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Positive news for local tourism

here is no use denying the facts:

Amelia Island's tourism industry -

like the rest of Florida and the United

States - is feeling the adverse effects
ol a struggling global economy. Yet despite the
downturn, Amelia Island has enjoyed recent
trend-defying growth and improvement of our
local tourism product, which is a very positive
development, and a sign of our local industry's
health and resilience.

In previous columns regarding the tourism
industry and our local Tourist Development
Council, | have tried to highlight the critical
role tourism plays in our Nassau County econo-
my. One in five jobs and one in four businesses
are tourism related, and tourism generates
more than $346 million in total sales, and 36
percent of the sales tax in the county.

But there is another side to the local
tourism picture that may escape your attention,
and that is the construction piece, the actual
“bricks and mortar” of our businesses. At a
time when new construction and renovations
have been extremely hard-hit, a lot has been
happening right here on our own island.

On Aug. 20, the new Marriott Residence Inn
Amelia Island opened its doors on Sadler Road,
becoming the island's newest hotel. Ideal for
leisure and corporate customers, the 133-suite
hotel in Fernandina Beach can accommodate
small and large meetings. Fernandina's his-
toric harborfront Hampton Inn & Suites is
beginning an extensive renovation of guest
rooms, meeting space and common areas. On
the other end of the island, the multimillion
dollar ballroom addition at The Ritz-Carlton,
Amelia Island is nearly finished. When com-
pleted this fall, the project will add 12,000
square feet of new meeting space to the luxury

property, making it one of
the largest conference
hotels in the region.

It's important to under-
stand that these new proj-
ects will not only help
attract future tourism dol-

lars to our community, but
their construction gave an
immediate shot in the arm
to our lagging construction
industry. In addition to cre-
ating badly needed jobs,
the new construction, renovations and expan-
sions represent a combined $45 million in
spending which circulated several times
through the local economy in a time of need.

Helping to weather the current storm, the
Amelia Island Convention & Visitors Bureau
(CVB), in conjunction with our tourism part-
ners, is working harder than ever to promote
Amelia Island as the attractive, affordable desti-
nation so many leisure and business travelers
have come to love. The CVB’s aggressive mar-
keting efforts play a critical role in maintaining
the island’s position in an increasingly competi-
tive marketplace, and seeing to it that our own
community emerges from this downturn as
quickly as possible.

In recent months, the CVB has been attract-
ing attention and generating exposure for
Amelia Island through new vacation package
offers, consumer promotions, advertising
placements, social media efforts and feature
articles. A new “Seaside Salute” discount has
just been announced through print and online
media channels, with 13 of the island's resorts,
hotels and inns offering huge discounts for
active duty, reserve and retired military.

Boyle

Other consumer promotions have proven
successful this year, including the “Pack Your
Bags” promotion, which gives visitors a credit
to offset checked baggage fees being charged
by the airlines, and the “Free Night, Any
Night” which provides visitors a free night
after booking a qualifying stay. Additionally,
more than 50 area merchants are now offering
discounts through the Amelia Island Value
Card, which has been distributed to more than
10,000 overnight visitors. All of these programs
are designed to generate additional tourist rev-
enue for our destination, and are funded by
“tourist dollars,” not local “tax dollars.”

On another positive note, the state of
Florida has seen an increase in travel from its
domestic feeder markets of Atlanta, Nashville,
Charlotte, Raleigh-Durham and in Florida
itself, all of which are key to our destination. In
addition, the U.S. Travel Association has pre-
dicted a modest recovery in travel in 2010.

And let's not forget the enduring popularity
of our product. When it comes to finding recov-
ery projects that are “shovel-ready,” our beauti-
ful island is ideal for the investment of tourism
dollars. Amelia Island has been voted one of
the Top 10 North American Island’s in Conde
Nast Traveler's “Reader’s Choice Awards" for
two consecutive years.

These will no doubt be remembered as
some of the most challenging times in Florida
tourism. But we believe these positive develop-
ments, along with outstanding industry sup-
port and the tireless efforts of the CVB, its
staff and marketing partners, will help Amelia
Island emerge stronger than ever in the global
travel marketplace.

Mike Boyle is chairman, Amelia Island
Convention & Visitors Bureau.
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