
CITY OF SAN MATEO

1
4
6
5

CITY OF SAN MATEO

Agenda Report

City Hall
330 W. 20th Avenue
San Mateo CA 94403

www.cityofsanmateo.org

Agenda Number:  {{item.number}} Section Name: {{section.name}} File ID: {{item.tracking_number}}

TO: City Council

FROM: Drew Corbett, City Manager

PREPARED BY: City Manager's Office

MEETING DATE: June 15, 2020 

SUBJECT:
Voter Opinion Survey on Potential Transient Occupancy Tax Ballot Measure – Update

RECOMMENDATION:
Receive an informational report about the results of a voter opinion survey on the feasibility of a measure to increase the 
City's transient occupancy tax rate and provide direction on whether to proceed with a measure on the November 2020 
ballot.

BACKGROUND:
The City is finalizing its fiscal year 2020-21 budget, which currently anticipates a General Fund deficit of $7.8 million. 
The City is also facing an ongoing structural deficit that has been exacerbated by the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. To 
address the structural deficit, the City developed a fiscal sustainability plan that outlines several measures to reduce 
expenditures, including reducing budgeted staffing costs. In addition, the City Council has directed staff to explore 
potential revenue enhancement measures to address the City’s long-term financial forecast. 

The City hired the independent firm True North Research to conduct a voter opinion survey on the feasibility of possible 
revenue enhancement measures that could be placed on the November 2020 ballot. Staff from the Finance Department 
and City Manager’s Office worked closely with True North Research President Dr. Timothy McLarney in considering the 
feasibility of several possible measures and drafting the voter opinion survey.  

Based on direction from City Council, the voter opinion survey focused on gauging voter support for increasing the City’s 
TOT rate from 12% to 14%, which is expected to generate $1.0 million in additional annual revenue.  A TOT increase would 
not raise taxes for residents of San Mateo, as TOT is paid by those who rent a room at a hotel, motel, or vacation rental. All 
of the additional TOT revenues would be constitutionally protected to remain under the City’s control. A TOT measure is a 
general tax, which requires a simple majority of voter approval to pass.

The survey was issued between May 19th and 29th in English and Spanish to about 850 registered voters who are likely to 
participate in the November 2020 election. A full report on the survey results is provided in Attachment 1.  The survey was 
designed to poll voters’ initial reaction to the proposed TOT increase, as well as gauge support after participants learn 
more about the impacts of the measure. Survey participants also provided input on what types of services and projects 
they felt most strongly about funding with the potential increased revenue. 

Support for a TOT increase was 64% based solely on the ballot language and increased to 72% when participants learned 
more about the proposed measure. Based on these results, there is strong evidence that the Council should consider 
placing a measure to increase the City’s TOT rate to 14% on the November 2020 ballot. 

When presented with services that could be funded by the TOT measure, voters were most interested in using additional 
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funds to maintain streets and repair potholes, provide fire protection and emergency services, and maintain parks and 
recreation facilities. Survey participants were also asked to identify the biggest issue facing San Mateo that they would like 
the City to address. Among those who responded to the open-ended question, top responses were related to traffic 
congestion, housing affordability, growth and development, and maintenance of infrastructure including streets and 
sidewalks. These results were similar to the responses of those who participated in a general Community Survey that was 
issued prior to the COVID-19 pandemic in late January and early February.   

Dr. McLarney will present the results of the Voter Opinion Survey on Transient Occupancy Tax during the meeting. Council 
is asked to provide direction on whether the City should proceed with placing a tax measure on the November 2020 ballot.

BUDGET IMPACT:
Increasing the City’s TOT rate from 12% to 14% would provide approximately $1.0 million in additional revenue per year. 
General Fund revenue assumptions in the proposed 2020-21 budget do not reflect the impact of an increase in the TOT 
rate.  

ENVIRONMENTAL DETERMINATION:
This informational item is not a project subject to CEQA, because it can be seen with certainty that it will not cause a 
physical change in the environment. (Public Resources Code Section 21065.)

NOTICE PROVIDED
All meeting noticing requirements were met.

ATTACHMENTS
Att 1 - Voter Opinion Survey on Transient Occupancy Tax Feasibility 

STAFF CONTACT
Samantha Weigel, Communications Manager
sweigel@cityofsanmateo.org
(650) 522-7005


