
Celebrate Tourism 
Lorah Steiner, Director of Tourism 
 
Throughout Florida, special events and proclamations during this week of May 5 to 9 will celebrate the value 
and economic impact of tourism. We have much to celebrate, beginning with two record years that saw double-
digit increases in revenue generated by visitors to our state. More than 94 million visitors enjoyed Florida's 
beaches, waterways, nature and attractions in 2013. Statewide, we are on target to reach Governor Scott's 
goal of 100 million by the end of this year. 
 
Charlotte County also reaped the benefits of the strongest two years in Florida tourism's history. Local tourism 
development taxes realized gains of up to 21 percent in 2013, making it our best year on record. Some 
vacation rental management companies reported being sold out for the season as early as October of last 
year. High occupancies in adjacent counties contributed to our success as tourists who could not find 
accommodations in Fort Myers or Sarasota sought lodging here. 
 
The nearly exponential growth of Allegiant airline’s flights into Punta Gorda also boosted tourism. In 2012, 
Allegiant added flights from five airports and another 12 in 2013. Flights added from three destinations in 2014 
(Portsmouth, Columbus and Cincinnati) brought the total to 23. This big change in the direct accessibility to our 
destination from midwest and northern cities has exposed hundreds of thousands of people to our area who 
might not otherwise have known it was here. In the first quarter of 2013, almost 74,000 passengers came 
through the Punta Gorda airport; in the first quarter of 2014, that number more than doubled to 180,000.  
 
Many of these new visitors are finding that Charlotte County lodging, attractions, services and dining offer 
some of the best values on the SW Gulf Coast. Those who favor a true ‘Old Florida’ feel over condo canyons, 
who seek out natural beaches and abundant wildlife, are finding Charlotte County to be ideal. 
 
This growth has many positive impacts. Revenue generated by tourism is not limited to hotels and vacation 
rentals. It spills over to gas stations, restaurants, drugstores, shopping centers, movie theaters, boutiques, 
fishing guides, realtors, doctors (people on vacation still need healthcare) and so much more. Add to that the 
many products and services required to support the industry: pool service, lawn care, furniture sales, linens, 
food and beverages, cleaning supplies, maintenance supplies, bait stores, marine supplies, boat rentals....you 
can begin to see just how deeply tourism is embedded in the economic fiber of our community. 
 
Growth also comes with challenges. As the person responsible for guiding tourism development in Charlotte 
County, I struggle, as do many of my industry colleagues, with growing tourism while still maintaining the 
quality of life we all enjoy here and the quality of our amazing ecosystem. What we have is incredibly special. If 
we resist the temptation to over-develop, if we strive to always honor and preserve the natural product we are 
so blessed to have in abundance, within a very few years people will pay a premium to enjoy it. We will be one 
of the last remaining natural areas on the Florida coastline.  
 
I have always said, "In a free country, you can't stop development, so the question is more what kind of 
development will you have?" I hope we will be collectively focused, both in private and public sectors, on 
development that honors and protects the two most important economic generators in Charlotte County: our 
water and our ecosystem. You can find sunshine anywhere in Florida, but what we have here is rare. It is why 
people come to vacation and, very often as a result, to live. If it is compromised, so is our quality of life. 
 
Yes, tourism is the gas that fuels our economy. It lowers our individual tax liability (by nearly $300 per 
household), creates jobs and stimulates business development. However, it should not be our sole focus. We 
also need low-impact, clean industries that reduce our reliance on tourism. A diverse economy is a healthy 
economy. Tom Patton, Charlotte County's economic development director, and his staff are doing a good job 
filling that need.  
 
As we celebrate tourism week, I am grateful for the economic blessings tourism has brought to Charlotte 
County, particularly in the wake of a historic and very painful recession. At the same time, I am hopeful we can 
all work together and grow our economy in a way that protects and preserves those things which make our 
county the very special place I have grown to love. 


