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Washington State law (RCW 18.27) requires local juris-
dictions to verify registration of contractors who will be 
performing work for which building permits with a value 
of more than $5,000 are obtained. In Seattle, the Seattle 
Department of Construction and Inspections (SDCI) is 
the agency responsible for issuing building permits and 
for verifying contractor registration. 

Verification is defined as the receipt and duplication of 
the contractor's registration card that is current on its 
face, checking the state's registration database, or call-
ing the Washington State Department of Labor and In-
dustries (1-800-647-0982) for confirmation. The license 
must be valid as of the date of permit issuance.  

The simplest means of complying with this regulation is 
for the contractor to bring his/her license to SDCI at the 
time of permit application or issuance.  When the permit 
applicant is the owner, architect, agent, etc., rather than 
the contractor, and a contractor has been hired, the ap-
plicant may present a notarized copy of the contractor’s 
license as verification.

At the time the building permit is issued, the contrac-
tor registration number will be noted on the permit, and 
written notice will be provided to the permit applicant 
informing them of contractor registration laws.

The Washington State Department of Labor and Indus-
tries is responsible for enforcing the contractor registra-
tion law.  The City must comply with the law or be liable 
for significant penalties.  

Registering as a Contractor
To register as a contractor, call the Washington State 
Department of Labor and Industries at 1-800-647-
0982 or visit their website at http://www.lni.wa.gov/
TradesLicensing/Contractors/HowReg/default.asp.

Finding a Registered Contractor
To find a registered contractor, call the Washington State 
Department of Labor and Industries at 1-800-647-0982 
or search their online contractor database at 
https://fortress.wa.gov/lni/bbip.

Working with Contractors
For information on legal requirements for contractors, 
learning about specific contractors, avoiding lien prob-
lems, and hiring and working with contractors, see the 
attached Washington State Department of Labor and 
Industries' publication, "Hiring a Contractor or Remod-
eler."

 

LEGAL DISCLAIMER:  This Tip should not be used as a substitute 
for codes and regulations.  The applicant is responsible for compli-
ance with all code and rule requirements, whether or not described 
in this Tip.
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Links to electronic versions of SDCI Tips, Director's 
Rules, and the Seattle Municipal Code are avail-
able on the "Tools & Resources" page of our website 
at www.seattle.gov/sdci.  Paper copies of these 
documents, as well as additional regulations, are 
available from our Public Resource Center, located on 
the 20th floor of Seattle Municipal Tower at 700 Fifth 
Avenue in downtown Seattle, (206) 684-8467.

Access to Information





Hiring a Contractor 
or Remodeler: 

What you should know
F625-084-000  [05/2003]

Do your homework
While the law provides some protection from fraudulent or incompetent 
contractors, it doesn’t guarantee honest transactions or perfect performance. 
If you’re planning to hire a contractor or remodeler, shop smart and do your homework. 

Generally, work that “adds to or subtracts from real estate” requires a registered contractor. 
Businesses that provide services such as gutter cleaning, pruning, lawn care or window 
washing do not need to be registered. 

What does the law require?
In Washington, all contractors who perform work, advertise or submit bids or proposals in 
this state must be registered with the Department of Labor and Industries, post a bond and 
carry general liability insurance coverage. 

n  A general contractor must maintain a $12,000 bond. A specialty contractor, such 
as a painter, must maintain a $6,000 bond. Dissatisfied consumers may pursue 
restitution with civil action in Superior Court against a contractor’s bond. 

n  All registered contractors must carry general 
liability insurance coverage ($50,000 property 
damage and $200,000 public liability or 
$250,000 combined single limit).

n  Contractors are also required to have a current business license. If the contractor has 
employees, he or she must have a federal employer identification number (EIN) and 
industrial insurance. (The identification number is optional for a sole proprietorship 
with no employees.) 

n  A contractor is required to provide a disclosure statement to the consumer/
property owner for a residential project with a projected cost of $1,000 or 
more, and a commercial project of $1,000 to $60,000.

Except for the licensing of electricians and certification of plumbers, there isn’t a 
competency test to become a contractor in Washington State. 

Informed, cautious consumers can better protect 
their nancial investment. This brochure will give 
you some tips on hiring a contractor or remodeler.
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Get answers 
Visit L&I’s Construction Compliance web site at www.LNI.wa.gov/scs/contractors/, contact 
your local L&I office or call the toll-free contractor registration hotline (1-800-647-0982) to 
learn: 

n  If a contractor is currently registered. 

n  How long the contractor has been registered. 

n  If action against the contractor’s bond is pending or has been taken in the past.

n  Other business names under which a contractor may have operated.

n  Whether a contractor has industrial insurance coverage for his or her employees.

Before you hire a contractor or remodeler:
1. Plan your project carefully. If you know what you want done and can clearly explain 

it, you’re less likely to misunderstand instructions or encounter cost overruns. 

2. Interview several 
qualified 
registered 
contractors and 
solicit written bids.  

3. Verify potential contractors’ registration online at: 
www.LNI.wa.gov/contractors/contractor.asp, 
by phone at 1-800-647-0982 or by contacting your 
local L&I office. 

4. Ask for references and then check them out. If 
possible, view the work, interview the homeowner 
and visit a site with work in progress.

5. Ask for references of suppliers that the contractor 
works with and check out his or her payment record.

6. Evaluate all the aspects of the bids, including the scope of work, warranties, 
references, time frames and price.

7. Request the contractor post a performance bond for the entire cost of the project 
if it is more than $6,000. 

8. Try to anticipate problems and inconveniences, such as cost overruns or cleanup, 
and come to agreement with your contractor on how they will be handled before 
he or she begins work. 

Look for the contractor registration number in advertisements for 
contractors. The law requires this number to be included in all 
advertisements, including business cards and the Yellow Pages.

Smart 
consumers 
ask 
questions 
and track 
progress
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Once you have chosen a contractor or remodeler:
1. Obtain a written contract that includes price, payment terms, sales tax, permit fees 

(if applicable), the specific work to be performed, materials to be used, warranties 
and payment schedules. It is also a good idea to include change-order processes, final 
review and sign-off procedures and cleanup.

2. Ask for a disclosure statement prior to work starting. Sample disclosure statements 
are available on the L&I web site and at local L&I offices.

3. Make frequent inspections and consult your local building department about 
required permits. Make sure that all permits are in place and that inspections are 
in order.

4. When advancing money for materials, it may be possible to make checks payable to 
both the contractor and the supply house. 

5. Put all change orders in writing and ask questions as work progresses. Avoid verbal 
contracts, and be very cautious about paying for incomplete work. 

Be wary of contractors who:
n Provide credentials or references that can’t be verified.

n Offer a special price only if you sign today, or use other high-pressure 
sales techniques.

n Only accept cash, require large deposits or the entire costs up front, or ask 
you to make the payment in their name.

n Do not provide a written contract or complete bid.

n Ask you to pick up the building permit. In most instances, the contractor 
is required to take out the permits. Permits are your protection and help 
ensure that work will meet local building codes.

n Offer exceptionally long warranties. 

n Want to do most or all the work on weekends and after-hours.

n Give you an offer that sounds “too good to be true.”

Report fraudulent 
contractors 

by calling 
1-888-811-5974 

or by visiting 
www.LNI.wa.gov/fraud

Protect yourself with permits
Manufactured/Mobile Home Permits - L&I has statewide responsibility for approving 
plans and inspecting both new and altered manufactured/mobile homes and recreational 
vehicles for safety. For more information www.LNI.wa.gov/scs/fas

Building Permits – Contact your local county or city building department.

Electrical Permits – L&I performs most inspections throughout the state, but some cities 
do their own electrical inspections. For more information, go to www.LNI.wa.gov/scs/electrical



If you have requested lien release documents, 
avoid making nal payment until you have received 
a lien release from suppliers and contractors.
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Avoid lien problems
Ask for the disclosure statement that advises consumers about lien releases.

If any supplier of materials, worker or subcontractor is not paid, a lien may be filed against 
your property to force you to pay. You could pay twice for the same work. Or worse, an 
unpaid lien could lead to foreclosure on your home. (For remodeling projects, liens can 
only be filed for the amount left unpaid to the general contractor.) 

If you receive a “notice of intent” to file a lien on 
your property, ask your general contractor to provide 
you with lien release documents from the supplier or 
subcontractor who has sent this notice. 

The contractor is required to provide you with more information about lien release 
documents if you request it. 

This document is available in other formats to accommodate persons with disabilities. For assistance, call 1-800-LISTENS 
(1-800-547-8367). (TDD users, please call 360-902-5797.) Labor and Industries is an Equal Opportunity Employer.
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Local service center phone numbers:

Region 3: 
Bremerton: 360-415-4000 
Port Angeles: 360-417-2700 
Tacoma: 253-596-3800

Region 6: 
Colville: 509-684-7417 
Pullman: 509-334-5296 
Spokane: 509-324-2600

Region 2: 
Bellevue: 425-990-1400 
Seattle: 206-515-2800 
Tukwila: 206-835-1000

Region 5: 
East Wenatchee: 
509-886-6500
Kennewick: 509-735-0100 
Moses Lake: 509-764-6900 
Okanogan: 509-826-7345 
Walla Walla: 509-527-4437 
Yakima: 509-454-3700

Region 1: 
Bellingham: 360-647-7300 
Everett: 425-290-1300 
Mt. Vernon: 360-416-3000

Region 4: 
Aberdeen: 360-533-8200 
Longview: 360-575-6900 
Tumwater: 360-902-5799 
Vancouver: 360-896-2300

More consumer resources:

Ofce of the Attorney General, www.wa.gov/ago/consumer/
Consumer Line 1-800-692-5082, TDD users, call 1-800-276-9883 

Better Business Bureau, www.bbb.org 
206-431-2222 (Western Washington) www.thelocalbbb.com, 
509-838-3841 (Eastern Washington)

State Ofce of Manufactured Housing, a division of the Ofce of Trade and 
Economic Development (OTED): 1-800-964-0852 for consumer complaints about 
manufactured homes. The Office of Manufactured Housing handles complaints on home 
defects, warranties and other homeowner issues.


