
PINELLAS COUNTY TOURIST DEVELOPMENT COUNCIL 
December 18, 2019 

 
The Pinellas County Tourist Development Council (TDC), as created under Pinellas County 
Ordinance 78-20 pursuant to Section 125.0104, Florida Statutes, met in regular session in the 
Board of County Commissioners (BCC) Assembly Room, 315 Court Street, Fifth Floor, 
Clearwater, Florida, on this date at 9:00 A.M. with the following members present: 
 
Karen Williams Seel, BCC Chair, Chair 
Russ Kimball, Sheraton Sand Key Resort, Vice-Chair 
George Cretekos, City of Clearwater Mayor 
Charlie Gerdes, City of St. Petersburg Councilmember 
Phil Henderson, Jr., StarLite Cruises 
Joanne “Cookie” Kennedy, City of Indian Rocks Beach Mayor (late arrival) 
Doreen Moore, Travel Resort Services, Inc. 
Keith Overton, TradeWinds Island Resorts 
Charles Prather, The Birchwood Inn 
Trisha Rodriguez, Clearwater Ferry 
Anthony Satterfield, Alden Suites 
 
Not Present 
Julie Ward Bujalski, City of Dunedin Mayor 
 
Others Present 
Steve Hayes, Visit St. Pete/Clearwater (VSPC) President and CEO 

Tim Ramsberger, Chief Operating Officer 
Leroy Bridges, Vice-President, Digital & Communications 
Katie Bridges, Senior Advertising Manager  
Liz McCann, Executive Administrative Assistant 

Michael Zas, Managing Assistant County Attorney 
Other Interested Individuals 
Jenny Masinovsky, Board Reporter, Deputy Clerk 
 

Agenda 
 

I. CALL TO ORDER/ROLL CALL – Chair Karen Seel 
 

II. CHAIR COMMENTS 
 

III. APPROVAL OF TDC MINUTES – November 20, 2019 TDC Meeting 
 

IV. PUBLIC COMMENTS 
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V. COUNTY ATTORNEY REPORT – Michael A. Zas 
 

VI. CAPITAL PROJECT FUNDING PROGRAM – Florida Holocaust Museum – Elizabeth 
Gelman, Executive Director, Florida Holocaust Museum 

 
VII. DEPARTMENT REPORTS – Tim Ramsberger 

A. Marketing Update – Leroy Bridges and Katie Bridges 
 

VIII. PARTNER REPORTS – Creative Pinellas – Barbara St. Clair, CEO, Creative Pinellas 
 

IX. TOURISM ECONOMIC SNAPSHOT – Leroy Bridges 
A. Pinellas County Bed Tax – October 2019 

 
X. BOARD MEMBER COMMENTS 

 
XI. ADJOURNMENT 

 
All documents and presentations provided to the Clerk’s Office have been made a part of the record. 
 
 
CALL TO ORDER/ROLL CALL 
 
Chair Seel called the meeting to order at 9:00 A.M.  At her request, those in attendance introduced 
themselves. 
 
 
CHAIR COMMENTS  
 
Chair Seel introduced the new VSPC President and CEO, Steve Hayes. 
 
 
MINUTES OF THE NOVEMBER 20, 2019 MEETING – APPROVED AS AMENDED 
 
Councilmember Gerdes referred to page four of the minutes and indicated that the second 
paragraph should reflect a request by Mayor Bujalski for comparative year-to-year data relating to 
historical revenue growth based on a five-cent tax without the addition of the sixth cent; 
whereupon, he moved, seconded by Mr. Satterfield and carried unanimously, that the minutes of 
the November 20, 2019 meeting be approved as amended. 
 
 
PUBLIC COMMENT – NONE 
 
 
COUNTY ATTORNEY REPORT – NONE 
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CAPITAL PROJECT FUNDING PROGRAM 
 
Florida Holocaust Museum 
 
Chair Seel introduced Florida Holocaust Museum Executive Director Elizabeth Gelman, who  
referred to a PowerPoint presentation titled The Florida Holocaust Museum Security Project and 
related that as one of three Holocaust museums in the country accredited by the American Alliance 
of Museums, Florida Holocaust Museum adheres to the highest quality standards; that it serves the 
whole state by offering various resources and training, and brings local, state, national, and 
international exhibitions and programs to the county; and that during Fiscal Year 2018-2019, more 
than 215,000 people were directly engaged with the museum. 
 
Noting that it is the first time that the museum is requesting financial assistance, Ms. Gelman 
discussed the current challenges relating to safety and security of the patrons based on the 
inadequate design of the entryways and stairs, security screening location, separate entrance for 
people with mobility challenges, homeless problem in the surrounding area, protests occurring in 
front of the building, rising threats and actions against institutions perceived as Jewish, and 
concern for the surrounding businesses located in the heart of St. Petersburg.  She indicated that 
based on recommendations from local and federal law enforcement agencies, the building needs a 
single front entry ensuring a security check of all visitors prior to entering; whereupon, she referred 
to concept drawings and discussed the proposed redesign features, potential opportunities for 
marketing of the destination, and project financing, including a $500,000 contribution from the 
State, the City of St. Petersburg’s intent to match the County’s allocation, and private donations.  
 
Chair Seel stressed the importance of providing tourists with safe and secure places to visit, noting 
that while the funding request is presented out of cycle, it is a necessary expenditure.  At her 
request for comment and responding to queries by the members, Attorney Zas indicated that while 
the application was submitted out of cycle and the room night and economic impact study 
requirements have not been met, they are set by the TDC Capital Funding Guidelines, which are 
self-imposed and can be waived; that funding match guideline requirements have been met; and 
that statutory requirements for bed tax eligibility are satisfied, as the request involves improving a 
museum facility.   
 
During discussion, Chair Seel provided clarification regarding the funding, indicating that 
$350,000 of the approximate total project cost of $1.8 million is being requested from the County, 
and Ms. Gelman addressed the visitor numbers and marketing of the museum and the destination.  
Councilmember Gerdes confirmed the City of St. Petersburg’s intent to match the County funding 
and emphasized the importance of ensuring the security to avoid any opportunity for tragedy; 
whereupon, he noted that new hotel construction will increase the bed tax in St. Petersburg.  
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Responding to query by Mayor Cretekos concerning setting a precedent, Chair Seel stated that 
most other museum facilities in the area already have protected entryways, and those that do not 
may submit similar requests as part of a larger capital project.   
 
Mr. Kimball moved, seconded by Mayor Kennedy and carried unanimously, that the funding 
request be approved. 
 
 
DEPARTMENT REPORTS 
 
Mr. Ramsberger discussed the following topics: 
 
• Staff is in process of developing the capital funding agreements with Tampa Bay Watch, St. 

Petersburg Museum of History, and the Salvador Dali Museum.  Once completed and reviewed 
by the County Attorney, the agreements will be presented to the BCC for approval. 

 
• The sports and events facilities feasibility study is underway with Sports Facilities Advisory, 

LLC; a report should be received in approximately 90 days. 
 

• Today’s marketing report reflects staff’s continued efforts for transparency in the 
administration of resources with the direction of the TDC and the BCC.  

 
• BVK Advertising and Miles Partnership provide valuable services to VSPC.  The agreement 

with BVK is in process of being extended. 
 
Marketing Update  
 
Mr. Bridges referred to a PowerPoint presentation titled Visit St. Pete/Clearwater Marketing 
Update and Visit St. Pete/Clearwater Digital Marketing Update and reminded the Council of the 
fundamental marketing funnel approach used by the VSPC that involves customer awareness, 
engagement, and conversion, with the ultimate goal of booking a trip.  He highlighted the efforts 
to achieve the conversion, discussing the target travelers based on geographic and demographic 
factors. 
 
Mr. Bridges reported that the return on investment on the digital side for the last year reflects a 
significant increase from the previous years and is expected to grow in light of the million-dollar 
digital marketing budget increase in the upcoming year.  He noted that TravelZoo largely 
contributed to the success and provided various data relating to its customers, including origin, 
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seasonality, and campaign timing strategies.  Responding to query by Councilmember Gerdes, he 
indicated that he will provide details regarding the average daily rate. 
 
Mr. Bridges discussed the channels to which the upcoming $3.5 million budget will be allocated.  
He indicated that marketing fall travel remains a priority; that the last fall campaign, which had 
just completed, was the largest to date; and that differences in the timing of fiscal year closing and 
the campaign span have been challenging; whereupon, he provided information regarding the 
vendors that were utilized, their role in promoting the destination, and changes in digital marketing 
technologies.   
 
Mr. Bridges noted that that elite events offer beneficial promotional opportunities; and that staff 
reports can be found on the VSPC industry partner website. 
 
Councilmember Gerdes thanked Mr. Bridges for discussing the VSPC Flagler Award with the St. 
Petersburg City Council, and responding to his query, Mr. Bridges related that the organization 
also won an award in an international advertising competition, and suggested that awards 
information be shared with other cities marketed by VSPC.  Responding to queries by Chair Seel 
and Mayor Kennedy, he indicated that while Chicago and New York were on Centro’s 
performance list, they did not make the top ten; and that he will look into publishing travel guides 
for the local area, including the cities of St. Petersburg and Clearwater, on the AFAR website. 
 
Councilmember Gerdes referred to a newspaper article and expressed concern that State leadership 
may undervalue the financial assistance that Visit Florida provides to support marketing efforts of 
individual destinations, and discussion ensued.  Mr. Bridges opined that the amount of competition 
for a single traveler has never been greater, stressing the value of Visit Florida partnership 
opportunities and resources, including access to research and data, representation, and 
participation in co-ops. 
 
Messrs. Overton and Kimball provided input regarding Visit Florida’s importance with regard to 
funding assistance, international marketing, and representing the state to the world in times of 
crisis.  Mr. Overton suggested reaching out to Representative Chris Sprowls for support, and Mr. 
Kimball emphasized the value of Brand USA, noting that Mr. Hayes is a member of both Visit 
Florida and Brand USA; and that Florida Tourism Day 2020 is coming up on January 22; 
whereupon, Mr. Bridges indicated that the partnership with Brand USA is stronger than ever. 
 
Ms. Bridges referred to a PowerPoint presentation titled Visit St. Pete/Clearwater Traditional 
Marketing Update and related that the traditional marketing campaigns are conducted throughout 
the year and involve high awareness and impact, and a great number of impressions in large 
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markets.  She noted the assistance of BVK Advertising representatives in campaign negotiations 
and discussed the new and continuing markets, highlighting the following: 
 
• Central Florida/Orlando is an important market that constitutes a third of the $9.5-million 

traditional marketing budget; the 900 million-impression campaign included advertising on 
television, radio, digital bulletin boards, bus wraps, gas stations, the airport, and more. 
 

• VSPC returned to Toronto with a new advertising campaign costing $440,000, lasting 12 
weeks, and focusing on newspaper, digital, and radio ads, but also including public transit 
system and underground pedestrian walkway advertising, with the goal of influencing 
visitation between January and June when 66 percent of Florida visitors come from Canada.  
 

• A first ever six-month campaign was launched in Atlanta, also to influence visitation from 
January to June, focusing on newspaper, radio, digital billboards, transit shelters, and bus 
wraps.   

 
• A continuing campaign in New York City, running on radio and television stations, includes 

holiday music sponsorship, upcoming sweepstakes promotions to win a trip to St. 
Petersburg/Clearwater, live broadcasts from the destination, and more.  Among other 
advertising venues are commuter trains and subways, and 24-hour illuminated bus ads.  

 
During discussion and responding to queries by the members, Ms. Bridges provided information 
relating to the bus ads, timing of marketing campaigns, a study of Toronto residents’ travel 
preferences, and existing and potential marketing opportunities with Allegiant Air, including 
secondary markets. 
 
Chair Seel informed the Council that at last month’s marketing subcommittee meeting, it was 
announced that VSPC staff requested the replacement of Mary DeLong of BVK Advertising; 
whereupon, she expressed dismay at the news, noting Ms. DeLong’s leadership and contributions 
to the successful marketing of the destination over the last ten years, and Ms. Moore and Mr. 
Satterfield agreed and provided input.  In response to Mr. Henderson’s question, Chair Seel 
indicated that she has been inquiring as to the source and the basis of the request. 
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PARTNER REPORTS 
 
Creative Pinellas  
 
Creative Pinellas Executive Director Barbara St. Clair indicated that Creative Pinellas is the local 
arts agency dedicated to promote the county as an arts and culture destination; and that it manages 
an extensive gallery courtyard and auditorium in the Pinewood Cultural Park where it is situated.  
She and her colleagues Leigh Davis and Kim DiVito referred to a PowerPoint presentation titled 
Creative Pinellas, A Tourism Overview and discussed the agency’s mission and key objectives, as 
well as the following notable projects and programs: 
 
• Arts and Culture Guide 
• Arts Annual  
• Arts Annual Beyond the Walls 
• Virtual Art Gallery 
• Arts Navigator 
• Arts Coast Experience Training Program 
• Arts and Tourism Newsletter 
• Arts Coast Journal 
• Mural Program 
• Rays Artist Print Series 
• Creative Pinellas Gallery recent and upcoming exhibits 
 
Ms. St. Clair related that Arts Annual is a fall event that has been successful, resulting in over 700 
visitors, tremendous social and media presence, and $13,000 worth of art sold this year; that Arts 
Annual Beyond the Walls brought art out into the community by placing it in ten different hotels 
throughout the county; and that the Arts Navigator program allows a traveler to discover their 
interests and aids in trip planning by utilizing a comprehensive arts and culture activities database. 
 
Ms. St. Clair distributed copies of the Arts and Culture Guide to the members; whereupon, they 
commended her and the agency staff on their hard work in promoting the arts, creative 
programming, and the success of the hotel art displays, noting the importance of the arts as an 
economic engine for the county.  Responding to queries by Councilmember Gerdes, Ms. St. Clair 
discussed the economic impact of the arts in Pinellas County and related that the agency is funded 
primarily by the County. 
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TOURISM ECONOMICS SNAPSHOT  
 
Pinellas County Bed Tax – October 2019 
 
Referring to a PowerPoint presentation titled Tourism Economics Snapshot and the bed tax by city 
data from the VSPC website, Mr. Bridges reviewed the market comparison and other financial and 
statistical information, indicating that the numbers continue to outpace the state averages across 
the board throughout October and November; and that the growth is apparent when compared to 
2017, noting that 2018 numbers were unusually low as visitation was affected by the red tide. 
 
Mr. Bridges related that data reflecting year-over-year monthly collected tax includes the “like 
comparison” data requested by Mayor Bujalski, showing that if the tax did not increase from five 
cents to six cents, the revenue increase from 2015 to 2016 would have been 8.76 percent instead 
of 30.28 percent. 
 
Mr. Bridges discussed data provided by AirDNA relating to vacation rentals by owners, noting 
that the economic impact equals $22 million in bookings for the month of October, which generates 
approximately $1.3 million in bed tax, making up 25 percent of the total tax revenue.  He indicated 
that the data from AirDNA and STR will continue to be explored and analyzed, including 
information pertaining to property management groups, and responding to queries by the members, 
confirmed that AirDNA data covers Vrbo, HomeAway, and Airbnb; that it can be broken down 
geographically; and that Airbnb is the single largest bearer of bed tax in the County at the present 
time.  
 
 
MEMBER COMMENTS 
 
Mr. Hayes remarked that he appreciates the opportunity to lead the VSPC; whereupon, he thanked 
Chair Seel for her leadership and presented her with a plaque expressing the gratitude of the TDC 
and VSPC for her service. 
 
Chair Seel thanked the members for their service on the subcommittees and efforts to increase 
transparency; Paul Sacco for his leadership of the organization last year; VSPC staff for their hard 
work and dedication; Councilman Gerdes for great service on the St. Petersburg City Council and 
the TDC; and Attorney Zas for his excellent legal guidance.  She noted that the TDC will be led 
by the incoming BCC Chair, Commissioner Pat Gerard, and invited the members to join her in a 
hardhat tour of the St. Petersburg Pier on January 10. 
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The members and staff thanked Chair Seel for her leadership, long service, support, determination, 
arduous work, protecting the tourist industry, and being a champion; whereupon, they thanked 
Councilman Gerdes for his achievements on the St. Petersburg Council and the TDC, his 
eloquence, and courage. 
 
Councilmember Gerdes thanked Chair Seel and the members for their service and remarked on 
their unselfishness, positive impact, and camaraderie, noting that they are tasked with complex 
decisions regarding contributing to the prosperity and quality of life of the citizens and allocating 
constrained resources.  
 
 
ADJOURNMENT 
 
The meeting was adjourned at 11:08 A.M. 
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