12. CITY MANAGER
a. Informational Items
i. Tourist Development Council (TDC) Updates
1. Statistics
2. Joint TDC-County Commission Meeting, 2:00
p.m., Tuesday, December 2nd
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In Lee County, fall in the air; tourists aren't

September numbers off 21 percent

BY LAURA RUANE
lruane@news-press.com

September — typically a dismal month for local tourism — outdid itself this year, yielding an
estimated Lee County visitor decline of more than 21 percent.

No one seemed surprised, especially in light of the nation’s economic downturn.
Tourism promoters blamed the steep drop-off on continued growth in hotel room inventory along

Interstate 75, the nation’s financial meltdown that went global and threats of tropical storms and
hurricanes that never materialized here.

“Unfortunately, Southwest Florida took a hit over that cone of uncertainty,” said Suya Davenport,
executive director for the county Visitor & Convention Bureau. The cone is the area marked on
weather forecast maps as being at risk from a developing tropical storm or hurricane.

According to research prepared for Lee County’s Tourist Development Council, which met Friday:
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* Visitors in September totaled an estimated 262,439, a year-over-year decline of 21.2 percent. That’s

a deeper trough than in August, when visitors were down 16.3 percent, year-over-year.

Other year-over-year comparisons for September:

» Guests staying overnight in short-term rental accommodations and campgrounds — 104,967, down

21.1 percent.

* Visitors staying with friends and relatives here — 157,472, down 21.2 percent.

» Tourist tax collections — $749,443, down from $835,376.

* Average occupancy for all kinds of lodgings combined — 27.5 percent, down from 32.7 percent.

*» Average daily room rate — $96.52, down 3.7 percent from $100.19.

Fewer than half of Lee visitors staying in paid accommodations were U.S. residents, representing a

42.5 percent drop in domestic visitation from September 2007.

International visitors softened the blow to some degree: Estimated tourists from Germany and
Canada increased by 26 percent and 60 percent respectively. Visitation from the United Kingdom
declined by about 22 percent year-over-year, however.

Lee wasn’t alone in its dismal numbers.

Collier County’s Convention and Visitors Bureau previously announced its tourism statistics for
September, including bed tax collections totaling $399,869, down from $525,638 a year ago.

An estimated 57,700 people used commercial lodgings in Collier in September, a 12.9 percent drop
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from September 2007. Collier tourism research does not estimate the number of people staying with
resident family and friends.

September’s visitor slump also was felt at Southwest Florida International Airport, which sustained its
biggest non-9/11 passenger decline. About 328,278 passengers used the airport last month, a drop of
15 percent year-over-year, the Lee County Port Authority reported last month.

Recessionary times are pinching other tourist destinations, said Nicole Devine, county research
consultant.

Many tourism bureaus elsewhere haven'’t yet announced September statistics. However, online news
reports for that month show Hawaii visitation down 19.5 percent year-over-year, while the Caribbean
isle of St. Lucia saw 11.5 fewer visitors.

Lee County’s visitor bureau can take solace in certain September statistics, such as the share of first-
time visitors: 39 percent vs. 26 percent last September.

At the Island Inn on Sanibel, September’s 2 percent occupancy decline was replaced by an 8 percent
year-over-year increase in October, “and November is trending ahead of last year,” said Jay Halcrow,
sales and marketing director.

Noted Halcrow: “These are not the sparkling times we had before, but as long as I'm holding my head
above water, I'm pleased.”
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Red Sox slice of Lee County's bed tax an issue
How tourism officials adjust to new complex funding takes shape Dec. 2

BY LAURA RUANE
lruane @news-press.com

Some beach and shoreline projects — among other endeavors financed by Lee County’s bed tax —
could be put on hold as tourism advisers and county officials decide how to pay for a new Boston Red
Sox spring training complex, estimated to cost at least $70 million to $80 million.

Lee’s Visitor & Convention Bureau expects some of the answers to be hashed-out at a Dec. 2
workshop between the Tourist Development Council and county commissioners, said Suya
Davenport, bureau executive director.

Decisions made at that meeting probably won’t come easily for the council, which previously has
spent bed tax dollars on everything from replacing beach sand to building bayfront playgrounds and
riverfront kayak launches.

But last month, the council recommended and commissioners agreed to spend up to 1 cent of the 5-
cents-per dollar bed tax on the Red Sox project, which will include a Fenway-like stadium and
practice fields.

The Tourist Development Tax, informally known as the bed tax, is a 5 percent levy on short-term
accommodations rented for six months or fewer. It's forecast to bring in about $23 million next year.

“There’s no question in my mind it had to be done,” said TDC vice chairwoman Roxie Smith, referring
to county commissioners’ deal to build the stadium by 2013 at the latest.

That means the bed-tax “pie” will have to be sliced differently. Current county ordinance allocates the
money as follows: 53.6 percent for advertising, promotion and bureau operations; 33 percent for

beach- and shoreline-related improvements; 13.4 percent for debt service payment on Lee County
Sports Complex, and promotion of not-for-profit attractions.

A bigger percentage for the sports-related slice of the pie appears essential to keep those
commitments, and to get the seed money for financing a stadium complex.

“But how many dollars are we talking about? What things are going to have to stand in line?” Smith
asked.

Tourism council members don’t have any details; however, they do have some definite leanings.
Among them:

¢ Advertising, promotion and visitor bureau operations — an $11.7 million budget item for the fiscal
year that began Oct. 1 — won't be shortchanged.

“Marketing is even more important with the economy we’re in,” said Rob Wells, whose family owns
and operates two island resorts in the region.

* Bed tax-supported beaches and shoreline projects come in all shapes and sizes.
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Some in the future might be refused bed tax dollars or have to wait a year or two.

“If it's really a beach and shoreline project, it ought to be touching the water,” said Rene Affourtit,
general manager for West Wind Inn in Sanibel.

The council previously has chipped in money for “borderline things, like removing invasive trees” from
waterfront areas, Affourtit said. Those funding requests might not be so readily granted in the future,
he speculated.

“We'll just have to say ‘no’ more,” said Martha Simons, the Bonita Springs councilwoman who serves
on the tourism board. She thinks beach and shoreline spending should focus on water quality and
waterfront attractions and activities.

Simmons isn’t ready to rule out spending bed tax money on removing exotic trees or refurbishing
beach access areas, noting these are not yearly expenses.

“I am concerned that we protect the county Sports Authority, and marketing of local events and
Harborside (Event Center),” said Colleen DePasquale, general manager of Hilton Garden inn, south
Fort Myers.

“When funding requests come up, we’re going to have to be wiser, and ask: Is there a true tourist
benefit? What is good for the community? And, will it put heads in hotel beds?”

http://www.news-press.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20081110/NEWS01/81109040&t... 11/10/2008
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