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As a County Commissioner one of my objectives is to look at the big picture and to apply your vision to the Comprehensive Plan, its Land Development Code and related Zoning rules and Ordinances. With reports showing Escambia County moving from 300,000 to 600,000+ in the next 50 years, the question is what do we want to become as a community?  How do we want to look?   How will we manage this population growth. The pending ordinance asks:
 
Should an owner of a Hotel Room be allowed to stay in his own hotel room up to a cumulative annual total of 16 weeks verses the two weeks that are currently allowed under today’s definition of a hotel, financed with condominium-like financing?
 
Historically, decisions on Land Use were decided by County Commissioners. These commissioners were conflicted at times because of an inappropriate closeness with developers that funded their campaigns.   If it wasn’t illegal it was clearly inappropriate.   The Comprehensive Plan and Zoning came late to town by the early 90’s.  The zoning map looked like Swiss cheese, with holes and pockets of pre-existing inconsistencies.   Today, our planners and the commissioners are neutralizing this disparity by merging many of the zoning categories together.  
 
This ordinance will create a more marketable investment and put us on an even playing field with our competing neighbors.  Escambia County must stop sticking its nose where it doesn’t belong by meddling with the economics of land use.  This should remain with the entrepreneur who is taking the risk!
 
We cannot stop development but, we can manage it.  Otherwise, we are at risk of losing our entire economic opportunity. Controlled, quality growth can occur without running-off the good developers and without interfering with the marketing and design factors of our destination resort product.  We are in a ‘no-win’ situation when we extend its influence too far into the economic fundamentals of supply and demand. (I site our state’s ineffective involvement/management of our insurance MESS as one example). 

Perdido Key should not have one set of rules and a separate set for Pensacola Beach. The future for Perdido Key is not unlike what most have on Pensacola Beach.  The 50-year vision does not distinguish Pensacola Beach from Perdido Key as a destination resort.  We are ONE destination, needing regionalized thinking. Other regions of the country have done this to survive. Therefore, to call Perdido a “Concrete Canyon” just adds insult to injury.  Let’s focus on similarities, not differences. Perdido Key’s vision is to mix-up the use to accommodate more commercial without abandoning the family neighborhood ‘feel’ that brought many there.   Pensacola Beach is way ahead of Perdido Key in this regard. An economic merger is needed eliminating isolated self-serving interests which historically put this county into trouble.
Positive consequences include; an increase in hotel development, additional bed tax revenue, additional SRIA lease fees, additional ad valorum tax revenue, and an increase in employment for our tourist-related skilled and unskilled labor. Quality growth will be a source of additional revenue for the funding of numerous capital projects. 
 
The commissioners must not be drawn-in to the mistakes of the past; by micro-managing land use. The 2-week to 16-week change is merely a compromise; allowing hoteliers to bring this non-residential / commercial use.  Only one county has a time-of-stay provision, which purportedly is running into trouble.  Additionally, no other county in the state has a square footage cap.   

 
The key is that the investor/hotelier brings a hotel NOT a condo.  The key is that there be a drive-up valet service, a REAL front desk with a real expanse on the ground level of conference rooms and convention halls, a real marquis on the front of the building saying the “Westin”, the “Hyatt” etc., and the real key is that the rooms, whether 200 square feet or 2000 square feet be rented as a hotel room.  In this way, government should not legislate marketability.  It should legislate a VISION.  
 
For too long Escambia County equated “growth” with development and concrete. That’s not growth. That’s construction!  This construction has been historically by ‘outsiders’ who provide only a temporary contribution to the economy, and no contribution to the culture, before moving on.  Real growth is economic growth.  Growth is what goes inside these structures generating profits to the owner, in this case the Hotelier. Growth is the fees generated to the county, additional jobs, and taxes received.  Growth is the improvement to the character and quality of life.  
 
This County Commission should be prepared to support this ordinance and be equally prepared to levy the most severe penalties and/or fines upon any hotelier who would breach the spirit of this ordinance.
 
Currently, collecting the ‘Bed Tax’ fee is in place for hoteliers, and easily identifiable for auditing purposes.  The greater concern is that we must prove, and cannot, that the County gets its ‘Bed Tax’ revenue from an existing residential rental.   

   
We must think more “globally and regionally”. Dr. Richard Florida in his book, “The Flight of the Creative Class” says that “creative talent” choose to live where they want, not where they have to.  They buy-in to a way of life FIRST. Technology has driven this paradigm. Fewer employers are mandating physical presence at work every day.  Creative and talented individuals live where they want, whether or not the employer comes to town.  The county’s culture and the arts play an important role drawing such talent. Therefore, the solution is to create incentives for both the creatively-talented individual and the company he works for or owns.  Let’s give families a reason to visit us. It’s only then, once they have been drawn here, that they may find a reason to own or occupy the home or the vacant condo unit seen, let’s say, from a window view within their hotel room nearby. That’s a vision.  Your Vision!  That’s the economic engine I’m talking about. 
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