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Chairman O'Neill, Chairman Wheatley and members of the House Finance Committee. My name is Matt 

English, I am the general manager of the Holiday Inn, Hershey/Harrisburg located in Grantville, PA. I am 

testifying today on behalf of the Pennsylvania Restaurant & Lodging Association (PRLA). Contrary to 

other testimony today and letters sent to the committee, the PRLA is the only organization that 

represents the 1,500 hotels, inns, and bed and breakfasts located in the state of PA that employ over 

121,000 Pennsylvanians. The PRLA supports HB 1511, sponsored by Rep. Marguerite Quinn. 

I want to reiterate something that continues to be misrepresented in these hearings. Our industry has 

not nor ever will be opposed to competition in the industry. What we oppose is the fact that these 

on line booking sites, by remitting lesser taxes, profit on the backs of the hotels that are located here and 

employ Pennsylvanians. 

Fritz Smith and Craig Davis did a very good job explaining how this loophole works-so I will not revisit 

the specific details of it, but I will provide another analogy to help clarify what is happening. We call it 

the Best Buy/Sony TV analogy. When Best Buy purchases a television from Sony, they pay (let's say) $80. 

Best Buy then assesses a mark-up to that television and sells to the consumer (let's say) for $100. When 

the consumer purchases that television, Best Buy is remitting sales tax on the $100, because that is the 

retail price of the television. They are NOT remitting sales tax on $80, and if they did, I expect that the 

Dept. of Revenue would respond immediately to that. 

We feel that the loophole utilized by the online travel companies is exactly the same. They are remitting 

hotel occupancy tax on the wholesale amount rather than the retail amount. The problem here is that 

our tax code is not quite in the 2151 century and therefore does not recognize that "mark-up" assessed 

by the on line travel company as taxable. Our tax code was written well before the enormous growth of 

internet commerce, and this situation is another example of the need for modernization in order ensure 

parity. I urge you to go on line and begin to book directly with a hotel through their website, then go to 

an online travel company website and book that same hotel through the third-party site-the price is 

exactly the same. Yet, the hotel is remitting tax on the full retail amount and the online travel company 

is not-how does that make sense? 

The Department of Revenue has told us closing this loophole would bring $20 million in new revenue. 

This legislation would direct that $20 million to statewide tourism promotion-a line-item that has been 

extremely neglected over the past few years. In the last two years, the line item has been funded at $4 

million compared to $70 million in NY and $21 million in Virginia. PRLA commissioned a study that shows 

if we increase the tourism line-item, it would be a three-to-one return on investment for every dollar 

spent. Currently, that $20 million that the state is not seeing because of a loophole is going to the 

marketing efforts of billion-dollar out-of-state companies who are using profits made on the backs of 

the hotels in the state to make even more money for themselves. This legislation would direct that $20 



million to the statewide tourism office to promote Pennsylvania and bring more visitors to the 

Commonwealth, which will generate more tax revenue for the state and more economic opportunities 

for its residents. 

Finally, I want to address some of the comments made in previous testimony. This bill is not a tax on 

travel agents, as is being insinuated. Travel agents receive a commission from hotels. They are not 

assessing a service fee. If there is a concern from true travel agents in the Commonwealth, not online 

travel companies, we would be happy to address those concerns. There has also been a comment that 

independent hotels would be hurt by this legislation-that is also a misnomer. Independent hotels 

certainly use on line booking sites, similar to the way any other hotels do. This legislation will not hurt 

their ability to sell rooms unless the on line travel company refuses to list the hotel anymore-which 

hurts the on line travel company that profits from the sale as much as the hotel. 

I urge you to recognize this legislation for exactly what it is-ensuring a level playing field. Currently, in

state hotels are at a disadvantage to these billion-dollar companies that utilize a loophole in the code to 

profit themselves. This legislation ensures consistency by assessing tax on the retail cost of ALL hotel 

rooms, whether booked through an on line travel company of directly with the hotel. Please support this 

commonsense legislation and Pennsylvania businesses. 




