
In various parts of the world, politi-
ciansarewagingwaron theeconomicsta-
tistics thathelppeopleassess theperform-

ance of their leaders.
Over thepast fewyears,
the Argentine govern-
menthasreported infla-
tion rates more than 12
percentagepointsbelow
private-sector esti-
mates, and has filed

criminal charges against statisticians
attempting to publish their owndata.

Late last year,Greece launchedacrim-
inal investigation of the head of its statis-
tical agency for reporting larger budget
deficits than the government deemed
appropriate (or, asheput it, for “not cook-
ing the books”).

If you think such degradation of
national statistics couldn’t happen in
more developed countries, think again.

In the U.S., a battle is brewing in Con-
gressover twoof themostvaluablegauges
of thenation’s economichealth: theAmer-
ican Community Survey and the Eco-
nomic Census. The data sets, which the
U.S. has maintained in some form since
the early 1900s, provide researchers and
the public with a trove of information on
everything fromthe sizeof families’mort-
gage payments in Boise, Idaho, to the
nation’smedian annual income.

The data play a crucial role in calcu-
lating the performance of the entire U.S.
economy, and in deciding how public
funds shouldbeallocated.Economistsuse
them to figure out whether government
policiesareworking.Businessesuse them
to study demographic trends and inform
importantdecisions.Theclarity theypro-
vide helps make the U.S. particularly
attractive for foreign investment.

In early May, legislators in the U.S.

House passed a bill that would eliminate
both surveys, on the grounds that they
are too intrusive – even though no infor-
mation identifying the participants is
ever released to the public. Robert
Groves, the director of the U.S. Census
Bureau, says ending the surveys will
“devastate the nation’s statistical infor-
mation.”

In reality, the cost of data collection is
minimal. The statistical agencies that col-
lect most economic data – the Census
Bureau, the Bureau of Economic Analy-
sis and the Bureau of Labor Statistics –
account for less than 0.05 percent of Pres-
ident Barack Obama’s $3.7 trillion pro-
posed budget.

Why, then, are politicians attacking
statistics? Perhaps they have become so
accustomed to good data that they fail to
recognize what life and governance
would be like without them.

It’s hard to overstate how dangerous
the destruction of high-quality, objective
statistical information would be. Policy-
making would become more subjective,
and hence more ideological. Govern-
ments would have more leeway to lie to
the people about the success of their poli-
cies and the state of the economy.

If the bill to eliminate theU.S. surveys
makes it to President Obama’s desk, he
should use his veto power. �
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Arecent editorial in theProv-
idenceBusinessNews (“Tourism
fiefdomsarerelics torelinquish,”

May 14, 2012)
called for the
consolidation
of Rhode
I s l a n d ’ s
tourismefforts

into one statewideagency.While
the editorial’s hypothesis claims
consolidationwould save Rhode
Island money, such a strategy
would in fact cost the statepoten-
tial tax revenue.

Facedwith a harsh economic
landscape, Rhode Island must
look forways to streamlineprac-
tices and introducenewefficien-
cies.However, tourism is simply
thewrongplace to look.Wearea
powerful economic engine for
Rhode Island.

Consider a 2011 report from
Global Insights that stated that
$374 million in tax revenue was
generated by the travel and
tourism sector in Rhode Island
in 2010. And, as the region and
the nation have only inched
their way out of the economic
doldrums, the tourism sector in
Rhode Island has recently seen
robust growth. Based on a key
indicator, hotel-tax collections,
we have realized significant
gains in revenue generated at

hotels over the past 18 months.
This hasn’t happened by acci-
dent, it is, in large part, due to
targeted and strategic programs
implemented by the state’s
regional tourism organizations.

The regional tourism model
that Rhode Island adheres to, in
which there is one, umbrella-
like state tourism office and dif-
ferent regional agencies
throughout the area, is consid-
ered a “best practice” in our
industry and has been adopted
byvirtually every state, particu-
larly those with meeting and
convention offerings. Ideally,
tourismbranding is coordinated
at the state level but tourismpro-
motion and product develop-
ment is done at the local level.

Because Rhode Island’s state
tourism budget is among the
lowest in the United States, the
tourismregionswork collabora-
tively to support statewide ini-
tiatives even more strongly, as
we attempt to fill the void left by
an underfunded state tourism
effort. This includes: participat-
ing at trade shows; hosting in-
state events and familiarization
tours for tour operators and
media; presenting out-of-state
educational events in key mar-
kets such as New York, Boston
and Chicago; and collaborating

on tourism research projects.
In addition toworking togeth-

er with the state tourism office,
we are all experts in our own
geographic area and highlight
different aspects of our commu-
nities to our own respective key
feedermarkets.

As destination-
marketing experts,
our coremission is
to connect the visi-
tors to local busi-
nesses. We need
“boots on the
ground,” interact-
ing daily with
hotels, restau-
rants, arts organi-
zations, media,
attractions, trans-
portation compa-
nies and all of
those businesses
and individuals integral to the
growth of tourism in Rhode
Island.

� Providence Restaurant
Weeks began seven years ago as
a marketing initiative designed
to promote local restaurants.
Today, theprogramruns twice a
year and encompasses nearly
100 restaurants from across the
state.

� Newport has developed a
comprehensive and successful

marketing effort to brand itself
as a premier “destination-wed-
ding” location.

� The Blackstone Valley has
created original programs such
as the Polar Express and the
popular Riverboat Explorer
tours.

� South County
has developed a
campaign that
highlights its rich
historyand seaside
beauty.

� Warwick suc-
cessfully markets
itself as “theCross-
roads of Southern
New England,” a
transportat ion
hub.

� And Block
Island has part-
nered with a local

artist on an innovative promo-
tionaimedat steeringvisitors to
the island’s extraordinary natu-
ral resources.

These are just a fewexamples
of the geographically specific
programming being done at the
regional level, programs thatnot
only benefit visitors but also
greatly enhance the quality of
life that Rhode Island residents
enjoy.

Additionally, both Provi-

dence/Warwick and Newport
have strong meeting and con-
vention sales and marketing
programs, which are not typi-
cally handled at the statewide
level. Attracting this lucrative
business to the state in an
extremely competitive national
landscape requires an in-depth
knowledge of both the meetings
industry and how local product
offerings match the require-
ments of individual planners.

While consolidation of
tourism agenciesmay seem like
a logical cost-cuttingmeasure, it
will weaken a successful, pro-
ductive system and decimate
product development and pro-
gramming that has been built
over years of hard work. It will
hurt the state’s businesses and –
ultimately – the Rhode Island
taxpayer.

In order to achievemaximum
success we need to ensure ade-
quate funding for a statewide
branding effort while maintain-
ing the successful regional
tourism system that currently
exists. �

Martha Sheridan is the presi-
dent and CEO of the Providence
Warwick Convention and Visi-
tors Bureau.

Regional tourism efforts yield the most bang for R.I. bucks

Generating economic statistics is an important public task
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Reader response A look at PBN.com’s weekly poll, plus this week’s poll

Op-Ed, Letters policy:
Providence Business News welcomes
opinion pieces as well as letters from its
readers on local business, financial and
political issues. Opinion pieces and letters
cannot have been published anywhere else
before appearing in PBN. They should
include a daytime telephone number and e-
mail address. All pieces may be edited for
space and clarity, as well as for length. Send
to: Editor, Providence Business News, 400
Westminster Street, Suite 600, Providence,
RI 02903, editor@pbn.com, or by fax: (401)
274-0670.

June 3-9
What was last week’s biggest news?

Page views: 1,424

This week’s PBN.com Poll

Are you planning on attending any of

the America’s Cup World Series events

in Newport at the end of June?

• Yes

• No

• I’m not sure

To vote in this week’s poll, go to PBN.com and
follow the link on the home page.
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