


Short-Term Rentals Continue to Grow

Short-Term Rentals (STRs) have become an important segment of Sonoma
County’s lodging market. With the introduction of online booking platforms such
as Airbnb and Vrbo, consumer access to private lodging options has become
seamless. These platforms, combined with increasing consumer demand for
flexible and experience-oriented travel, has spurred the expansion of the STR
market. Another contributor to the rise in STR popularity was the pandemic,
when consumers were prioritizing social distancing and locations with low
population density.

In Unincorporated Sonoma County, there are more than 850 active STR
permits, with additional applications under review (Permit Sonoma 2026). STRs
are especially attractive for those looking to stay in the coastal, wine country,
and rural regions encompassed in the unincorporated area. STRs are also a
fixture in incorporated cities of the county, with each city managing its own
permitting process.

The characteristics of STRs and traditional hotels differ. While STR occupancy
remains below those of hotels, STR operators can generate strong revenue per
available room (RevPAR) due to higher nightly rates, larger property sizes, and
premium location offerings. RevPAR is calculated by multiplying average daily
room rate (ADR) by occupancy rate and is commonly used to evaluate lodging
performance.

Figure 10: Sonoma County Hotels Post Higher Figure 11: Sonoma County STRs Post Higher
Occupancy Rates in 2025 RevPar in 2025
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Friction with Short-Term Rentals

The growth in STRs, spurred by online platforms, has created competition in the
lodging market. Research into the relationship between Airbnb growth and hotel
performance found that increases in STR supply were associated with modest
declines in hotel room revenue (Zervas et al. 2017). The hotels most vulnerable
to this dynamic were lower-end hotels and those not catering to business travel.

In addition to their effect on hotel performance, STRs take up housing stock and
disperse visitors into neighborhoods and communities. This causes concern for
neighborhood character, respect from visitors, and increasing home prices. As a
result, jurisdictions throughout Sonoma County have adopted regulations on
STRs.

Table 2: STR Regulations Vary by City

Business Zoning Use ADU

. . . N
License? Permit? Permit? Rental? otes

Jurisdiction

e *Use Permit required for
6+ bedrooms.
e A property owner may
Unincorporated Ves Ves Vesk No only have 1 licensed STR
Sonoma County at a time.
e STRs are only allowed in
certain locations and
zones.

e *Only non-hosted STRs
in commercial zoning
districts need a Use
Permit.

e Non-hosted STRs are
allowed within
commercial zones upon
approval of a planning
application for Plot Plan
Review.

Cloverdale Yes No Yes* No

e STRs are only allowed in
Healdsburg Yes No Yes* No commerical zoning
districts with Use Permit.
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Business Zoning Use ADU

s : \ : \
Jurisdiction P Permit? Dermits Rentar> -
Petaluma Yes Certificate No No
Cotati N/A N/A N/A N/A * Does not have a STR
program.
¢ Only hosted single
Rohnert Park N/A N/A N/A No room rentals are
allowed.
Yes & -
Business e The city is currently not

Santa Rosa Tax No No No accepting applications
for non-hosted STRs.

Certificate
e *Hosted STRs rented
more than 30 days per
Sebastopol Yes Yes* Yes* Yes* year, hosted rentals in

ADU, or Non-Hosted
STRs require Use
Permit.

e *New applications are
only accepted for STRs
involving the adaptive
reuse of a historic

Sonoma Yes* No Yes* No structure. Existing,
licensed STRs are
required to meet the
updated operating
standards.

e With a license, hosted
and non-hosted STRs
are allowed in certain

Windsor Yes No Yes No commercial districts
and hosted STRs are
allowed in residential
districts.

Source: Permit Sonoma 2025; City Websites 2025
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Looking Ahead: The Projected Path for Tourism

Travel Spending Projected to Grow Steadily

A recent forecast by Tourism Economics projects that visitor spending into
California will grow 3.5% in 2026, surpassing the modest 1.3% growth in 2025.
Domestic travel expenditure is expected to remain the primary driver of growth
in the next few years, while international travel spending is anticipated to
account for a larger share towards the end of the decade.

Low consumer sentiment has the potential to dampen discretionary travel
spending. In May 2026, the University of Michigan Consumer Sentiment Index
fell to 44.8, a historic low that reflects national household concerns surrounding
inflation, fuel prices, and persistent economic uncertainty. However, national
travel surveys indicate that leisure travel remains a priority spend for many
households, pointing to the fact that that domestic tourism demand will remain
steady.

While demand for leisure stays will likely experience continued baseline growth,
travelers are confronting cost concerns by prioritizing shorter regional trips and
drive-market destinations. Sonoma County is well positioned to capture demand
from domestic markets due to its accessibility to major Northern California
population centers. Further, the region is well positioned within the luxury
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Vistation Projected to Increase Modestly

Overall visitation to California is projected to increase 1.8% in 2026, continuing
its rate of modest growth. International visitation, which declined in 2025, is
expected to rebound 2.7% in 2026.

San Francisco and Los Angeles are host cities for the 2026 FIFA World Cup,
which is projected to provide a boost in both domestic and international
visitation. Sonoma County may experience spillover visitation due to its
proximity to San Francisco.

While the FIFA World Cup has the
potential to bring more
international visitors to the
region, domestic visitation is
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Figure 13: International Visitation to California
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Diversification in Regional Offerings is Crucial

As consumer preferences evolve, it is important that Sonoma County’s travel
industry diversifies beyond traditional wine tourism. Sonoma County Tourism’s
“This is Wine County” campaigns reflects this effort to showcase the region’s
varied visitor experiences, including outdoor recreation, wellness, culinary, arts
and culture, and coastal tourism.

Leveraging Sonoma County’s geographic diversity, hospitality, and experiential
tourism offerings will help the region remain a competitive destination as alcohol
consumption patterns shift nationally.
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