
tate and local governments are
focusing on stricter enforcement and
higher fees to meet their budget shortfalls.
At the same time, the owners and man-
agers of many power washing distribu-
tors and contractors are discovering just
how much government services cost their
business operationsÐand how many of
those increasingly more expensive licens-
es and permits they do not have.

Yes, almost every business, even home-
based businesses, face not only higher
government taxes and fees, but find that
they must bring their operations into com-
pliance with those local and state rules
and regulations. Failure to comply, even
unknowingly, can stop a startup operation
before it beginsÐor result in the closing of
an ongoing power washing business.
Business Licenses and Permits

Embroiled in the day-to-day battle to
keep your power washing business 
profitable, it is easy to ignore the need for
licenses and permits. Health department
inspections, approval, and permits are
necessary for a restaurant to operate, and
liquor, wine, and beer licenses are manda-
tory for businesses in the hospitality in-
dustry. But, what about your own business?

The lack of proper licenses and permits
can often be attributed to ignorance. Who,
after all, could ever imagine that so many
government agencies were interested in

your business? Unfortunately, the lack of
proper licenses and expenses is a mistake
that can come back to haunt youÐespe-
cially now that many state and local gov-
ernments are looking more closely at the
revenue generated by licenses and permits.

Consider a few of the most common
licenses and permits youÐand your
power washing business may need:

A LICENSE TO USE YOUR NAME. If
you operate your business under a name
other than your own, you might be
required by the county, city, or state to 
register your fictitious name. In other
words, while John Doe, Power Washer,
is acceptable, if you want your busi-
ness to be known as Doe's Power Wash-
ing or SuperClean Power Equipment, a
license for a fictitious business name
may be required.

Procedures for doing this vary among
states. In many states, all you have to do
is go to the county office and pay a reg-
istration fee to the county clerk. In other
states, you have to publish a fictitious
name notice ad in a local newspaper for
a certain length of time. Your local bank
may also require a fictitious name certificate
to open a business account for you.

In most states, corporations are not
required to file fictitious business names
unless the corporation does business
under names other than their own.
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Incorporation documents have the
same effect for corporate businesses
as fictitious name filings do for sole
proprietorships and partnerships.

A LICENSE FOR YOUR BUSINESS.
Even a power washing equipment
dealer operating in a business dis-
trict usually requires a business
license. A business license essen-
tially grants you the right (after the
payment of a fee, of course) to oper-
ate in that city. When you file your
license application with the city's
business license department, the
city's planning or zoning depart-
ment will usually check to ensure that
your area is zoned for the purpose
you want to use it for.

That's right, no dealer or con-
tractor can have a fixed location in
an area that is not zoned for your
type of operation unless they first get
a variance or conditional-use permit.
Ordinarily, to get a zoning vari-
ance, you'll need to present your
case before the planning commission
in your city. In most cases, such
variances are fairly easy to get, as
long as it can be shown that your
business won't disrupt the charac-
ter of the neighborhood where you
plan to locate.

A PERMIT FOR YOUR SIGN.
Some cities and municipalities have
ordinances that restrict the size, loca-
tion, and sometimes the lighting and
type of sign you can use outside
your business. Landlords may also
impose their own restrictions; they are
likely to be most stringent in a mall.

COUNTY PERMITS. County gov-
ernments often require essentially the
same types of permits and licenses
as cities. A power washing busi-
ness or distributorship operating
outside a city's or town's jurisdiction,
may face county restrictions.
Fortunately, county regulations are
usually not as strict as those of
adjoining cities.

STATE LICENSES. In many states,
people in certain occupations must
have licenses or occupational permits.
Often, they must pass state exami-
nations before they can get these
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permits and conduct business. State
licenses are usually required for auto
mechanics, plumbers, electricians,
building contractors, and anyone
providing personal services such as
barbers, cosmetologists, doctors, and
nurses. State government offices can
provide a complete list of occupations
that require licensing. (Editor's note:
Even if your state does not require licens-
ing, remember that your level of profes-
sionalism affects the public's perception of
the industry as a whole. People will spend
money on what they perceive to be a good
value, but often forget that lowest price does
not always equal the best value.)

FEDERAL LICENSES. Most
power washing distributors and
contractors do not have to worry
about federal licenses. After all,
only a few types of businesses 
require federal licenses, including
meat processors, radio and TV 
stations, and investment advisory 
services. The Federal Trade Commis-
sion can tell you if your business
requires a federal license.

FIRE DEPARTMENT PERMITS. If
your power washing business uses
any flammable materials, you may
need a permit from your fire depart-
ment. A fire department permit may
also be required if your business
premises are open to the public.

While most fire departments
require a permit before a business

opens its doors, others don't re-
quire permits, but simply schedule
periodic inspections of your busi-
ness to see whether you meet fire
safety regulations. 

ENVIRONMENTAL PERMITS.
If your power washing business
burns any materials, discharges any-
thing into the sewer or waterways, or
uses products that produce gas (such
as paint sprayers), a special permit
from a city or county department
that works to control air and water pol-
lution may be necessary.

Environmental protection regu-
lations may also require you to get ap-
proval before doing any construction
or remodeling. Check with your state
environmental protection agency
regarding federal or state regula-
tions that may apply to your business.

BECOMING AN OFFICIAL
GOVERNMENT TAX COLLEC-
TOR. Even before your doors open
for business, the operation must
register to collect sales tax by 
applying for a sale permit for each
separate place of business you 
have within the taxing jurisdiction.
A license or permit is important
because in some states it is a 
criminal offense to undertake 
sales without one. In fact, a con-
tractor or distributor who fails 
to collectÐand remitÐsales 
taxes, can be held liable for the

uncollected amounts or amounts
not paid over.

Sales taxes are imposed at the
retail level by state and even some
local governments. It is important for
every power washing contractor
and distributorship owner or man-
ager to know the rules in the states
and localities where they operate. 

An out-of-state equipment or
supplies retailer, such as a mail
order seller, who ships and sells
goods in another state, must be
especially careful. While there is a
movement afoot to make the col-
lection of sales taxes mandatory
regardless of the proximity of the
buyer and seller, thus far collecting
sales taxes on sales made to custo-
mers in another sales tax jurisdiction
remain largely unregulated.

AND, THEN THERE ARE
ªTHOSEº TAXES. Every power
washing business must have a tax-
payer identification number so that
the Internal Revenue Service can
process the operation's tax return.
There are two types of identification
numbers: a Social Security number
and an Employee Identification
number (EIN).

The EIN is used to identify the 
tax accounts of sole proprietors, 
corporations, partnerships, and 
other business entities. You need
an EIN if you have employees or
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operate the business as a partner-
ship or corporation.

An EIN can be obtained by 
mail, phone or even via the Internet.
Form SS-4 (Application for Em-
ployee Identification Number) is
used when mailing.
Offsetting License and Permit Costs

The fees paid for licenses and
permits that must be renewed on an
annual basis are generally tax
deductible in the year paid. However,
under our federal income tax laws,
many of those licenses, permits, or
other rights granted by a govern-
mental unit or agency are considered
to be a Section 197 intangible asset.

As an intangible asset, the longer-
lived licenses, permits, and rights
are generally amortized or written-off
over a 15-year period. Fortunately, in
addition to annual licenses, an excep-
tion exists for so-called ªde minimisº
expenditures for intangible assets,
generally amounts under $5,000.

Similarly, although legal fees are
generally immediately tax deductible,
the deductibility tests are substan-
tially the same as those other busi-
ness expenses and preclude a current
deduction for a legal expense
incurred in the acquisition of capi-
tal assetsÐunless of course they fall
within the ªde minimisº exception.
In other words, the cost of legal
assistance to obtain those neededÐ
or overlookedÐpermits, licenses
and even zoning variances become
a part of that intangible asset and
must be capitalized and amortized.

While many pressure cleaning
businesses face tougher government
enforcement and higher fees for
government services and licenses, the
good news is that it is not difficult
to bring your business into compli-
ance. After all, those local and state
governments want your business
to operate and badly need both the
taxes you pay on your profits and the
fees required to operate it.

Working under the name of Cricket
Communications, Inc., Mark E. Battersby
is a tax and financial advisor, writer, and
lecturer in suburban Philadelphia.CT
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