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Introduction 
If you’re not a resident of the USA, but you receive money via a US distributor such as Smashwords 
or Amazon, your US earnings are subject to a 30% withholding by the IRS. There’s a good chance 
that your country has a reciprocal tax treaty with the US, allowing for reduced (or even zero) 
withholding. But to take advantage of a treaty, you first need to obtain an ITIN (Individual Taxpayer 
Identification Number) from the IRS. This document describes the process of obtaining an ITIN 
and submitting it to your distributor. 

The process will cost you time and money. Before you go ahead, consider whether or not it will be 
worthwhile for you. As an example: taking into account the estimated costs and what the savings 
might be, based on my personal tax rate and the withholding rate in our tax treaty, I calculated that 
I’d only recover the costs if my royalties were at least $1,000. Your specific numbers will be different, 
of course. 

If you do decide to go ahead, my experience may shed some light on the process. 

Note: this document is based on applying from New Zealand, with Smashwords as distributor. Some 
of the details will be different when applying from other countries and/or with a different 
distributor, but the process should be broadly similar. Dollar amounts are in New Zealand dollars. 

Applying for an ITIN 
You’ll need: 
• Identification 
• A letter from your distributor (referred to as “withholding agent” by the IRS) 
• A copy of the IRS form W-7 

1. Identification 
The simplest form of identification to use is your passport. You need a notarised copy, and an 
apostille certificate. 

Get a photocopy of the inside cover of your passport, showing your photograph and personal details. 
You now need to get this certified as a true copy by a Notary Public. 

Consulting a notary public is likely to be the most expensive part of the process. In countries like 
Britain and New Zealand, unlike in the US, notaries public are typically barristers, and charge 
accordingly. If you’re interested in the background to this, Wikipedia has an article on the subject: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Notary_public 

To find a notary, use the Yellow Pages, do a web search for the local notaries’ society, or check the 
web site of your nearest US consulate. However you find a notary, I recommend you check the list of 
notaries on the consulate’s web site, as you want to be sure to use a notary recognised by the USA. 

Some notaries list their charges on their web sites. If they don’t, ask for a quotation.  

I chose a high-profile senior barrister, who quoted $90 +GST for straightforward document 
authorisation. When I made an appointment with his secretary, she confirmed the rate. I made sure 
to arrive on time (in fact I was slightly early), with my passport and copy readily to hand, and I was in 
the office barely long enough to leave an indentation in the chair. Afterwards, when I went to pay, he 
came out of his office and announced that he wouldn’t charge! I can’t guarantee that you’ll have a 
similar experience, but being organised can only help. 



Now you need to have your notarised copy authenticated. You have two choices for this: 

• Use the authentification service of your nearest consulate, as described on their web site. 
• Submit your notarised copy to whichever government authority issued your passport. They will 

attach an apostille certificate. 
 

I chose the second option, as it was simpler and a little cheaper. In New Zealand, the passport 
issuing authority is the Department of Internal Affairs. Details are here: 
http://www.dia.govt.nz/diawebsite.nsf/wpg_URL/Services-Apostille-Certification-Index 

The charge was $32. 

2. Letter from your Withholding Agent 
From the instructions: “A signed letter or document from the withholding agent, on official 
letterhead, showing your name and evidencing that an ITIN is required to make distributions to you 
during the current tax year that are subject to IRS information reporting or federal tax withholding.” 

To apply for a letter from Smashwords, go here: https://www.smashwords.com/account/payee 

3. Form W-7 
Download the form here: http://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-pdf/fw7.pdf 

Download the instructions: http://www.irs.gov/instructions/iw7/ 

Navigating this form is not an easy matter. The same form is used for several different taxpayer 
situations, which has made it quite complex. Be careful to follow the IRS instructions.  

 
General notes on filling out the form 

• Be sure to use US format for dates, i.e. MM/DD/YYYY 
• “Check” is what in New Zealand we would call a “tick” 
• (From the instructions) “Enter N/A (not applicable) on all lines that do not apply to you. Do 

not leave any lines blank.” 
 
 

Notes on specific sections 

“Reason you are submitting Form W-7” 
• Check box a. 
• Also check box h. On the dotted line next to box h, enter “Exception 1d-royalties”. Below box 

h, enter the name of the treaty country and treaty article number. E.g. “New Zealand. Treaty 
Article Number 12.” 

 

How to find the Article Number: 
• Look for your country here: 

http://www.irs.gov/businesses/international/article/0,,id=96739,00.html 
• Open the file for your country. E.g. for New Zealand: http://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-

trty/newzld.pdf 
• Search for the Article relating to royalties. For New Zealand, this is Article 12. 
 



Question 2, Mailing Address: The instructions for this are a little confusing: 

“If the U.S. Postal Service will not deliver mail to your physical location, enter the U.S. Postal 
Service’s post office box number for your mailing address. Contact your local U.S. Post Office for 
more information. Do not use a post office box owned and operated by a private firm or company.” 

This seems to refer only to addresses within the US (as obviously the USPS won’t be delivering to a 
New Zealand address). I just used my NZ mailing address, which happens to be a PO Box number. 

 

The remaining questions are reasonably straightforward. Remember to follow the instructions from 
http://www.irs.gov/instructions/iw7/index.html. 

Question 6c: If you don’t have a US visa, enter N/A. 

Question 6d: “document” Check the box for “passport”. Be sure to fill in Issued By, the document’s 
ID Number, and expiration date. For “Entry date in US” enter N/A. 

Question 6g: enter N/A 

 

Sending your application 

Attach to the completed W-7 form: 
• Your notarised document with its apostille certificate 
• The letter from Smashwords/Amazon/your distributor 
 

Send the documents to the postal address listed on http://www.irs.gov/instructions/iw7/ch01.html  

I suggest you attach a short covering letter listing the documents enclosed as well as giving your email 
address and other contact details (I mentioned the relevant time difference in my letter, as I didn’t 
want to be receiving phone calls at three in the morning). I chose to send my application via courier, 
which cost a little more ($25), but gave me some peace of mind. 

Now wait and hope. The IRS say to allow six weeks; longer at peak times. My ITIN took 
approximately six weeks to arrive. 

Using your ITIN 
When you’ve received your ITIN, you need to notify your distributor of it. You do this using form 
W8-BEN. This form is blissfully simple in comparison with form W-7. 

Download the form: http://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-pdf/fw8ben.pdf 

Instructions for the form: http://www.irs.gov/instructions/iw8ben/index.html 

Notes on filling out the W8-BEN 

Part I 

(Assuming you’re applying as an individual, not a company) 
Q1. Your name  
Q2. N/A 
Q3.  Check “Individual” 
Q4. This must be a physical address, not a PO Box 
Q5. Your mailing address if different from above (may be a PO  Box) 
Q6. Fill in your precious ITIN and check the box for “SSN or ITIN” 



Q7. Enter your local taxpayer number; in New Zealand this is the IRD number 
Q8. This is to help your distributor identify you. For Smashwords, enter your Smashwords screen 

name or email address. 
 

Part II 

Q9. Check box a, and enter the country of your tax treaty (e.g. New Zealand). Also check box b. 
Q10. Blank, unless your country’s treaty lists different rates for different types of royalties (it’s blank 

for New Zealand). 
 

Part III - do not use 

Part IV Sign and date (remember to use the MM/DD/YY format). In “Capacity in which acting”, 
write “beneficial owner” 

Mail this to your distributor. For Smashwords, the address is here: 
https://www.smashwords.com/about/taxforms 

While you’re waiting for Smashwords to process your letter, you can enter your ITIN here: 
https://www.smashwords.com/account/payee 

 

Good luck! Now you can get on with writing the next book. 


