drastically cut, including all destination 
advertising, as the industry turned its resolve to a critical and singular solution: an industry self-
supported assessment program that could sustain a year-around, competitive and predictable 
statewide tourism program that, following 15 years of industry work and advocacy, could drive 
economic returns for Washington for years to come. 
 

 

III. Advisory Group Membership and Meetings 
 
The establishment of the Advisory Group brought together eighteen (18) individuals 
representing the seven (7) tourism sectors being considered for the self-supported assessment, 
as required by SB 5492. In addition to these sectors, the Advisory Group included 
representatives from other areas of Washington’s tourism economy, including golf resorts, 
festivals and events, and other related businesses, ensuring that a wide array of perspectives 
were incorporated into the discussion and final recommendations made in this Report. 
 
The Advisory Group met five (5) times to develop this Report. The first meeting focused on 
discussing the history of tourism funding in Washington and the need for a self-supported 
assessment. It also established the Advisory Group, defining its purpose, and beginning an 
initial discussion of the assessment parameters. During the second meeting, the Advisory Group 
continued refining those parameters and ultimately finalized them to begin development of this 
Report. The third meeting marked the Advisory Group’s first review of a proposed outline, 
providing an opportunity to discuss the structure of the Report and implementation of the 
agreed-upon parameters from the previous meetings. At the fourth meeting, members 
reviewed an extended outline, incorporating more detailed content and feedback from prior 
discussions. Finally, during the fifth meeting, the Advisory Group reviewed and discussed the 
completed Report in preparation for submission. 
 

As part of the Advisory Group’s discussions, a process was followed to ensure fair 
representation of dissenting opinions in relation to the proposed recommendations. These 
dissenting views and related questions were addressed on a case-by-case basis, allowing for 
robust discussions around each recommendation. The recommendations outlined in this Report 
reflect the consensus reached by the Advisory Group, following careful consideration of all 
positions.  
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The following individuals served on the Advisory Group, and contributed to the development of 
this Report: 

Advisory Group 
Composition 

Minimum 
Number of 

Representatives 

Advisory Group Members 
  

Lodging Sector 2 Alyssa Stinson, Sr. Manager, Government & Corp. Affairs, Expedia (VRBO) 
    

Jordan Mitchell, Pacific Northwest Policy Manager, Airbnb 
   

Keith Coleman, General Manager, Springhill Suites and Townplace by 
Marriott (Bellingham) 
  

Jesse Boyd, General Manager, Bavarian Lodge (Leavenworth) 
   

Vijay Patel, President, A-1 Hospitality Management (Tri-Cities) 
  

Melissa Green, Vice President and Area Manager, Davenport Hotels 
(Spokane) 

Beverage Sector  1 Josh McDonald, Executive Director, Washington Wine Institute 
  

Daniel Olson, Executive Director, Washington Brewer’s Guild 
  

Kevin Quinn, Owner, Bale Breaker Brewing Company  

Arts and Culture Sector  1 Alvin A. Henry, Chief Marketing and Communications Officer, Seattle 
Theater Group 
 

Charlie Robin, CEO, Capitol Theatre 
 

Scott Stulen, Director and CEO, Seattle Art Museum 

Tour Operations Sector  1 Michael Rogers, CEO, Show Me Seattle 

Attractions Sector  1 Megan Ching, President, Seattle Monorail Services; Past Board Chair, Puget 
Sound Attractions Council 
  

Kathy Gerke, Vice President of Sales and Events, Space Needle 

Transportation Sector  1 Kevin Clark, CEO, Argosy 
 

Eva Szorenyi, Trade Sales OTA/Wholesale, Victoria Clipper/Clipper 
Vacations USA, Inc. 

Statewide Tourism 
Promotion Nonprofit  

1 David Blandford, CEO, State of Washington Tourism 

Additional Industry 
Representatives 

N/A Brian Flaherty, CEO, Columbia Hospitality (Seattle/statewide resorts, golf 
and restaurants) 
 

Bruce Skinner, E.D, Washington Festivals and Events Association 
 

Crystal Leatherman, Director of Local and State Government Affairs, 
Washington Retail Association 
 

Bob Donegan, President, Ivar’s Restaurants 
 

Jim van Löben Sels, General Manager, Mount Spokane Ski and Snowboard 
Park. Pacific Northwest Ski Association Board, Owner of Arbor Crest Wine 
Cellars 
    

Justin Gravatt, General Manager, The Home Course (Dupont), Washington 
Golf Association/PNW PGA 
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IV. Recommendations 
 
SB 5492 requires this Report to provide six (6) recommendations. Each recommendation 
reflects the extensive discussion, deliberation, and research conducted by the Advisory Group 
members, incorporating best practices based on similar assessment structures and the needs of 
Washington’s tourism economy.   
 

1. Classification of Businesses to be Assessed - General and Broad Tourism business 
segments most likely to benefit from the industry self-assessment 

The Advisory Group dedicated substantial time to reviewing the range of industries that could 
be included in the assessment. After careful discussion, members agreed upon seven (7) 
classifications of businesses that may be considered for assessment based on contributions 
made and potential benefit to be derived from a statewide self-supported assessment, subject 
to industry ratification. Additional industry sectors may be considered, subject to the 
assessment methodology and ratification process. 
 
While criteria will ultimately be developed to decide who falls within each category, the seven 
(7) identified sectors in this Report offer a strong foundation for structuring the self-supported 
assessment. The seven (7) sectors identified by the Advisory Group are:  

a. Lodging (hotels, b&bs, RV parks, short term rentals) 
b. Travel services (transportation, sightseeing tours) 
c. Attractions, Arts and Culture (attractions, museums, performing arts and theme 

parks) 
d. Recreation (ski areas, golf courses, and marinas) 
e. Beverage Industry (wine, beer, distilling and cider-making) 
f. Restaurants and Drinking places (full-service dining and bar establishments) 
g. Retail (department stores and general merchandise) 

 
2. Assessment Methodology and Ratification Ballot Process 

Assessments are uniquely tied to the concept of benefit, meaning that assessment revenues 
collected must be used to provide benefit to the businesses that pay the assessment. The 
Advisory Group approached discussions of the self-supported assessment methodology with a 
dedication to ensure that the businesses paying the self-supported assessment will directly 
benefit from the programs and activities funded by the self-supported assessment. To 
accomplish this goal, the Advisory Group determined that the self-supported assessment 
should follow an industry ratification balloting process, which gives assessed businesses an 
opportunity to participate in the decision to establish the program, and subsequently renew it. 
Empowering the payors through an industry ratification balloting process serves as a self-
sustaining checks and balances system, and ensures that payors have the opportunity to 
engage in the process on an ongoing basis.  
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The Advisory Group further recommends that the type of assessment and the proposed budget 
be set in the ratification and ballot package, rather than prescribed in statute, in order to allow 
the industry the flexibility to adjust rates or program priorities as tourism economy conditions 
evolve. It also ensures that the payors, those most directly affected by this self-supported 
assessment, have significant impact over the structure and scale of the program. The Visit 
California model, used as a starting point for these recommendations, also describes the 
program details in a ratification balloting process which has proved effective for nearly three 
decades. 
 

3. Rate of Assessment 
To develop a recommendation on the rate of assessment, the Advisory Group discussed 
assessment models around the country and weighed the benefit of the multitude of options. 
The Advisory Group also focused on keeping Washington destinations competitive with other 
destinations around the country, and ultimately decided to recommend that the assessment 
rate be based upon a percentage of gross revenue. An assessment based on a percentage of 
gross revenue is simple to apply across all business types and to pass through to customers. In 
many percentage-based assessment models, individual businesses have the discretion to 
determine to either pass the assessment through to the customer, or deduct it from their gross 
revenue. To further support the recommendation, the Advisory Group looked into the 
projected amount an estimated percentage of gross revenue assessment could raise. According 
to analyses based on a percentage of gross revenue, and Washington’s competitive set, the 
Advisory Group concluded that the self-supported assessment should be a percentage of gross 
revenue that raises $25 million annually.  
 

4. Characteristics of Businesses that will Benefit 
Businesses that will benefit from a self-supported assessment share several common 
characteristics. They provide goods or services that benefit from visitor spending and feel the 
effects of decreased visitor spending during times of economic downturn. Their success is 
linked to destination appeal, accessibility, and marketing that attracts travelers to Washington 
state. Because their revenue depends on individual transactions rather than long-term 
contracts or institutional funding, they are well positioned to benefit from statewide tourism 
promotion and can reasonably share in its cost. 
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The self-supported assessment aids 
businesses that rely on direct consumer 
spending. Lodging, travel services, 
attractions, recreation, beverage producers, 
restaurants, and retail stores all benefit from 
visitor purchases. These businesses interact 
with travelers every day and feel the effect 
of increased visitation immediately. When 
people book rooms, dine out, buy local 
wine, or shop for souvenirs, those 
transactions help the Washington tourism 
economy grow. The assessment focuses on 
retail-facing activity because its purpose is 
to increase spending that occurs between 
visitors and local businesses. Wholesale 
activity operates differently, involving the 
sale of goods between businesses rather 
than sales to consumers. These transactions 
usually occur through contracts, 
distributors, or long-term supply chains that 
do not rise or fall with daily tourism 
demand. For that reason, while retail sales 
may be assessed, wholesale transactions are 
not. By limiting participation to businesses 
that serve travelers directly, the self-
supported assessment structure ensures 
fairness. The businesses that contribute to 
the assessment are the same ones that gain 
from stronger tourism promotion and more 
visitor spending across the state. 
 

5. Term 
When implementing a self-supported assessment, establishing a defined term length helps 
ensure accountability to the industry and provides regular opportunities to review, adjust, and 
improve the program. Rather than allowing an assessment to continue indefinitely, periodic 
renewal creates a healthy structure for feedback, and course correction. When considering the 
term that the Washington self-supported assessment should operate under, the Advisory 
Group looked to the California model as a starting point of discussion. California’s statewide 
assessment model operates on a six (6) year term.  
 
The Advisory Group discussed the balance between maintaining accountability and managing 
the administrative effort involved in conducting the renewal process at the close of a term. 
Members agreed that a six (6) year term offers an appropriate planning horizon to implement 
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programs and evaluate their impact, while still providing an opportunity for stakeholders to 
revisit priorities and make adjustments as needed. 
 

6. Oversight and Board Governance 
The Advisory Group considered a range of potential governance models for the self-supported 
assessment and agreed that the governing board must be made up of ratepayers. This Report 
outlines several options considered by the Advisory Group. The Advisory Group recommends 
that the governance model that is selected contain a strong component of industry self-
governance. The Advisory Group also recognized that the State of Washington should have an 
appropriate oversight role in ensuring that self-supported assessment funds are spent in 
accordance with state law. 
 
Industry self-governance: In considering possible oversight and governance structures, the 
Advisory Group looked to California’s assessment model and Washington’s Business 
Improvement Area Law (BIA Law), RCW 35.87A et. seq., and Tourism Promotion Area Law (TPA 
Law), RCW 35.101 et. seq. The Advisory Group reviewed Visit California's private nonprofit 
corporation leadership structure, in which Visit California, a 501(c)(6) nonprofit corporation, 
manages assessments on behalf of California’s travel industry. This approach, which also exists 
in the BIA and TPA models, has strong private sector nonprofit management. The Advisory 
Group is supportive of this approach. In this model, the Board of Directors of the private 
nonprofit will include industry-elected representatives from the industries who pay the 
assessment to ensure that decision-making reflects the interests of those funding the program. 
 
The Advisory Group also discussed creating a ratepayer board that would govern the operations 
of the self-supported assessment, in coordination with the Washington Tourism Marketing 
Authority (WTMA), already a function of state government pursuant to RCW 43.384 et. seq. 
This model, like the model discussed above, would include industry self-governance through 
the ratepayer board. The intent is to ensure that those contributing to the self-supported 
assessment have a direct voice in how funds are used. 
 
Continued, clear separation of funds: The WTMA was established by the legislature in 2018 to 
manage state resources dedicated to tourism promotion. Its role is to direct public tax funds 
toward marketing efforts that attract visitors and support communities across Washington. All 
tax receipts from tax revenues derived from retail sales of lodging, car rentals, and restaurants 
under RCW 82.08.225 are expressly managed by the WTMA, and must be deposited into a 
dedicated account in the Washington State Treasury. Tax funds may be spent only after 
appropriation, and must be used exclusively for the statewide tourism marketing program and 
related operation costs. The Advisory Group also agreed that clear separation must be 
maintained between the WTMA’s fund and revenues derived from the self-supported 
assessment. 
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V. Establishment Procedures 
 
The Advisory Group also conducted preliminary discussions on what the establishment 
procedures for the statewide self-supported assessment may be. As with other aspects of this 
Report, the Advisory Group looked to California’s statewide tourism assessment as a model to 
consider effective establishment practices that could be adapted to fit Washington’s statewide 
assessment framework. 
 
When California created its statewide tourism assessment, the process began with a Tourism 
Selection Committee composed of tourism industry leaders from across the state. The Tourism 
Selection Committee’s general task was to evaluate the feasibility of a self-assessment, 
identify the types of businesses that would participate, and to recommend how the resulting 
statewide tourism assessment should be governed. This process produced the foundation for 
Visit California, a structure that has supported successful, consistent marketing efforts led by 
California’s tourism industry.  
 
Forming a committee that is similar to California’s Tourism Selection Committee to be named 
the Interim Tourism Committee (ITC) will allow for industry voices to be heard and consensus 
to be met on the self-supported assessment’s core elements before the self-supposed 
assessment district is put to a vote of the payors. The ITC will be tasked with setting the self-
supported assessment rate, the criteria of businesses assessed by category, and the 
governance board structure. 

  

 

VI. Conclusion 
 

The Advisory Group’s work highlights the importance of establishing an industry self-supported 
assessment and the thoughtful methodology behind the recommendations. By clearly defining 
who benefits, setting a mechanism for establishing appropriate assessment rates, and creating 
a governance structure with oversight, the framework ensures accountability while 
empowering the industry to take meaningful action. 
 

The benefits of this approach are significant. When an industry group is equipped with 
dedicated resources, it can make substantial improvements in market share, enhance visitor 
experiences, and strengthen overall revenue for the tourism sector. This self-supported 
assessment is designed not only to support targeted programs, but also to provide a 
mechanism for ongoing feedback and adjustment, ensuring that the industry continues to 
thrive over time. The Advisory Group is confident that, with these recommendations in place, 
the industry will be well-positioned to achieve measurable and lasting results. 
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Following the recommendations outlined in this report, the Advisory Group aims to further 
bolster industry support for the proposed self-supported assessment. 

The Advisory Group submits this Report to the Legislature with the hope that the enclosed 
recommendations are considered for implementation. Support for these recommendations 
shall create sustained funding to promote the State of Washington for years to come. 
 
 
 
Assisted in Preparation:  
John Lambeth; President & CEO, Civitas 
Tiffany Gallagher, Vice President of Operations, Civitas 


