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On April 30, a ceremonial ribbon-cutting was held to celebrate the opening of the newly expanded Savannah Convention Center in Georgia. The expansion doubled the size of

R

the convention center to 600,000 square feet. Pictured here is Visit Savannah President & CEO Joe Marinelli (third from right, blue jacket) along with state and local officials and

community leaders. See interview on page 5

ASAE Destinations International and NCBMP
React to Brand USA Board Firings

By Todd McElwee

ASAE, Destinations International
(DI) and the National Coalition of
Black Meeting Professionals (NCBMP)
have each offered comment on the
surprising late April dismissal of five
members of the Brand USA Board.
Brand USA directed questions to the
Depart of Commerce.

Allen Orr, Founder, Orr Immigration
Law Firm PC, who served as board
secretary, confirmed his dismissal to
USAE. When asked about potential
resignations from remaining board
members, he shared he hoped they
would not as it is an “important board
for the nation.” Orr was the lone past
or current board member to offer
comment.

The five board members included
Chair Elliott Ferguson, CEO, Destina-
tion DC; Vice Chair Lauren Bailey, CEQ,
Upward Projects; Kristen Esposito,
Principal, Esposito Global Partners;

Orr; and Tim Mapes, Chief Marketing
and Communications Officer, Delta Air
Lines. Skift reported the news.

A Department of Commerce
spokesperson said: “Pursuant to the
Brand USA bylaws, the service of five
members of the Board of Directors
has ended. The Department of Com-
merce thanks them for their service
and looks forward to bringing the best
and brightest leaders to the Brand
USA Board to grow travel and tourism
across the United States.”

USAE received the following com-
ments from ASAE, DI and NCBMP,
respectively:

“The association community has
a vested interest in policies that
strengthen—not disrupt—efforts to
attract international visitors, and we
urge continued support for Brand
USA’s critical work during this time
of uncertainty,” said ASAE President
& CEO Michelle Mason, FASAE, CAE.
“International visitation drives eco-

nomic growth, supports jobs across
sectors, and fosters global collabora-
tion and understanding.”

Don Welsh, President & CEO of
Destinations International, said:
“Like many, we were surprised by the
unexpected termination of the five
executive board members at Brand
USA last week, and most notably our
good friend Elliott Ferguson. Clearly,
this is a decision within the purview
of the U.S. Department of Commerce
that they opted to exercise.

“Since its establishment over a de-
cade ago, Brand USA has performed
exceptionally to support destinations
across the United States. Its market-
ing efforts in 2024 alone generated
1.6 million incremental international
visitors who spent $6 billion, delivered
nearly $13 billion in total economic
impact and helped sustain nearly
80,000 U.S. jobs.

“l know | speak on behalf of desti-
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HOTS Dog Day Afternoon... The
Guinness World Records held a
gathering for the world’s tallest living
dog and the world’s shortest living
dog “for a record-breaking puppy
playdate,” UPI reported on April 30.
Reginald, a 3-foot-3-inches-tall Great
Dane, and Pearl, a 3.59-inch-tall
Chihuahua, made an unlikely pair at
Reginald’s home in Idaho. The 7-year-
old Great Dane’s owner, Sam, said he
was unconcerned about the playdate
because Reginald is a big, sweet
baby. “I'm not worried that [Reggie]
won’t be careful around Pearl,” Sam
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said. “He’s very, very cautious and
aware. | anticipate that he will be
really good with her, and probably
be more interested in Pearl’s owners
than maybe Pearl herself.” And to her
credit, Pearl is apparently a big fan
of big dogs, according to her owner
Vanessa Semler. “When Pearl meets
bigger dogs, she is really friendly,”
Semler said. “I think she has no idea
she is a small dog. Normally, she’s
really playful with bigger dogs, she
just wants to be around [them].”
According to UPI, the pair hit it off
right away. HOTS thinks this kind of
news warms the heart—big or small.
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HOTS Asinine Airlift... A 27-year-
old Chinese student was rescued
from near the peak of Japan’s Mount
Fuji not once but twice within the
span of a week, the Associated Press
reported on April 28. According to
local police, the climber, a student,
was airlifted from the peak the first
time due to altitude sickness on April
22. During the commotion, the climb-
er apparently left behind several
belongings, including the cell phone
that he used to make the initial emer-
gency call for rescue—which he re-
turned to the mountain’s Fujinomiya

at the Wynn & Encore Las Vegas.

Joshua Jones, DMCP, President, Client Services, Hosts Global, enjoys the puppy
lounge during the Informa Connect Spring Marketplace, which ran late last month

trail to retrieve on April 24. Another
climber was summiting the trail and
stumbled upon the student, who could
not move after he again developed
altitude sickness. According to AP,
there is no charge or penalty when a
climber on the mountain requires res-

cue. However, social media users have
been outraged by the two rescues,
demanding the climber be charged
at least for his second escape from
altitude sickness. HOTS wonders how
many hikers have been rescued more
than once like this guy.

Hotel Fees Transparency Act Passes House

By Jordan Bradley

The United States House of Rep-
resentatives passed the Hotel Fees
Transparency Act of 2025 on April
28, garnering support from industry
associations.

The bill, also known as H.R. 1479,
sets forth to regulate hotel pricing
practices so they are uniform across
the industry in the United States and
prohibits “unfair and deceptive adver-
tising of prices for hotel rooms and
other places of short-term lodging.”

Introduced by Reps. Young Kim
(CA-R), Kathy Castor (FL-D), Russell
Fry (SC-R), and Kevin Mullin (CA-D),
the Hotel Fees Transparency Act now
moves to the Senate for consideration
before potentially going to the Presi-
dent’s desk for final approval.

The American Hotel and Lodging
Association (AHLA) celebrated the
bi-partisan bill’s passage.

The AHLA said: “We applaud the
House for passing this important
legislation and urge the Senate to do
the same. AHLA continues to lead
the charge for consistent, upfront
pricing across the lodging industry.
This commonsense bill creates a sin-
gle standard for fee display, ensuring
consumers know exactly what they’re
paying when they book a reservation.
Atransparent process means a better

experience and greater satisfaction for
all guests”

The Asian American Hotel Owners
Association (AAHOA) lauded the pas-
sage of the Hotel Fees Transparency
Act as a win for hoteliers and travelers,
noting the association has “long advo-
cated for fairness and transparency
in pricing.”

“The House passage of the Hotel
Fees Transparency Act is a critical
milestone in protecting consumers
from hidden fees and ensuring a
more transparent marketplace,” said
Laura Lee Blake, President and CEQO,
AAHOA. “We are especially grateful
to Rep. Young Kim for her leadership
in promoting cost transparency and
working to make life more affordable
for her constituents and all American
travelers. AAHOA remains committed

to advocating for policies that benefit
hotel owners and consumers.”

The bill’'s Senate companion last
year died before it could be approved,
and industry proponents for regulat-
ed and transparent pricing practices
for hotels and short-term lodging
are lauding its reintroduction to the
Senate.

The Travel Technology Association
said: “Travel Tech has been a vocal
advocate of the Hotel Fees Transpar-
ency Act of 2025 and previously issued
a letter of support for the reintroduc-
tion of S.314, the Senate companion
bill to this legislation, which has since
passed out of the Senate Commerce
Committee. We strongly encourage
the Senate to bring S.314 to a full floor
vote and send this bill to the Presi-
dent’s desk for his signature.”

Stay Connected

X0

@USAEnews
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Marriott to Acquire citizenM Brand for $355M

By Jordan Bradley

Marriott International announced
on April 28 that it will acquire the
citizenM brand of select-service and
lifestyle hotels for $355 million.

The citizenM brand was established
in 2008 as a tech-forward hotel ex-
perience for guests with an emphasis
on efficiency, colorful art and design.

Marriott’s acquisition of citizenM
will add 36 open hotels consisting of
8,544 located throughout the United
States, Europe and Asia Pacific to
Marriott’s portfolio of hotels, in-
cluding in major cities like New York,
London, Paris and Rome. The brand’s
properties will join Marriott’s loyalty
program, Marriott Bonvoy, as well.

“As we continue to drive best-
in-class experiences for travelers,
today’s announcement builds upon
Marriott’s commitment to enhance
options for guests and Marriott Bon-
voy members,” said Anthony Capua-
no, President and CEO, Marriott.
“We are thrilled to add citizenM as
a unique, differentiated offering to

our select-service brand portfolio as
we continue to strengthen Marriott’s
foothold in this valuable market seg-
ment around the world.”

Outside of its established 36 ho-
tels, citizenM has three hotels under
construction that are expected to be
completed and opened by mid-2026,
which would add more than 600 guest
rooms.

“Marriott has a proven track re-
cord of growing acquired brands
significantly by leveraging our global
development ecosystem, the benefits
of our industry-leading affiliation
cost structure, and the power of our
award-winning Marriott Bonvoy loy-
alty platform,” Capuano said.

Under the terms of the transaction,
citizenM hotels will continue to be
owned and leased by the seller, but
the hotel chain will “acquire the brand
and related intellectual property” in
a long-term franchise agreement,
Marriott said.

“l envisage this relationship will
greatly enhance citizenM’s global
reach and brand impact,” said Rattan

By Todd McElwee

IAEE released the CEIR Index
Dashboard on April 28, with the
study showing an uptick in industry
business. Findings show exhibitions
demonstrated positive momentum
in the fourth quarter of 2024, with
the CEIR Total Index reaching 95.6—
a 6% improvement from the previ-
ous year that positions the sector
just 4.4% below pre-pandemic levels

“The 2025 CEIR Index Dashboard
was developed in collaboration with
Oxford Economics’ Symphony Bl
resulting in a trusted, independent
resource for business leaders and
analysts aiming to assess the U.S.
B2B exhibitions sector’s contribu-
tion to the wider economy,” said
Marsha Flanagan, CEM, President
& CEOM, IAEE. “Backed by rigorous
data analysis, historical benchmarks
and forward-looking economic
forecasts through 2027, this tool
provides reliable intelligence on one
of the most enduring and essential
drivers of in-person commerce.”

The latest CEIR Index showed
discernable progress compared to
the 20.3% shortfall in Q4 2022 and
10.9% deficit in Q4 2023. Notably,
37.0% of completed events in 2024
surpassed their pre-pandemic per-
formance levels, an eight percentage

IAEE Research Shows Industry
Close to Pre-Pandemic Levels

point increase from 2023.

“Our outlook for the exhibition
industry remains positive based on
recent corporate earnings and ob-
served bookings for future events,’
said Adam Sacks, President of Tour-
ism Economics. “However, tariffs
pose significant risks to U.S. business
performance as input costs rise and
sentiment is unsettled by ongoing
policy uncertainty. In addition, con-
tentious policy and rhetoric from
the administration are discouraging
travel to the U.S., which will limit
international participation in trade
shows.”

The CEIR Index Dashboard is pro-
duced by IAEE’s research division,
the Center for Exhibition Industry
Research (CEIR), and powered by
Oxford Economics’ Symphony Bl
engine—a robust interactive tool that
measures year-over-year changes
across four critical metrics dating
back to 2000 up to present day: net
square feet (NSF) of exhibit space
sold, professional attendance, num-
ber of exhibiting companies and gross
revenue. These metrics are analyzed
for exhibitions of all sizes across 14
distinct industry sectors.

Sacks will present a forecast up-
date of the 2025 CEIR Index during
webinar on May 14. More informa-
tion is available at iaee.com.

Pacific, including the citizenM Miami South Beach hotel in Florida.

Chadha, Founder and Chairman, cit-
izenM. “Marriott as an organization
shares ourvalues and culture,and lam

confident in their deep commitment
in continuing our brand’s DNA into

Please turn to page 5

Mike Campo Appointed
GM of Cleveland’s
Huntington Convention Center

By Jonathan Trager

Mike Campo, who boasts 20 years
of experience with venue manage-
ment company ASM Global, has
been named General Manager of the
Huntington Convention Center of
Cleveland.

Campo’s experience includes al-
most 10 years at the Atlantic City
Convention Center and more than a
decade as assistant general manager
at the Huntington Convention Center.
His appointment was announced on
April 30.

“I am thrilled to take on this new
role and lead our talented team at
the Huntington Convention Center,”
said Campo. “Cleveland has consis-
tently demonstrated the ability to
successfully host the most impact-
ful, high-profile events in our in-
dustry, and | look forward to joining
efforts with Destination Cleveland,
the hospitality community, and local
stakeholders to further enhance our
reputation as a world-class destina-
tion for events.”

Huntington Convention Center
completed a major expansion and
renovation in 2024. The Ohio facility
provides more than 500,000 square
feet of prime meeting and event space,
including 225,000 square feet of ex-
hibit hall space, two ballrooms, and
more than 50 breakout rooms.

Tim Meyer, Executive Director of

Mike Campo

the Cuyahoga County Convention
Facilities Development Corp., said he’s
“excited to work with Mike in his new
position and feel confident that his
years of experience at the Hunting-
ton Convention Center will make for
a smooth transition into the role of
general manager”

“Mike has proven to be an instru-
mental part of the team while leading
us through major events, such as host-
ing ASAE, navigating the difficult years
of the pandemic, and, most recently,
providing oversight of the Center’s $50
million renovation,” said Meyer. “He
is well respected by his team and is
prepared to lead us into the future as
we continue to develop new offerings
and services as a top-tier facility for
meetings and conventions.”


http://www.iaee.com
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Conversation with Joe Marinelli, President & CEQ, Visit Savannah

By Jonathan Trager

The Savannah Convention Center
in Georgia completed a 5276 million
expansion in February. On April 30,
the revamped facility was officially
unveiled to the public, and USAE
caught up with Visit Savannah leader
Joe Marinelli to discuss the project.

USAE: Why is the convention center
expansion so important for the city?

Marinelli: The dream of Savannah
one day having a convention center
began in 1990. Then it took about
10 years to get it moving and broke
ground in 2000. We opened the
building a few short years later. Now,
35 years after that dream, we have
doubled the size from 300,000 square
feet to 600,000 square feet. That in-
cludes a 200,000 square foot exhibit
hall, a new 40,000 square foot grand
ballroom, and a 900 space parking
garage with a 900 space surface lot.
Savannah has traditionally been a very
leisure driven tourism destination,
but now with the expanded Savannah
Convention Center we can position
Savannah for new and larger national
conventions. Tradeshow Week mag-
azine previously had us listed as the
154th largest convention center, and
now we're the 72nd largest. We're
competing directly with many more
cities, and we have the ability to estab-
lish ourselves as a viable convention

city as well.

USAE: Tell me about the process of
getting the project done?

Marinelli: The existing building has
been successful from day one when it
opened 25 years ago. But we've had
more and more of our current cus-
tomers telling us they were starting to
outgrow our current facility. They were
getting bigger and growing, and we
weren’t able to accommodate them.
Our board did their due diligence and
studied what it would take to attract
larger conventions. Once we were
comfortable it would bring a strong
return on investment, we appealed
to the state of Georgia legislature. Six
years ago, pre-Covid, we got the sup-
port of Gov. Brian Kemp’s office and
the approval for $276 million.

USAE: What kind of meetings have
been booked there so far?

Marinelli: Prior to the expansion
opening, Savannah was the primary
home for state association conven-
tions in Georgia and South Carolina.
Now when | look at the business that
is on the books for the future and the
new prospects, we have a tremendous
amount of national associations, na-
tional corporations, and high-profile
sports events we have either booked
or are pursuing. The biggest one that
stands out to me is the National As-
sociation of Counties, which will bring
about 3,500 people to Savannah in
July 2027. As an example of a sporting

.- ':iis...

event, we will host the SEC women’s
volleyball championships in November
of this year.

USAE: What do you want planners
to know about Savannah’s ability to
accommodate their conventions or
meetings?

Marinelli: Our air service now has

cities in the United States, our hotel
inventory now exceeds over 18,000
rooms, and we have a convention cen-
ter with 600,000 square feet of space.
When you add all of these together, it
makes for an ideal destination for con-
ventions, meetings, and tradeshows.

Brand USA

continued from page 1

nation organizations across the Unites
States in hoping that Brand USA main-
tains projected levels of funding so it
can continue this critical work driving
revenue, supporting jobs and building
the brand image of the United States.

“It goes without saying that com-
petition is fierce for the international
traveler, and we hope that newly
appointed board members will help
lead and elevate the organization as
we prepare to host the 2026 World
Cup, America’s 250th anniversary,
2028 Olympics and other major events
poised to attract a global audience to
the United States.”

“The powers that be have made
decisions that they believe supports
their agenda, arguably at the expense
of some of our industries brightest
leaders, including our friend Elliott
Ferguson,” said Jason E. Dunn Sr.,,
CEO, NCBMP. “Brand USAis a national
pillar within our ecosystem and must
continue to be strengthened. However,
NCBMP s not a political organization;
but the nation’s politics do impact our
members. Many of our industry col-
leagues have shied away from the cur-

rent realities, hoping the complexities
of today’s climate ( diversity, equity &
inclusion, tax reform, tariffs and im-
migration )will fade away. I'm sorry to
say, that the complexities and realities
are directly knocking at the door of our
industry and are unavoidable.

Many of us are doing great work
separately to advance the interest of
our individual members in an effort
to stay relevant or answer the call of
action from our constituents. | believe
the time is upon us that as a collective,
we must find common things to agree
on and stand for something without
pride of ownership .

“If we continue to stay divided or
quiet it’s just a matter of time before
the headline reads: ‘DMOQ’s, Associ-
ations, Hotels, Not For Profits, Con-
vention Centers, No Longer Needed.”

On April 29, USAE contacted 11
leading meetings industry associations
seeking comment. ASAE, DI and NCB-
MP were the only ones to do so. Two
said no comment, with the remaining
not responding.

In an email to Ferguson on hearing
the news, Ross E. Heller, Publish-
er-Emeritus, USAE, wrote: “What
has transpired vis a vis Brand USA
is simply unspeakable. Board mem-

bers such as yourselves are the best
and brightest of our industry; are all
VOLUNTEERS; and care deeply for
everyone and every tourism-related
business in our country. Perhaps the
six others who weren’t so honored
by our President should resign in
solidarity with you and your four
colleagues”

Brand USA is supported by a com-
bination of nonfederal contributions
from destinations, travel brands,

and private-sector organizations
plus matching funds collected by the
U.S. government from international
visitors traveling under the Visa
Waiver Program. The organization is
governed by an 11-member Board of
Directors appointed for a maximum
of two consecutive three-year terms
by the U.S. Secretary of Commerce
in consultation with the Secretary of
State and the Secretary of Homeland
Security.

citizenM

continued from page 4

the future”

The citizenM brand caters “to a
growing demographic of value-con-
scious travelers” who prefer “smart
in-room design, indoor and outdoor
common spaces featuring immersive
artwork and local artifacts, comfort-
ably appointed living rooms that serve
as collaborative workspaces, creative
meeting rooms, grab-and-go food and
beverage options, and lively rooftop
decks,” Marriott said.

The brand added that the transaction
is pending standard regulatory approval.

Representatives from citizenM said

that they look forward to seeing the
brand grow under the Marriott devel-
opment umbrella.

“I am excited about citizenM’s
future with Marriott International.
citizenM was created for frequent
travelers, and Marriott’s distribution
capabilities will allow us to welcome
new modern guests,” said Lennert
de Jong, CEO, citizenM. “With the
strength of Marriott’s development
engine, we look forward to the pros-
pect of many additional citizenM
properties in new destinations around
the world. We will continue to own our
real estate and operate all our hotels.
This relationship will allow us to work
together to maximize returns.”
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—— Women Leading the Way —

Brandy Tomhave Leads with a People-First Mentahty

By Jordan Bradley

Brandy Tomhave, Executive Di-
rector of the Native American Hu-
mane Society (NAHS) and an enrolled
member of the Chocktaw Nation of
Oklahoma, has learned a lot about
leadership in her first year leading the
association, she told USAE.

Most specifically, she said, the value
of listening.

But before her leadership lessons
in her position with NAHS, Tomhave
worked alone frequently or as part of
a two-person team. After graduating
from University of California, Berke-
ley, with a degree in English—“which
prepared me for almost nothing”—
Tomhave and her mom started a
business hand painting

on the road through small towns,
rather than fly over them, it looks
apocalyptic in a lot of places with
windows boarded—and the folks who
are left behind often are the ones who
couldn’t get out.”

After four years of being on the
road, Tomhave decided to pursue her
law degree at Southern Methodist
University, where she met her husband
in the Native American Law Student
Association. After they both graduat-
ed, Tomhave’s husband was offered an
“amazing opportunity” to move to the
east coast, where she began her career
in law as a public defender.

“Most of my clients were just like my
former neighbors when | was living on
the road,” Tomhave said. “They were

indigent, mentally ill,

duvets, pillow shams “l wanted to be avoice 2nd they had commit-
and kimonos, and trav- . ted misdemeanors as a
eled the country selling for the v0|celess, and result of their inability
them wholesale out of | think it’s because|  to access treatment”
an old RV. So when an oppor-
Throughout hertime b.rOke,down S0 many tunity appeared for
on the road, Tomhave  timesin what people e husband to be the
came to realize, “as  on the coast consider founding executive di-
corny as it sounds,” . rector of a tribal envi-
that what she real- the middle of nowhere ronmental nonprofit
ly wanted to do with and |g0t afront organization, she went
the rest of her life was seat view of the to work on Capitol Hil
help people, “espe- . . as a lobbyist for the
cially people who tend deStrPCtlon of Main first psychologist elect-
otherwise to be over- Street in small tOWHS,” ed to Congress, Ted
looked and ignored.” Tomhave said Strickland, who even-

“l wanted to be a
voice for the voiceless,
and | think it’s because | broke down
so many times in what people on the
coast consider the middle of nowhere
and | got a front seat view of the
destruction of Main Street in small
towns,” Tomhave said. “If you travel

tually went on to be

governor of Ohio.
“Ted tasked me with finding a solu-
tion, creating a legislative solution, for
individuals who are caught in a red
tide of recidivism because of their un-
treated mental illness,” Tomhave said.
“And so | had the privilege of drafting

Brandy Tomhave with her dog, Luke

and helping shepherd to passage the
legislation that authorizes the U.S.
[Department of Justice] behavioral
health court grants.”

After that, Tomhave began advocat-
ing for improvements to tribal envi-
ronmental management, working with
the Navajo Nation in Washington, D.C,,
and eventually joined her husband at
the Tomhave Group, which consults

primarily on community infrastructure
needs on reservation land.

Then, Tomhave was offered the
role of executive director at NAHS,
an opportunity she snatched without
hesitation.

NAHS has a niche and heart-full
purpose ripe with nuance. The as-
sociation is dedicated to advocating

Please turn to page 11

AHLA and HTNG Release Lithium Battery Safety Guide for Hoteliers

By Jordan Bradley

The American Hotel and Lodging
Association (AHLA) and its Hospitality
Technology Next Generation (HTNG)
released a lithium battery safety guide
for hoteliers on April 23.

Lithium-based batteries are a grow-
ing power source in personal devices
such as e-bikes, laptops and mobile
phones that can sometimes over-
heat, causing fires. AHLA and HTNG’s
safety guidelines aim to help hoteliers
prevent, prepare for, and respond to
these incidents, and offers a toolkit for
travelers to help increase awareness.

According to the National Fire Pre-
vention Association (NFPA): “While
these batteries provide an effective
and efficient source of power, the like-
lihood of them overheating, catching
on fire, and even leading to explosions

increases when they are damaged or
improperly used, charged, or stored.”

The National Fire incident Report-
ing System also found that these
lithium battery-related fires have
become a rising concern at hotels,
noting that more than 50% of those
incidents between 2020 and 2024
involved e-scooters and e-bikes,
popular modes of transportation in
larger cities.

AHLA and HTNG’s safety guide
includes best practices for lithium
battery use, highlighting case studies
of avoidable incidents.

In one scenario, a cordless phone
powered by a lithium-polymer bat-
tery in a hotel guest room “spon-
taneously combusted causing an
extremely high-heated fire to break
out” that eventually damaged the
night table, bed headboard, pillows,

bedding, and mattress.

The safety guide’s recommenda-
tion for cordless phones powered
by lithium batteries includes regular
preventative maintenance programs
as these batteries have a shelf life and
“must be changed upon expiration,”
the guide reads.

In another incident, a hotel em-
ployee was charging their electric
scooter in the hotel kitchen when it
caught fire and the battery exploded,
causing damage to both the scooter
and the kitchen wall. The employee
had not been working that day and
left the scooter to charge longer than
is recommended.

According to AHLA and HTNG’s
safety guide, e-scooters should not
be hooked up to a power outlet for
longer than it takes to fully charge
the item. The hotel where the incident

occurred also set electrical outlets on
a four-hour timer following the fire as
a failsafe.

“The safety of our guests and em-
ployees is our top priority and that’s
why we are continuously updating
protocols and guidance to address
new and emerging risks. Lithium bat-
tery fire incidents are on the rise and
can pose significant risks without the
proper education and procedures,”
said Rosanna Maietta, President
and CEO, AHLA. “Our new tools will
help hoteliers take practical steps to
protect guests and employees, while
staying ahead of this growing issue.”

The guide also offers links to other
resources for continued education
about lithium battery safety. For more
information and to access lithium
battery materials from AHLA, visit

ahla.com.


http://www.ahla.com
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PCMA Award Winner Elliott Ferguson Delivers Powerful Speech

By Todd McElwee

Elliott L. Ferguson, President & CEO,
Destination DC, had the meetings
industry’s attention.

Delivering an acceptance speech
for his PCMA Lifetime Achievement
Award at the Visionary Awards on
April 10 at the Walter E. Washington
Convention Center in Washington,
D.C.—the final one, and only thing
standing between the audience and
pork and beans, he joked—Ferguson
used the moment to thank those es-
sential to his success, share his love
for hospitality and get some laughs.
But then, he got to the point.

Discussing diversity, he gave the
audience some homework. The as-
signment included recognizing the
difference between knowing people
and saying they’re your friends versus
actually being their friends, with the
latter requiring an understanding of
what it is like for them in their space
and within the meetings industry.

“Let’s talk about that, he said. “Let’s
have uncomfortable conversations so

that we can learn a little more about
each other”

USAE connected with Ferguson
a few weeks after the speech to
learn more about his story. Ferguson
touched on his industry journey from
Savannah to Atlanta to D.C., and he
shared a story or two about past expe-
riences. He talked about moving from
Washington State and California to
the South, and his grandparents, who
were of Caribbean and Southern ori-
gin, and their experiences with racism.

However, the lion’s share of the
Zoom call was occupied by today and
tomorrow, including his altered ap-
proach to uncomfortable situations,
expectations of upcoming generations
and using his platform for progress.

As evident from the Visionary
Awards Ferguson is not shy about
using his pulpit. His message is not
conveyed via fire and brimstone, but
rather in a measured, thoughtful and
straightforward delivery. He has em-
braced the uncomfortable and will not
hesitate to engage in an awkward and
difficult conversation when called for.

Caesars Entertainment Announces
Lake Tahoe Hotel & Casino

By Todd McElwee

Caesars Entertainment has an-
nounced plans to transform Harveys
Lake Tahoe into Caesars Republic
Lake Tahoe Hotel & Casino this sum-
mer. The $160 million renovation will
include a multitude of upgrades, with
the property remaining open during
the transition.

July 1 marks the resort’s official
change to Caesars Republic. The
renovations will continue throughout
2025, pausing during the summer
season, with the entire project slated
to be complete in mid-2026.

“Lake Tahoe is a stunning destina-
tion, and we’re elated to bring a new
world-class resort worthy of its allure
to the lakefront,” said Anthony Carano,
President & COO of Caesars Enter-
tainment. “With its bold new look and
modern energy, Caesars Republic Lake
Tahoe will set the stage for a new era
of luxury in the region, and we know
our guests will be blown away by this
tremendous transformation.”

The 1.6 million-square-foot resort,
designed by design firm Marnell
Companies, will be completely trans-
formed, beginning at the hotel lobby
and carrying throughout the hotel.

All rooms in the Remus Tower,
formerly the Mountain Tower, will
be remodeled. The Romulus Tower,

previously the Tahoe Tower, is also
being refreshed after a full remodel in
2020. Across the street, Harrah’s Lake
Tahoe, which is connected to Caesars
Republic Lake Tahoe via an under-
ground connector, is also undergoing
improvements.

“l am very excited about this com-
plete transformation of this venue into
a new, exciting brand that will serve
our customers,” said Kelly Gleeson
Smith, Sr. Vice President of Sales,
Caesars Entertainment. “This is not a
renovation but an overhaul into what
will truly be a luxury brand. From arriv-
al to the welcoming lobby to the guest
rooms and fine-dining options we now
proudly expand our abilities to delight
and deliverin this iconic destination of
Lake Tahoe Nevada”

Caesars Republic Lake Tahoe is the
second Caesars Republic to openin two
years, following the opening of Caesars
Republic Scottsdale, a Hilton Hotel.

“This transformation honors the
storied history of Harveys while intro-
ducing modern amenities and elevated
experiences that will redefine luxury in
Lake Tahoe,” said Karie Hall, Sr. Vice
President and General Manager of
Harrah’s and Caesars Republic Lake
Tahoe. “We look forward to welcoming
guests to a resort that blends the best
of our past with an exciting vision for
the future.”

“Travel has given me the
opportunity to learn more, a
lot more about how we are alike
in terms of human beings and
how different we are, and to
celebrate our differences versus
weaponize them,” he said. “And
| say that as a guy that started
outin theindustry, in the South
and Savannah, Georgia. | was in
a National Guard, and a lot of
the things that | learned along
the way were either taught to
me by my Southern grandpar-
ents or my Caribbean grand-
parents.”

One of those lessons was
how to navigate in a space
where you are truly the minori-
ty, which is something that he
said he learned really quickly.

During his Zoom with USAE,
Ferguson shared an anecdote he has
mentioned previously. He received an
international award and coming off
the stage in a tuxedo and was asked by
someone to pour them a drink because
they thought he was a server.

“My initial reaction, because every-
body around me was shocked, was to
make them feel comfortable in that
situation, and but then | walked away
from that situation, and | felt awful,”
he said. “l was angry. You know it didn’t
disrupt my entire evening, but it was
disruptive in terms of the moment of
joy that | felt in terms of getting the
award, and how moving forward, it’ll
be a more of a teachable moment to
bring to everyone’s attention. This is
something that, if you're not a white
male, mostly, you're inevitably going
to experience something like this that
makes you feel uncomfortable”

In 2020, that approach changed
when Ferguson was Chair of U.S. Travel
Association. He had conversations
with Al Hutchinson and Cleo Battle
and Melvin Tennant and a series of
other individuals. They talked about
things they didn’t talk about to people
that don’t look like us, and said it’s time
for us to really rethink that.

Learning to gain understanding is
paramount to Ferguson.

“I think from 2020 moving forward,
I will no longer take that approach
(making everyone comfortable),” he
said. “You know, | will not throw my
glasses of wine in that person’s face
or do something like that, but | will
make sure that | use that opportunity
to not make people feel comfortable,
because I’'m not comfortable. And |
think that’s what it’s all about, learn-
ing how to, you know, are we learning
from situations like this so that we
can do better and we don’t automati-
cally make assumptions about people

Elliott Ferguson

because of the color of their skin,
because of their handicap, because of
their sexuality or their sex”

Ferguson also pointed out younger
generations have different expecta-
tions.

“There are a lot of leaders that are
my age group that were influenced
by things that their parents, grand-
parents, great grandparents said
that were maybe negative about or
stereotypical about other people,” he
said. “How did that impact how you
look at people that are not of your
race or your gender? And do you see
some of that in how you have inter-
acted with people and maybe how you
treat yourself, and can you make some
corrective measures? Because the ex-
pectation of the younger generations
is that’s not going to be tolerated.”

Ferguson is ready to have a con-
versation. He’ll tell you his story and
is ready to hear yours as well.

“The space that I’'m in in my career
has afforded me opportunities to be
a voice in the industry, and the thing
that I'm happiest about is that | am in
a position to make a difference... I'm
happy that you called to say, | want to
have a conversation based on what
was said a few weeks ago at the PCMA
event, because that’s what it’s about.
How do we have this dialog?

He added: “I don’t need people to
say, your speech was great. | want
to know that it has made a differ-
ence, and that people went back and
thought about it and challenged their
leadership and are thinking differ-
ently because of some of the things
that were said to start is that’s, that’s
what makes me happy to start a con-
versation.”

Editor’s note: This interview was
conducted before the Brand USA
news broke.
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Events Industry Council Opens Nominations for Hall of Leaders
Gala Set for October in Las Vegas

By Todd McElwee

Nominations are now open for the
Events Industry Council’s (EIC) Hall of
Leaders and its other annual awards.
On May 1, EIC also announced it will
host the 2025 Global Awards Gala on
October 6 at Aria Resort & Casino in
Las Vegas.

More than 160 leaders have been
inducted into the Hall of Leaders. The
Global Awards will also recognize
innovation and leadership in the busi-
ness events industry with the following
awards: Pacesetter Award, EIC Social
Impact Award, and the EIC Adaptation
and Innovation Award.

Nominations can be made through
June 6.

“This Global Awards offers a won-
derful opportunity for our global
community to celebrate and reflect
on the legacy of our sector and the
remarkable achievements of so many
leaders who have had
a profound impact on
the business events
industry and society
in general,” said Amy
Calvert, President &
CEQ, EIC. “Now, in a moment where
the entire world is grappling with
increased uncertainty, it is more im-
portant than ever that we recognize
the true purpose and value of the
in-person experiences we create. With
more than 1.6 billion participants en-
gaging in business events annually, we

More than 160 leaders
have been inducted
into the Hall of Leaders.

truly can be a catalyst for the change
we envision.”

MGM Resorts will once again be
hosting the event. Stephanie Glanzer,
Sr.Vice President & Chief Sales Officer
of MGM Resorts said:
“Partnering with EIC
to host this wonderful
event each yearis such
an honor for MGM,
and we look forward
to welcoming EIC members, award
recipients and others in October,” said.
“We always welcome the opportunity
to work with EIC to not only drive the
meetings industry forward, but also
recognize and celebrate the leaders
who make the magic happen every
day.”

The 2025 Global Events Celebration
falls immediately before IMEX Amer-
ica, October 7-9 at Mandalay Bay,
Resort & Casino.

“We are excited and honored to
bring together a truly global represen-
tation of our membership, our global
CMP community and other industry
stakeholders for this annual event—
especially at this reflection point for
our industry,” said 2025 EIC Board
Chair and CEO of ICCA Senthil Gop-
nath. “These awards are always one
of the biggest highlights of the year for
the global business events industry and
reflect what we do best—bring people
togetherand build human connection.”

Find more information at

eventscouncil.org.

Visit Orlando Appoints Charles Harris to Chief Operating Officer

By Jonathan Trager

Visit Orlando, which represents the
top travel destination in the United
States, has named Charles Harris as
Chief Operating Officer, the organiza-
tion announced on April 29.

Harris will oversee internal opera-
tions, as well as lead and implement
Visit Orlando’s strategic plans and an-
nual business plans, “ensuring align-
ment with the organization’s mission,
vision and values,” according to Visit
Orlando. He'll also directly manage
the group’s Digital & Data Strategy,
Human Resources and Finance &

Business Affairs teams, which includes
IT and Market Research and Insights.

“Destination Marketing Organiza-
tions are vital to the ecosystem of the
travel and tourism industry and the
local communities they serve,” said
Harris. “This is especially true for an
industry leader like Visit Orlando. Visit
Orlando’s reputation for being the best
in the business with a high-perform-
ing team and exceptional leadership,
made this an opportunity | couldn’t
pass up.”

Before joining Visit Orlando, Harris
served as President & CEO at RSCVA/
Reno Tahoe, leading a team of 120

full-time employees. Under his lead-
ership, the organization “achieved
record-setting monthly room tax rev-
enue totals, generated unprecedented
direct visitor spending, and secured
long-term business engagements,
including hosting the Davis Cup Tennis
match and extending sales contracts
with the United States Bowling Con-
gress,” Visit Orlando stated.

Harris also held the position of
Chief Marketing Officer/Executive
Vice President Public Affairs at Visit
Anaheim, where he created and exe-
cuted comprehensive marketing plans

Please turn to page 16

Charles Harris

First Hotel in a Century Opens on Lake Minnetonka

By Jordan Bradley

The first hotel in a century opened
on Lake Minnetonka in Minnesota on
May 1.

The 27-room Shoreline Hotel cele-
brated the momentous occasion with
a ribbon-cutting ceremony opening
morning followed by room previews

The Shoreline Hotel held a ribbon.-cutting ceremony at Lake Minnetonka in Spring Pak,

head of check-in and the grand open-
ing of the property’s restaurant, Ca-
bana Anna’s, for dinner service.
Twenty-three of the $16 million
property’s guest rooms include floor-
to-ceiling windows with a view of Lake
Minnetonka. The property also offers a
host of lakefront amenities, including
a sand beach, yoga classes, paddle

>

Minnesota, on May 1to honor the first hotel opening on the lake in 100 years. Pictured

from left to right: Mark Chase, Mayor, Spring Park, Minnesota; Kelly Olsen, Owner/

Developer, Shoreline Hotel; and Ben Olsen, Kelly's husband.

boards, surf lessons, and a marina
with 32 boat slips and corresponding
boat parking for hotel and restaurant
guests, according to the Minnesota
Star Tribune.

The hotel is the first to be opened
along the Minnesota lakeshore since
the Lafayette Club was constructed
in 1924, Olsen told the Star Tribune.
Since the early 1990s, developers
have pursued hotel projects along the
lakeshore, but have all fallen through
forvarious reasons, the outlet reports,
including Minnesota’s harsh winters.

Before it became the Shoreline
Hotel, the property acted as an office
building. Half-vacant for years, the
building went on the market in 2021,
the Finance & Commerce reports,
and developer Kelly Olson saw an
opportunity to find a creative new
purpose for it.

“I live right around the corner from
this building, and | kept driving by
and...it just seemed really underuti-
lized for the location and the view,”

Olsen told Finance and Commerce.

According to Olsen, it took three
years to transform the underutilized
office space into the boutique leisure
hotel it is today, and it was challenging
to get the necessary approval for the
boutique hotel, despite the fact that
she did not change anything structur-
ally about the building.

“The [city] approval process was
very difficult,” Olsen said, according to
the Star Tribune. “They were worried
about parking. They were worried
about sound. They were worried about
smell coming from the kitchen”

The property is managed by Leisure
hotels & Resorts, and aims to encour-
age guests to “slow down, connect and
enjoy life’s simple pleasures” during
their stay, Olsen said.

“l wanted to build this hotel as if
| was a guest, putting in the extra
touches that will set us apart,” she said.

Room rates begin at $299 per night.
Visit shorelinehotel.com for more
information.


http://www.eventscouncil.org
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Nelly Playing Closing Event at MPI's WEC in St. Louis

Association Employs Tongue-in-Cheek Cryptic Rollout

By Todd McElwee

If you want to go and take a ride with
Nelly, the Grammy-winning hip hop
star, who rapped he’s “from the Lou’
and I'm proud,” he will be at the Closing
Celebration of MPI's World Education
Congress (WEC) on June 20 at St. Louis’
Grand Center Arts District.

However, one may not be hip to
Nelly’s performance, as the WEC’s
website references only a “Mystery
Superstar Headliner!” for the wrap
party and boasts “ it’s about to get hot
in here” MPI cannot mention Nelly by
name on the conference’s online home
due to preexisting agreements with the
promotor of his upcoming tour. News
is spreading via social media with of-
ficially registered attendees notified of
his appearance via an email titled “It’s

Getting Hot in Herre”

“Forgive our country grammar, but
we ain’t telling who'’s headlining our
Closing Celebration,” MPI said. “Let’s
just say it’'s about to get hot in here.
We've got a Grammy-winning, home-
town hero whose iconic beats define
STL music. From tracks that turned up
the dance floor and made you cruise
down the boulevard, Friday night is a
ride you won’t want to miss—and if
you haven’t made plans to stay, you
won’t find a better reason!”

Known for hit singles including
“Country Grammar,” “Ride wit Me,”
“Hot in Herre” and “Dilemma,” featur-
ing Kelly Rowland, Nelly is a multiple
time Grammy and Billboard Music
Award recipient.

Find more information at wec.mpi.
org.

Tomhave

continued from page 6

for animal welfare on the 326 Native
American reservation lands, ranche-
rias, and Alaskan native villages
throughout the United States.

Because all tribal land is held in
trust of the federal government as a
result of treaties, tribes are “federal
dependent sovereigns,” Tomhave said.
Tribes are unable to impose property
taxes on reservations in order to pay
for public services and instead rely
upon funds from the government to
support health, education, housing
and public safety in many cases.

“Notice | did not mention animal
services,” Tomhave added. “Back in
the 1930s when the federal govern-
ment started to decide how they’re
going to manifest that responsibility,
we didn’t know that veterinary ser-
vices are critical to the health and
safety of humans because of zoonotic
diseases, so there are no federally
funded animal services on Indian res-
ervations and tribes
don’t have the ability
to levy the taxes that
their non-tribal neigh-
boring jurisdictions
do to pay for those
animal services.”

And being a vet on
reservation land is no
easy feat in and of
itself, she added.

“There are almost
no places to launch
a practice from” due
to lack of access to
critical infrastructure such as running
water and electricity, Tomhave said.
“And they’re communities with some
profound challenges economically.

All of this creates
a significant
challenge to living on
reservation lands:
an overpopulation of
mostly dogs as well as
a critical lack of access
to veterinary medicine
and animal care.

We all know how expensive [animal]
care is. Where there’s a market in
a community with 86% unemploy-
ment—like on the Wind River Reser-
vation in Wyoming—how are people
going to pay for that?”

All of this creates a significant chal-
lenge to living on reservation lands:
an overpopulation of mostly dogs
as well as a critical lack of access to
veterinary medicine and animal care.

In the face of these challenges, the
association aims to do several things:
upliftand empower Native Americans
to address animal health care across
reservations in ways that make the
most sense to their lifestyles, offer
educational resources on animal
welfare and best caretaking practices
forreservation residents, and connect
community stakeholders with area
organizations dedicated to serving
the four-legged population.

For Native American communities,
dogs are considered relations and
hold traditional places in communi-
ties, Tomhave said.

“Traditionally, it’s
not like dogs just
showed up in trib-
al communities,” she
said. “Dogs are pres-
ent in a lot of tribes’
origin stories, their
creation stories. Dogs
have been a part of
tribal communities
since time immemo-
rial—probably since
they split off from
wolves.”

But because of the
limited space available in the federally
funded housing on reservation lands,
dogs and other companion animals
frequently live outside, leading to

what appears to the unknowing eye
as a large population of stray dogs.
In reality, they are free ranging, often
beloved members of the community,
Tomhave noted.

Though the NAHS main focus is on
animal care, Tomhave said, the asso-
ciation is a people-first organization.

“My job is to be a tribal advocate
first, and then the animal welfare ad-
vocate second,” Tomhave said. “l don’t
know of another organization like that
in the country and

animals on reservation lands.

Tomhave is only the second ex-
ecutive director of the 10-year-old
NAHS, succeeding its founder—who
built the organization from the
ground up and mostly on her own—
last year, Tomhave said.

“I will tell you that as an advocate
and a former federally registered lob-
byist, | had some serious self-doubts
about leadership,” Tomhave said.

Having spent her career as part of

two-person teams,

that’s a tough place “Myjob istobea Tomhave found
to. be when working tribal advocate fII‘St, quigkly 'the value
with animal advo- . of listening to both
cates. We do not dis- and then the animal employees and com-
tinguish between the welfare advocate munity partners in

two- and four-legged
members of a family
in the community.
We have to put people first, and that
is necessary to then help the dogs
and cats who rely upon people for
their survival”

As part of the association’s work,
NAHS distributes informational
pamphlets and resources to Native
communities on the benefits of dog
ownership for children and diabetics,
the benefits of training your dog, and
a coloring book for kids on how to
take of their dogs. The association
offers information on career paths
in veterinary medicine as well.
These resources are available on
the NAHS website and distributed
throughout reservations and native
communities.

NAHS also connects community
representatives on reservation lands
with neighboring organizations
working in animal advocacy in order
to facilitate conversations about
practical solutions to the overpopu-
lation of dogs and other companion

second,” Tomhave said.

leadership, she told
USAE, learning that
“less talking and
more listening and visiting tribal
communities, being in community,
and listening to the real, true experts
about all of this—who are the native
people living in their own tribal com-
munities” yields the most effective
results.

As does “recognizing how to cul-
tivate relationships” within those
communities “and honor them in a
way that elevates your constituency,
not yourself,” she said.

Tomhave added: “I think that this
has been a really humbling year of
teaching me about understanding
the limitations of my role and its true
purpose—which is to facilitate the
opportunity for the real experts and
the true leaders for the folks on the
ground to come together in a safe and
supported space...As an outsider, it’s
really important for communities to
be able to articulate their own expe-
riences in order to be able to develop
the best solutions.”


http://www.wec.mpi.org
http://www.wec.mpi.org
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Pocono Mountains Visitors Bureau Tackling
Local Housing and Homeless Issues

By Todd McElwee

Leading Pennsylvania’s Pocono
Mountains Visitors Bureau (PMVB)
requires Chris Barrett, President &
CEO & Executive in Charge of Produc-
tion-PTN, to look outward and attract
guests to his destination.

However, more of his attention
has also turned inward the past few
years, with the organization leading a
charge to help the region’s hospitality
workforce and others call the Pocono
Mountains home.

“We have been working to develop
workforce and attainable housing
solutions in the destination for over
three years,” Barrett told USAE. “The
pandemic laid bare the issues that our
workforce as well as our friends and
neighbors are grappling with just to
live day to day. It culmi-

provide 135 units.

Staged in late November at the
Kalahari Resorts & Convention Center
in Manor, Pennsylvania, More Front
Doors attracted leaders from the Unit-
ed Way, the governor’s office and local
leaders. Gov. Josh Shapiro previously
signed an executive order to develop
a statewide housing action plan to
create more places for people to live,
preserve existing homes, and combat
costs, PAHomepage reported.

“We've kicked off this process we’re
digging deep into the data and maybe
most importantly we’re doing a ton of
listening across Pennsylvania,” said
Pennsylvania State Secretary of Com-
munity and Economic Development
Rick Siger.

PMVB is also spearheading the
anti-litter initiative, Pick Up the Po-
conos. Created in 2018,

nated in a housing sum- PMVB is also the campaign is de-
mit recently titled “More spearheading the signed to reduce litter
Front Dogrs. Over 350 anti-litter initiative, in the reglgn through
community leaders and . a wide variety of ef-
stakeholders attended. Pick Up the Poconos. forts, ranging from the

The discussions cen-
tered on overcoming
the barriers in our community in put-
ting forth housing solutions.”

Barrett went on to say PMVB and
partners are in the process of moving
the first project forward, which will

biannual region-wide

“Pick Up the Poconos
Day” events and the daily work of
the Pocono Community Caring Com-
pany (Pocono 3C) to anti-litter ads,
Adopt-A-Highway and roadway litter
removal and partnerships with local
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A volunteer helps out at Pocono Creek near Camelback Resort while participating in

e --k .'T"\

Pocono Mountains Visitors Bureau cleanup efforts.

governments. Since 2018, at least
45,684 bags of litter have been picked
up across 2,948 miles and properly
disposed of, the bureau said.

Barrett also highlighted the CVB’s
work with Pocono 3C. The program
is designed to give those who are
homeless, or in danger of becoming
homeless, a job and case work, to
get back up on their feet. It provides
participants with work picking up litter
in Monroe County. More than 20 par-
ticipants are no longer homeless since
the program commenced in 2079.

“Our goals are to provide a better

quality of life for our team members
as well as our communities,” Barrett
said. “This is a byproduct of everything
that we do.”

Asked if other CVBs have called
to discuss implementing something
similar in their destinations, Barrett
replied: “No, but | hope that they do.
| completely credit the Destinations
International Advocacy Summit that
we attended in 2019 with opening our
eyes to the critical responsibility we
have to destination management”

Find more information at

poconomountains.com.

By Jordan Bradley

The Hospitality Sales and Mar-
keting Association International
(HSMAI) announced on April 30
the sudden passing of Jason Smith,
the association’s Vice President of
Marketing Communications.

Smith has been “instrumental in
advancing the association’s mar-
keting communications initiatives,
overseeing the organization’s digital
presence, public relations efforts,
and social media strategy,” HSMAI
said.

“I've had the honor of knowing
Jason for many years, but it wasn’t
until | started at HSMAI in November
that | saw the deep passion he had
for HSMAI and seeing firsthand his
mastery in the craft of Marketing
and Communications,” said Brian
Hicks, President and CEO, HSMAI.
“His contributions and dedication

— OBITUARY -—

to HSMAI will leave a legacy within
the association. | am truly grateful for
his exceptional support and guidance
since joining the association.”

Smith attended Cornell University,
where he received a Bachelor of Sci-
ence degree in Hotel Administration,
according to his LinkedIn account.
After graduating, Smith went on to
hold editorial positions with Whittle
Communications, USA Today, and the
National Restaurant Association.

Smith joined HSMAI in January
2001, holding numerous volunteer
roles throughout HSMAI and other
associations, including as restore
marketer for Habitat for Humanity of
Northern Virginia, research commit-
tee member for the American Hotel
and Lodging Association Foundation,
judge for the Society of National Asso-
ciation Publications Excel Awards and
the American Society of Association
Executives’ Marketing Communica-

HSMAI Executive Jason Smith Dies Suddenly

tions Gold Circle Awards. Smith
also volunteered as a meal cre-
ator and distributor for the World
Central Kitchen.

“Working with Jason was truly
a privilege. As VP of Communi-
cations for HSMAI, he brought
professionalism, creativity, and
heart to everything he touched,”
said Andrew Rubinacci, Chief Ad-
visory Officer for FLYR Hospital-
ity, and Chair, HSMAI Americas.
“He was with us for the highs and
lows over the past 25 years and
was always a calming influence.
His passion for the industry and
talent made a lasting impact on
all of us. He will be deeply missed,
both as a colleague and a friend.”

In its statement, HSMAI said: “HS-
MAI extends its deepest condolences
to Jason’s family, friends, and col-
leagues.”

Although Smith’s family had not yet

Jason Smith

released an obituary by press dead-
line, HSMAI said the family asked
that, in lieu of flowers, donations
in Smith’s honor be made to World
Central Kitchen.
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——— THE FINAL WORD

Adapting to a Changing Landscape: How Federal Policy and Funding Shifts
Are Driving Innovation and Evolving Association Meetings

By Amy Hissrich, CAE,

Vice President, International
Affairs, ASAE

Recent federal policy changes and
funding shifts have affected associ-
ation meetings. ASAE’s April 2025
Insight Update shows attendance has
declined, but speaker, exhibitor, and
sponsor participation remain steady.

One of the most significant im-
pacts has been on professional and
combined associations, where more
than half reported decreased metrics.
In contrast, trade associations have
been less affected, with fewer de-
creases in attendance and the highest
percentage of increases among all
groups. This divergence underscores
the varied responses among different
types of associations to the changing
federal landscape. The update also

emphasizes the broad
decline in international
participation at U.S.-
based events.

In response to these
challenges, associa-
tions are adapting their
meeting strategies.
Many are transitioning
to virtual or hybrid for-
mats to accommodate
travel restrictions and
budget constraints. Ad-
ditionally, associations
are reducing the dura-
tion and scale of their
events, renegotiating
venue contracts, and
exploring new reve-
nue streams such as
on-demand access to
recorded content.

Despite a rapidly
changing environment
including increased
costs, these shifts have
prompted innovation within the
sector. Associations are reimagin-
ing events to focus more deeply on
delivering member value in a rapidly
evolving environment. There is a
renewed emphasis on accessibility,
engagement, and adapting content
to address rapidly changing policies
and regulations.

Key Findings Include:

« Decline in Attendee Numbers: Half
of respondents reported decreased
attendance at their meetings, while
participation from speakers, exhibi-
tors, and sponsors remained relatively
stable.

« Exhibitor Resilience: Exhibitor par-
ticipation was the most stable metric,
with 66.9% of associations reporting
no change.

» Professional Associations Hit
Hardest: More than half of profession-

Harris

continued from page 10

leading to more than 100 marketing
industry accolades. Other previous po-
sitions include executive experience at
Luxe Hotels and Experian Interactive,
and he has worked in communications
and community development with the
Los Angeles Dodgers and Anaheim
Ducks, respectively.

Harris will report to Visit Orlando
President & CEO Casandra Mate;j.

“Our nationwide search for a Chief
Operating Officer found Charles to
be the complete package—with his
comprehensive experience in desti-
nation management and marketing,

cross-functional operational lead-
ership and consistent track record
leading results-driven teams,” said
Casandra Matej, President & CEO of
Visit Orlando. “Charles brings a fresh
perspective to Visit Orlando that will
elevate our operational functions
and help us achieve our strategic
initiatives”

Harris has been recognized in “The
BizBash 500” as one of the most in-
fluential event professionals and has
earned numerous awards, including
the Catalyst Award: Momentum by
Smart Meetings. He has also served
on various boards, including for US
Travel, Nevada State Tourism Board,
and Destinations International CDME.

al and combined associations reported
declines, while trade associations saw
fewer decreases and a higher per-
centage of increases (14.5%) than any
other group.

« International Participation Im-
pacted: The decline is most evident in
attendance from Canada and Europe
and Central Asia—regions historically
well represented at U.S.-based events.

“These findings underscore how
external forces are compelling associ-
ations to reimagine events in ways that
prioritize member value, accessibility
and flexibility,” said ASAE President
and CEO Michelle Mason, FASAE, CAE.
“While the environment is undeniably
challenging, we’re also seeing incred-
ible innovation and resilience across

the community.”

The most recent survey was distrib-
uted to 3,118 CEOs of associations and
association management companies
(AMCs), with 210 responses analyzed.
This study is part an ongoing series of
ASAE member polls providing associa-
tions with timely, nonpartisan insights
to inform strategic planning.

Overall, the federal policy and
funding shifts are reshaping the as-
sociation meeting landscape. While
there have been some negative effects,
the policies are driving associations to
adopt agile strategies and fostering a
period of significant innovation and
transformation.

More information is available at
asaecenter.org.

Salt Lake Sells Part of
Salt Palace Convention Center

By Jonathan Trager

The Salt Lake County Council has
approved the sale of a large part of the
Salt Palace Convention Center to Ryan
Smith’s Smith Entertainment Group
(SEG), the owner of the Utah Jazz and
Utah Hockey Club.

On April 29, the council unanimous-
ly moved to sell 12 parcels of land—6.5
acres of downtown property—for
nearly $55,433,000. That includes Salt
Palace’s largest exhibit hall, along with
a smaller exhibit hall and a connected
parking garage, the Salt Lake Tribune
reported. SEG will take possession of
the land by February 2027.

In a statement, the county said the
sale “marks a transformative invest-
ment in Salt Lake County’s economic
future”

The statement read: “It is antici-
pated that upon the transfer of the
land to SEG, the exhibit hall space
will be demolished and rebuilt in a
newly designed section of the Salt
Palace. Construction will take place

in a strategically phased approach to
minimize disruption to planned events
and a portion of the facility will remain
operational throughout the process,
ensuring that the Salt Place can con-
tinue to host conventions.”

Proceeds from the sale will go to a
remodeling of the facility, estimated to
cost $1.5 billion total. The project will
included a second ballroom that will
allow the facility to host multiple major
events simultaneously. The county has
issued a request for proposals to select
an architectural firm for the project.

According to Gephardt Daily, Coun-
ty Council Chair Dea Theodore said
the project will be “one of the most
exciting and transformative projects
our county has ever undertaken. It
will generate millions in new prop-
erty tax revenue, create jobs, boost
tourism, strengthen local businesses
across the county, and help fund
critical upgrades to the Salt Palace
Convention Center to help Utah
maintain its status as a world-class
event destination.”

Stay Connected

X0

@USAEnews
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Niagara Falls, New York is most
famous for its stunning natural beau-
ty, but it is also an ideal location for
meetings and conventions for groups
from 10 to 1,500. Its connected down-
town area offers state-of-the-art con-
vention facilities, bucket list-worthy
attractions, affordable lodging, and
convenient travel options for getting
to and around the region.

Accommodations: Downtown Ni-
agara Falls boasts over 1,000 commit-
table hotel rooms within a three-block
radius of the Niagara Falls Convention
Center. Accommodations range from
an AAA rated Four Diamond casino
resort to contemporary hotels and
economical overflow options. Our des-
tination has accommodation options
that suit every group’s size, preference,
and budget.

Meeting & Event Venues: Ample
meeting space can be found through-
out Niagara Falls USA. Whether you’re
looking for traditional conference
rooms and exhibit halls or sweeping
ballrooms and beautiful outdoor
backdrops, our team will work with you
to find a venue that fits your desired
vibe. The Niagara Falls Convention
Center offers versatile meeting and
event space all on one level, and can
accommodate a variety of events,
complete with in-house catering and
audio-visual services.

Things to Do: The walkability of
Niagara Falls’ downtown corridor
means attendees can enjoy downtime
immediately following the event. Just
a short stroll from most downtown

Niagara Falls USA

A Powerful and Inspiring Meeting Destination

hotels and meeting spaces, attendees
can view Niagara Falls from several
vantage points, and experience the
mighty power of the Falls with our
get-wet, up-close-and-personal at-
tractions including Maid of the Mist
and Cave of the Winds. The Niagara
Gorge Trail System offers an abun-
dance of outdoor recreation activities,
including some of the best hiking and
biking trails, as well as excellent bird-
ing opportunities. Nearby, attendees
can choose from a variety of delicious
dining options to recharge for the day
ahead.

Airport &Transportation Options:
Niagara Falls USA’s location makes
transportation a breeze. By air trav-
el, the Buffalo Niagara International
Airport offers upwards of 100 daily
flights, with nonstop service to 31
airports. Two major Amtrak service
lines connect the region to much
of the East Coast and Canada; the
Niagara Falls International Train Sta-
tion is located less than three miles
from downtown. By car, Niagara Falls
USA is connected to 1-90, offering
easy driving access from just about
anywhere.

Special Services/Amenities/Plan-
ner Incentives: The team at Desti-
nation Niagara USA is ready to help
every step of the way — from pre-con-
ference planning to onsite service
assistance. Complimentary services
include customized site visits, collect-
ing proposals from hotels and meeting
venues, public relations and marketing
support, and resources for attendance

USAE,

the only weekly
community
newspaper of

assoclations, CVBs
and hotels.

Subscribe today.

usaenews.com

building to ensure a successful event.
Ask us about our meetings incentive
program, too!

Contact:

Destination Niagara USA

Reanna Darone, Director of
Convention Sales

Phone: 1-877 FALLS US

Email: rdarone@niagarafallsusa.com

Website: niagarafallsusa.com
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Greater Fort Lauderdale: The Perfect Blend of Business, Beaches,
and Unforgettable Experiences

Greater Fort Lauderdale transforms
meetings into immersive moments,
where ocean breezes, upscale ame-
nities, and vibrant local culture com-
bine to create a destination that’s
as productive as it is inspiring. From
the moment visitors arrive, they’re
met with a sense of place that invites
them to stay a little longer, explore a
little deeper, and connect on a whole
new level.

The foundation of the region’s
meetings appeal begins at the Bro-
ward County Convention Center in
Fort Lauderdale, a newly expanded
waterfront facility offering 1.2 million
square feet of total space, including
350,000 square feet of contiguous
exhibit space. Designed with both
scale and flexibility in mind, the center
brings together cutting-edge design,
sustainable features, and proximity
to everything attendees want to see
and do. It’s a short walk—or an even
shorter drive—from many of the area’s
top hotels, including the brand-new
8071-room Omni Fort Lauderdale
headquarters hotel currently under
development that connects to the
convention center and is now taking
reservations for September 2025.

Surrounding the convention cen-
ter is a wide array of lodging that
makes it easy for planners to match
convenience with comfort. With over
38,000 hotel rooms available across
the region and more than 3,500
within 1.5 miles of the center, guests
have their choice of beachside re-
sorts, high-rise brands, and boutique
properties. Hotels like the Hilton Fort
Lauderdale Marina, Renaissance Fort
Lauderdale Marina Hotel, Embassy
Suites on 17th Street, and B Ocean
Resort provide ideal accommoda-
tions for business travelers, while
resorts such as The Ritz-Carlton, Fort

Lauderdale and Lago Mar Beach
Resort & Club offer elevated es-
capes for those extending their
stay or bringing family along
for the trip.

Beyond the boardroom,
Greater Fort Lauderdale is a
destination that invites you to
savor every moment—and that
starts with the food. The dining
scene here reflects the region’s
international influences and
coastal roots, offering every-
thing from fresh-caught seafood
and dock-and-dine spots to
global fusion and locally loved
gems. Restaurants like Boatyard
and S3 pair elevated menus
with unbeatable views, while
Takato’s beachfront sushi and
Louie Bossi’s wood-fired Italian
classics are crowd-pleasers for
client dinners or team outings.
Walkable dining districts like Las Olas
Boulevard and Flagler Village keep the
energy going well into the evening,
with outdoor patios, chef-driven con-
cepts, and live music adding flavor to
every bite.

One of the most defining features
of the destination is its connection to
the water—and that connection runs
deeper than just scenery. Known as
the “Yachting Capital of the World,
Greater Fort Lauderdale boasts more
than 300 miles of navigable waterways
that shape not only the landscape
but the lifestyle. The water becomes
part of the meeting experience, with
opportunities for paddleboarding
through mangrove trails, water taxi
rides between venues, and private
yacht charters that double as un-
forgettable networking events. Here,
planners don’t have to invent ways to
keep attendees engaged—the setting
does it naturally.

i p——,

Those looking to extend their trip
or fill in downtime will find plenty
of options to unwind, shop, and ex-
plore. Las Olas Boulevard combines
upscale boutiques, galleries, and
sidewalk cafés in a walkable stretch
that’s perfect for solo strolls or
group excursions. For more robust
retail therapy, The Galleria at Fort
Lauderdale features major fashion
and lifestyle brands, while Sawgrass
Mills—one of the largest outlet
shopping destinations in the U.S.—is
a short drive away and perfect for
serious shoppers.

Adding to the destination’s depth
is a rich cultural scene that reflects
its diverse community and creative
spirit. From modern art exhibitions at
the NSU Art Museum to world-class
performances at the Broward Center
for the Performing Arts, the area cel-
ebrates culture with a coastal twist.
Many of these institutions also double

and international destinations, making
travel easy for attendees from around
the world. For those looking to explore
more of South Florida, Brightline
high-speed rail service provides quick
and comfortable access to the region,
expanding the possibilities for pre- or
post-event adventures without the
need for additional flights or rental
cars.

In the end, Greater Fort Lauderdale
offers more than a place to meet—it
offers a destination that inspires.
With stunning settings, smart infra-
structure, and a lifestyle that’s equal
parts laid-back and luxe, this is a place
where work and play don’t compete—
they complement. For planners look-
ing to create meaningful, memorable
events, there’s no better setting to
doitall.

Learn more at

www.visitlauderdale.com/meetings

as unique venues for offsite
events, allowing planners to
add a sophisticated touch to
receptions or breakout ses-
sions. The region’s inclusivity
makes it especially welcoming
to LGBTQ+ travelers, interna-
tional guests, and multigener-
ational groups—an important
consideration for today’s
diverse audiences.
Accessibility is another
key advantage of choosing
Greater Fort Lauderdale for
meetings and events. The
Fort Lauderdale-Hollywood
International Airport (FLL) is
located just minutes from the
convention center and con-
nects to over 100 domestic
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