BUSINESS LICENSING AND REGULATION
As discussed in the introduction to this report, the Better Together Economic Development Study
is focused on examining the impact that St. Louis City, St. Louis County, and county
municipalities have on our regional economy. A topic that was of high importance to the small
business community is the service and regulatory environment. Many business owners and
entrepreneurs provided feedback on the service aspect of their relationship with the City, County,
or municipality. This information is noted in the community feedback section of this study and
will be further examined in future studies on those particular services, such as public safety and
infrastructure.
However, the most prominent aspect of early discussions with business owners, entrepreneurs,
and merchant groups was the regulatory environment, specifically licensing regulations and
permitting. As this issue was a prevalent topic throughout the community, Better Together
compiled the basic information for obtaining a permit and opening a business in St. Louis City,
St. Louis County, and its 90 municipalities. The compiled data is included in this report and is
also available at www.bettertogetherstl.com.
It is important to note that this information was not compiled to compare municipalities to one
another. Rather, it was meant to take a look at the number of similarities and differences that are
present in the regulation of businesses throughout our region. As you can see, there are
differences in permits required, costs, required paperwork, online availability, and the
organization responsible for carrying out inspections. Similarly, the experiences of business
owners was just as varied. However, two elements emerged as the key factors in determining
whether starting a business was a positive or negative experience: clarity and certainty. Business
owners, whether operating in the City of St. Louis, unincorporated St. Louis County, or a
municipality, expressed either their gratitude for the clear requirements that were provided or
their frustration over the lack of the same.
Specific examples of positive experiences included the online availability of requirements and
forms, as well as a direct contact for questions. Business owners expressed appreciation for
online access to these resources because it allowed them to complete much of the paperwork
outside of business hours and reduced the trips required during the work day. Conversely,
frustrations were expressed at the lack of available online resources, lack of clear requirements,
and multiple trips required in some cases to multiple offices. In the City of St. Louis, one
business owner recounted his frustration with the lack of communication between the License
Collector’s Office and the Collector of Revenue’s Office. Upon further examination, because St.
Louis is a city-not-within-a-county and its charter is 100 years old, the License Collector and the
Collector of Revenue are each independent elected officials and have no obligation to share data,
staff or even philosophy. This underlying structure spawns many of the problems the business
owners described. This disconnect creates an obstacle and confusion, leaving individuals
uncertain and frustrated.
In addition to the individual frustrations that are present in the current structure, the presence of
such a wide variety of licensing regulations, governing bodies, and inspectors is in itself an issue.
First, it can add difficulty to operating more than one business. Most owners we spoke with

shared that if they had to open a second business, it would be so much simpler having gone
through the process and knowing who to contact. The issue with the current structure in the
region is that is only true in some cases where the second business is located in the same city as
the first. Government should make starting a business as easy as possible; the current structure
lends itself to uncertainty and the absence of specific, commonly known requirements for
establishing a business in the St. Louis region is problematic.
This issue is magnified when approaching it from the standpoint of making St. Louis more
attractive to immigrants. St. Louis continues to see neighborhoods revitalized and business
districts thriving as the result of immigration. The Mosaic Project and the International Institute
of St. Louis are pivotal to an increase in immigration. In a short time, the Mosaic Project has
dramatically increased St. Louis’ marketing as a destination for immigrants. Similarly, the
International Institute has assisted thousands of immigrants in gaining employment, accessing
loans to start businesses, and acclimating to a new country. Simple changes can be made to help
support their efforts to attract and retain immigrants including altering the complex scheme of
starting a business here.
As part of Better Together’s outreach on this topic, interpreters were paired with research fellows
as they canvassed Spanish-speaking business owners on Cherokee Street, Chinese entrepreneurs
on Olive Street, and African business owners in the region. In addition, the International
Institute provided further connections to other immigrant business owners who were interviewed.
These conversations served to emphasize the importance of a straightforward and more uniform
regulatory environment for businesses in our region. For example, several owners described the
difficulty of passing along first-hand knowledge of the process of starting a business to others
because many lived in different municipalities and under different rules and requirements. They
explained that this was especially frustrating given the added difficulty of navigating such a
nuanced process with a limited ability to speak English.
SUGGESTIONS FOR MOVING FORWARD
Over the past months, Better Together’s Economic Development Committee has walked through
myriad regulations and requirements for starting a business. It is apparent that the procedures
and regulations are confusing to many business owners. As one owner shared, “a person
shouldn’t feel like they need to have an MBA to start a business in our region.” The frustration
in that statement is a common sentiment shared across the region. Starting a business can be
confusing and it is certainly a challenge, but as a region we should work to reduce unnecessary
barriers. We have several possible scenarios that we feel would do just that.
First, St. Louis City, St. Louis County, and the 90 county municipalities would be well served to
collaborate on ways in which to streamline and make the process for starting a business more
universal in our region. Given the fragmentation in the St. Louis region, we also have
intermediate steps for regional improvement.
The Welcoming Center for New Pennsylvanians has recognized the complexity of starting a
business, particularly in a new city. To address this, they have created a “How to Start a
Business” resource center on their website. An entrepreneur can go to this site and select a short
ten-page guide on requirements for the type of business they would like to start and the location

where they would like to open the business. Each of these resources also provides the key points
of contact and identifies common pitfalls to avoid. Finally, there is also a guide available that
provides resources and information on how a merchant can protect his business and who to
contact for common issues. All of these resources are available at
http://www.welcomingcenter.org/immigrants/start-business or www.bettertogetherstl.com.
Resources like those available at The Welcoming Center serve two purposes. They provide a
blueprint for the St. Louis region, but they also offer a warning. Other cities are competing for
entrepreneurs and immigrants. The regions that grow will do so because of their willingness and
ability to implement business-friendly practices. We must not simply try to measure up to other
regions. We must surpass them.
A simple step would be for every municipality to provide checklists for starting a business.
These resources could be modeled after the materials produced by The Welcoming Center. The
checklists could be improved further if they were also provided in Bosnian, Mandarin, Spanish,
and Vietnamese. We must become the region that other cities want to emulate when looking to
create a welcoming, business-friendly community for residents, whether they have lived here
their whole lives or have recently arrived from other countries. Providing resources that support
business owners and provide clarity is a necessary first step.
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Pasadena Park
Yes. Available at City
Hall but most start
online

Pine Lawn
Richmond
Heights

http://www.richmon
dheights.org/index.
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Sunset Hills

http://www.sunsethills.com/Index.asp
x?page=60

Yes. Available online,
Lori Stone is the
contact person
(lstone@sunsethills.com)
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renewal fee based
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Yes

Yes

$80 inspection fee,
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No
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Yes
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need health
need to provide proof of workers
inspection
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Several types of licenses for various
industries. Fees calculated based
on number of St. Louis employees
for initial license and renewal fee.

Yes

No

No

No

No

Yes, if selling liquor
on premises. Liquor
licesnsing is
operated through
the St. Louis
County Revenue
Office information
available here:
http://revenue.stloui
sco.com/Licensing/
AlcoholicBev.aspx

Yes

No

No

No

Yes

No

Yes, if selling liquor
on premises.
Annual renewal Board of Aldermen meets to
required.
approve the license

Yes

Yes

No

No, detailed
description
included in
applicaiton

No

Yes

No

Yes, if serving
alcohol on premises

Yes

Yes

No

No

No

No

No

Yes, if selling liquor
on the premises

No

No

Yes, need to
depict parking
allotment of
occupancy
permit
application

Yes

No

Yes, if selling liquor
on the premises

No

Yes

$5

Annually

Yes

$126

No

No

Yes

Yes, based on square footage of
business

Annualy

Yes

N/A

No

No, but must
provide owner's
contact
information if
leased property

Yes

Yes

No

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Sycamore Hills

Town &
Country

Twin Oaks

University City

http://www.townandcountry.org/uploads
/Forms/Business%
20License%20for%
20web%202013.pdf

Yes. Application
available online

Yes, based on estimated gross
receipts and square footage
computation

Yes. Available through
City Clerk

$25

Annually. Renewal
must be submitted
30 days before
expiration of current
license. Renewal
fee based on
annual gross
receipts from
previous year's
license fee
computation
formula found in
application
Annually, valid July
1 to June 30.
Renewal fee based
on gross receipts
from previous year

Yes

http://www.ucitymo. Yes. Available through $35 for restaurants, $30 for all Annually, valid May
org/index.aspx?nid Finance Department at other businesses. Renewal fee
1 to April 30
=281
City Hall
based upon annual gross receipts

Yes

http://www.valleypa
rkmo.org/?q=conte
nt/city-clerkYes. Available online,
departmentsubmit to City Hall
business-licenseapplication

Yes

Depends on the
square footage of
the business
location, ranging
from $12 to $30

No

$75

No

Yes.
Yes. Copy of
Certificate of retail
sales tax
tax exempt
certificate
status

Uplands Park

Valley Park

Velda City

Determined based on Estimated
Gross Receipts or Actual Gross
Receipts from previous year

Annually, by
January 1st and
delinquent by
March 1

No

Yes

Provide
number on
application

No, but must
provide MO
Sales Tax
number

No

No, but must
be describe
fully on
application

No

No

Must display license in prominent
location in business
No businesses, but actively seeking
both businesses and space for
businesses.
Photograph of exterior of building
housing business required. Proof of
workers compensation policy
required if more than 3 employees.
Must have Zoning Commission look
at parking space allotment.

Municipality
Website Business
Information
Municipality
Velda Village
Hills
Vinita Park

Is a commercial
occupancy permit
Is a separate
Is an
required? If
Is a
Is a building
Is a fire
Is a copy of Is a copy of
Is a layout
Is a
Is a business license
Does the business
Is there a
Is a copy of
Missouri
letter to
emergency
picture signed lease or inspection
inspection
Missouri Certificate of Is verification describing and/or site plan contact form letter of Is a liquor license
required? Where do
license have to be different from
commercial
Is there a business license fee?
location of
ID
required? (Y/N, required? (Y/N sales tax I.D.
of registration
of space to
intent
you apply for a
renewed? If so,
occupancy permit
settlement
No Tax Due
the business
required? (Y/N
required?
business license
required
Agency, and
including
required?
required? (Y/N)
scale required?
required
business license?
how often?
fee?
required?
(Y/N)
required?
required?
including
application, where
? (Y/N)
Fee)
location)
(Y/N)
(Y/N)
? (Y/N)
(Y/N)
(Y/N)
location)
can it be applied
for?

Yes. Available through
City Hall

Based on gross sales receipts

Annual

Yes

Not specified

Yes

Yes

Yes. Available
through City Hall

Yes

Notes

Background investigation conducted
with occupancy permit.

Vinita Terrace
Various computations, pay the
highest fee from the three
computations provided:
1. Gross receipts: The rate of
Yes. Available through $1.00 per $1,000 of gross receipts
City Clerk, information
Warson Woods
or
fraction thereof during the
Annually
also found in Warson
preceding license year.
Woods city code
2. Occupied space: The rate
of $0.125 per square foot of
occupied space of the business.
3. Flat fee: $100.00.
http://www.webster Yes. Available through
Webster
Minimum
of $35, based upon
Annually, expires
groves.org/index.as Customer Service
Groves
reported gross receipts
on Dec. 31st
px?NID=238
Desk, City Hall
Wellston
May not have a
Westwood
Residential only
license, no businesses
in Westwood
http://www.villageof
wilburpark.com/ordi Yes. Available through
Wilbur Park
nances/title-viVillage Clerk (Neal
$25
businessVohsen)
occupation/
Wildwood
Winchester
Woodson
Terrance

http://www.cityofwil Yes. Available online, Minimum $25
(square footage x
dwood.com/125/Cit
business category rate x
mailed to City Hall
y-Licenses
percentage = amount due)

Annually

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Need evidence of workers
compensation insurance
Yes

No

Yes

Yes
Police background check required

Limited in types of businesses
allowed: bakery, barber shop,
confectionary, beauty shop, office,
deli
Yes

$25

No

No

No

No, just
include
number on
application

No

No

No, space
included on
application

No

No

No

Yes, if selling liquor

