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Tompkins County, NY
Friday, May 31, 2019

[Adopted by the Board of Supervisors (now County Legislature) of Tompkins County 8-15-1989 by
L.L. No. 4-1989]

This article shall be known as the "Tompkins County Hotel Room Occupancy Tax Law."

The intent of this article shall be to enhance the general economy of Tompkins County, its cities,
towns and villages through promotion of tourist activities, conventions, trade shows, special events
and other directly related and supporting activities.

[Amended 5-7-1991 by L.L. No. 1-1991]

Definitions.

Imposition of tax.

Transitional provisions.

Exemptions.

Territorial limitations.

Registration.

Administration and collection.

Records to be kept.
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Determination of tax.

Disposition of revenues.
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Refunds, revisions or credits.

Remedies exclusive.

Proceedings to recover tax.

General power of County Administrator.

Administration of oaths and compelling testimony.

Reference to tax.

Penalties and interest.

Returns to be secret.

Notices and limitations of time.

As used in this article, the following terms shall have the meanings indicated:

COUNTY ADMINISTRATOR
The budget officer for the County of Tompkins.

HOTEL
A facility  or  portion  thereof  that  is  used for  the lodging of  paying guests.  The term “hotel”
includes, but is not limited to, an apartment hotel, a motel, guest house, or facility known as a
“bed-and-breakfast” tourist facility, whether or not meals are served.
[Amended 1-19-2016 by L.L. No. 1-2016]

OCCUPANCY
The use or possession, or the right to the use or possession of any room in a hotel.

OCCUPANT
A person who, for a consideration, uses, possesses, or has the right to use or possess any
room in a hotel under any lease, concession, permit, right of access, license to use or other
agreement, or otherwise.

OPERATOR
Any person operating a hotel  in Tompkins County,  including but not limited to the owner or
proprietor of such premises, lessee, sublessee, mortgagee in possession, licensee, or any other
person otherwise operating such hotel.

PERMANENT RESIDENT
Any  occupant  of  any  room or  rooms in  a  hotel  for  at  least  30  consecutive  days  shall  be
considered a permanent resident with regard to the period of such occupancy.

PERSON
An  individual,  partnership,  society,  association,  joint-stock  company,  corporation,  estate,
receiver, trustee, assignee, referee and any other person acting in a fiduciary or representative
capacity, whether appointed by a court or otherwise, and any combination of the foregoing.

RENT
The consideration  received  for  occupancy valued  in  money,  whether  received  in  money  or
otherwise.
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RETURN
Any return filed or required to be filed as herein provided.

ROOM
Any room or rooms of any kind in any part or portion of a hotel, which is available for or let out
for any purpose other than a place of assembly.

[Amended 5-7-1991 by L.L. No. 1-1991; 12-5-2001 by L.L. No. 7-2001; 6-4-2002 by L.L. No. 2-2002]
On or after the fifth day of September 1989, there is hereby imposed and there shall be paid a tax of
3% of a room or rooms in a hotel in this County of the rent for every occupancy, except that the tax
shall not be imposed upon a permanent resident of the hotel, nor where the rent is not more than at
the rate of $4 per day. On or after the first day of May 2002, there is hereby imposed and there shall
be paid a tax of 4% of the rent for every occupancy of a room or rooms in a hotel in this County,
except that the tax shall not be imposed upon a permanent resident of the hotel, nor where the rent
is not more than at the rate of $4 per day. On or after the first day of December 2002, there is hereby
imposed and there shall be paid a tax of 4.5%, except that the tax shall not be imposed upon a
permanent resident of the hotel, nor where the rent is not more than at the rate of $4 per day. On or
after the first day of June 2003, there is hereby imposed and there shall be paid a tax of 5%, except
that the tax shall not be imposed upon a permanent resident of the hotel, nor where the rent is not
more than at the rate of $4 per day.

The tax imposed by this article shall  be paid upon any occupancy on and after  the fifth day of
September  1989,  although  such  occupancy  is  pursuant  to  a  prior  contract,  lease,  or  other
arrangement. Where rent is paid or payable on a weekly, monthly, or other term, the rent shall be
subject to the tax imposed by this article to the extent that it covers any period on and after the fifth
day of September 1989.

[Amended 5-7-1991 by L.L. No. 1-1991]

This article shall not authorize the imposition of such tax upon any transactions by or with any of
the following in accordance with § 1230 of the Tax Law:

The  State  of  New  York  or  any  of  its  agencies,  instrumentalities,  public  corporations
(including a public  corporation created pursuant  to agreement or  compact  with another
state or Canada), improvement districts or political subdivisions of the state; and

The United States of America or any of its agencies and instrumentalities, insofar as it is
immune from taxation.

This article shall not authorize the imposition of such tax upon any transactions by any of the
following in accordance with § 1230 of the Tax Law:

Any corporation,  association,  trust,  community  chest,  fund or  foundation organized and
operated exclusively for religious, charitable or educational purposes, or for the prevention
of cruelty to children or animals, and no part of the net earnings of which inures to the
benefit of any private shareholder or individual and no substantial part of the activities of
which is carrying on propaganda, or otherwise attempting to influence legislation; provided,
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however,  that  nothing in  this  subdivision shall  include an organization operated for  the
primary purpose of carrying on a trade or business for profit, whether or not all of its profits
are payable to one or more organizations described in this subdivision.

The hotel operator shall submit such written proof as may be required to show that the use or
occupancy  falls  within  the  aforedescribed  exempt  categories.  In  the  absence  of  such
documentation, the tax must be collected by the operator.

Bed-and-breakfast  inns  shall  be  exempt  from the  tax  in  this  article  to  the  extent  such  tax
exceeds 3%. A bed-and-breakfast inn is defined as an owner-operated and -managed structure
or structures of no more than 10 guest rooms for paying guests lodged on an overnight basis.
Such establishments may serve breakfast, the cost of which is included as part of the room-rate
paid for overnight lodging.
[Added 12-5-2001 by L.L. No. 6-2001; amended 4-16-2002 by L.L. No. 1-2002]

The tax imposed by this article shall  apply only to occupancies within the territorial  limits of the
County of Tompkins.

Within three days after commencing hotel business in Tompkins County, every operator shall file with
the County Administrator's Office a certificate of  registration in a form prescribed by the County
Administrator. Within five days after such registration, the County Administrator shall issue without
charge to each operator a certificate of authority empowering such operator to collect the tax from
the occupant and duplicate thereof for each additional hotel of such operator. Each certificate or
duplicate  shall  state  the  hotel  to  which  it  is  applicable.  Such  certificates  of  authority  shall  be
prominently displayed by the operator in a manner that it may be seen and come to the notice of all
occupants and persons seeking occupancy in the hotel to which it applies. Such certificates shall be
nonassignable  and  nontransferable,  and  shall  be  surrendered  immediately  to  the  County
Administrator upon the cessation of business at the hotel named or upon its sale or transfer.

The tax imposed by this article shall be administered and collected by the Tompkins County
Administrator, or other fiscal officers of the County as the Administrator may designate by such
means and in such manner as are other taxes which are now administered and collected by
such officers in accordance with the County Charter and Code, or as otherwise provided by this
article.

The  tax  to  be  collected  shall  be  stated  and  charged  separately  from the  rent  and  shown
separately on any record thereof at the time when the occupancy is arranged or contracted or
contracted and charged for, and upon every evidence of occupancy or any bill, statement or
charge made for said occupancy issued or delivered by the operator. The tax shall be paid by
the occupant to the operator as trustee for and on account of the County, and the operator shall
be liable for  the tax and collection of  same. The operator  and any officer  of  any corporate
operator shall be personally liable for the tax collected or required to be collected under this
article. The operator shall have the same right in respect to collecting the tax from the occupant,
or in respect to nonpayment of the tax by the occupant, as if the tax were a part of the rent for
the occupancy payable at the time such tax shall become due and owing, including all rights of
eviction, dispossession, repossession and enforcement of an innkeeper's lien that the innkeeper
may have in the event of  nonpayment of rent by the occupant; provided, however, that the
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County Administrator or other designated fiscal officer(s), employees or agents shall be joined
as a party in any action or proceeding brought by the operator to collect or enforce collection of
the tax.

The County Administrator may, wherever deemed necessary for the proper enforcement of this
article, provide by regulation that the occupant shall file returns and pay directly to the County
Administrator the tax herein imposed, at such times as returns are required to be filed and
payment made by the operator.

The tax imposed by this article shall be paid upon any occupancy on and after September 5,
1989,  although such occupancy is  had pursuant  to a contract,  lease,  or  other  arrangement
made prior to such date. Where rent is paid, charged, billed or falls due on either a weekly,
monthly or other term basis, the rent so paid, charged, billed or falling due shall be subject to the
tax herein imposed to the extent that it covers any portion of the period on and after September
5, 1989. Where any tax has been paid hereunder upon any rent which has been ascertained to
be worthless, the County Administrator may, by regulation, provide for the credit and/or refund of
the amount of such tax upon application therefor as provided in § 150-21 of this article.

For the purpose of the proper administration of this article, and to prevent evasion of the tax
hereby imposed,  it  shall  be presumed that  all  rents  are subject  to  tax until  the contrary  is
established. The burden of proving that a rent for occupancy is not taxable hereunder shall be
upon the operator, except that, where by regulation pursuant to Subsection C of this section, an
occupant is required to file returns and pay directly to the County Administrator the tax herein
imposed,  the burden of  proving that  a rent  for  occupancy is  not  taxable shall  be upon the
occupant. Where an occupant claims exemption from the tax under the provisions of § 150-12 of
this article, the rent shall be deemed taxable hereunder unless the operator shall receive from
the occupant claiming such exemption a certificate duly executed by an exempt corporation or
association certifying that the occupant is its agent, representative, or employee, together with a
certificate executed by the occupant that the occupancy is paid or to be paid by such exempt
corporation or association, and is necessary or required in the course of or in connection with
the occupant's duties as a representative of such corporation or association. Where deemed
necessary  by  the  operator,  the  operator  may  further  require  that  any  occupant  claiming
exemption  from the  tax  furnish  a  copy  of  a  certificate  issued  by  the  County  Administrator
certifying  that  the  corporation  or  association  therein  named  is  exempt  from  the  tax  under
§ 150-12 of this article.

[Amended 5-7-1991 by L.L. No. 1-1991]
Every operator shall keep records of every occupancy, of all rent paid, charged, or due, and of the
tax payable thereon, in such form as the County Administrator  may require by regulation. Such
records shall be available for inspection and examination at any time upon demand by the County
Administrator or his duly authorized employee or agent, and shall be preserved for a period of five
years, except that the County Administrator may consent to their destruction within that period or
may require that they be kept longer.

Every operator shall file with the County Administrator a return of occupancy, of rents, and of
taxes payable thereon for the periods ending February 28, May 31, August 31, and November
30 of each year, on and after September 5, 1989. Such returns shall be filed within 20 days from
the expiration of the period covered thereby. The County Administrator may permit or require
returns to be made by other periods and upon such dates as may be specified. If the County
Administrator deems it necessary in order to ensure the payment of the tax imposed by this
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article,  returns  may  be  required  for  shorter  periods  than  those  prescribed  pursuant  to  the
foregoing provisions of this section and upon such dates as may be specified.

The form of returns shall  be prescribed by the County Administrator and shall  contain such
information  as  may be deemed necessary  for  the  proper  administration of  this  article.  The
County Administrator may require amended returns to be filed within 20 days after notice and to
contain the information specified in the notice.

If a return required by this article is not filed, or a return when filed is incorrect or insufficient on
its face, the County Administrator shall take the necessary steps to enforce the filing of such a
return or of a corrected return.

At the time of  filing a return of  occupancy and of  rents,  each operator  shall  pay to the County
Administrator the taxes imposed by this article upon rents required to be included in such return, as
well as all other moneys collected by the operator acting or purporting to act under the provisions of
this article. Where the County Administrator deems it necessary to protect revenues to be obtained
under this article, any operator required to collect the tax imposed by this article may be required to
file a bond, issued by a surety company authorized to transact business in this state and approved
by the Superintendent of Insurance of this state as to solvency and responsibility, in such amount as
the County Administrator may fix to secure the payment of any tax and/or penalties and interest due
or which may become due from such operator. In the event that the County Administrator determines
that an operator is to file such a bond, notice to the operator shall be given to that effect, specifying
the amount of the bond required. The operator shall file the bond within five days after the giving of
notice unless within those five days the operator requests, in writing, a hearing before the County
Administrator, at which the necessity, propriety, and amount of the bond shall be determined by the
County Administrator. This determination shall be final and shall be complied with within 15 days
after the giving of notice thereof. In lieu of a bond, securities approved by the County Administrator
or cash in the amount prescribed may be deposited into the custody of the County Administrator,
who may at any time, without notice to the depository,  apply them to any tax and/or interest or
penalties due, and for that purpose the securities may be sold at public or private sale without notice
to the depositor thereof.

If a return required by this article is not filed, or if a return when filed is incorrect or insufficient, the
amount of tax due shall be determined by the County Administrator from obtainable information. If
necessary, the tax may be estimated on the basis of external indices, such as number of rooms,
location,  scale  of  rents,  comparable  rents,  type  of  accommodations  and  service,  number  of
employees and/or other factors. Notice of such determination shall be given to the person liable for
the collection and/or payment of the tax. Such determination shall finally and irrevocably fix the tax
unless  the  person  against  whom  it  is  assessed,  within  30  days  after  giving  notice  of  such
determination, applies to the County Administrator for a hearing, or unless the County Administrator
redetermines the same.  After  such a hearing,  the County Administrator  shall  give notice of  the
determination to the person against whom the tax is assessed. The determination of the County
Administrator  shall  be  reviewable  for  error,  illegality,  unconstitutionality,  or  any  other  reason
whatsoever by proceeding under Article 78 of the Civil Practice Law and Rules if application thereof
is made to the Supreme Court within 30 days after the filing of the notice of such determination. A
proceeding under Article 78 of the Civil Practice Law and Rules shall not be instituted unless the
amount of any tax sought to be reviewed with penalties and interest thereon, if any, is first deposited
with the County Administrator and an undertaking is filed with the County Administrator, issued by a
surety company authorized to transact business in this state, approved by the Superintendent of
Insurance of this state as to solvency and responsibility, in an amount approved by a Supreme Court
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Justice, to the effect that if the proceeding is dismissed or the tax confirmed, the petitioner will pay all
charges and costs which may accrue in the prosecution of the proceeding, or, at the option of the
applicant, such undertaking filed with the County Administrator may be in a sum sufficient to cover
the taxes, penalties and interest thereon stated in such determination plus the costs and charges
which may accrue against it in the prosecution of the proceeding. In that event, the applicant will not
be required to deposit such taxes, penalties and interest as a condition precedent to the application.

All revenues resulting from the imposition of the tax under this article shall be paid into the treasury
of the County, credited to and deposited in the general fund of the County, thereafter to be allocated
for tourism and convention development; except, however, that the County is hereby authorized to
retain up to a maximum of 10% of such revenue to defer the necessary expenses of the County in
administering the tax. The revenue derived from the tax, after deducting the amount provided for
administering such tax, as so authorized by this article, shall be allocated to enhance the general
economy of Tompkins County, its cities, towns and villages, through promotion of tourist activities,
conventions trade shows, special events and other directly related and supporting activities.

In the manner provided in this section, the County Administrator shall refund or credit, without
interest, any tax, penalty or interest erroneously, illegally or unconstitutionally collected or paid if
application  to  the  County  Administrator  for  such  refund  is  made  within  one  year  from the
payment thereof. Whenever a refund is made by the County Administrator, the reason therefor
shall be stated in writing. Such application may be made by the occupant, operator, or other
persons who has actually paid the tax. Such application may also be made by an operator who
has collected and paid over such tax to the County Administrator, provided that the application is
made within one year of  the payment by the occupant  to the operator.  However,  no actual
refund of moneys shall be made to such operator until it is first established to the satisfaction of
the County Administrator under such regulations as the County Administrator by authority of the
County Legislature may prescribe, that the operator has repaid to the occupant the amount for
which the application for refund is made. In lieu of any refund required to be made, the County
Administrator may allow credit therefor on payments due from the applicant.

An application for a refund or credit made as herein provided shall be deemed an application for
a revision of  any tax,  penalty  or  interest  complained of,  and the County Administrator  may
receive evidence with respect thereto.  After  making determination, the County Administrator
shall give notice thereof to the applicant, who shall be entitled to review said determination by a
proceeding  pursuant  to  Article  78  of  the  Civil  Practice  Law  and  Rules,  provided  that  the
proceeding  is  instituted  within  30  days  after  the  giving  of  the  notice  of  determination,  and
provided that a final determination of tax due was not previously made. Such a proceeding shall
not be instituted unless an undertaking is filed with the County Administrator in an amount and
with sureties approved by a Justice of the Supreme Court to the effect that if such proceedings
are dismissed or the tax confirmed, the petitioner will pay all costs and charges that may accrue
in the prosecution of said proceeding.

A person shall not be entitled under this section to a revision, refund, or credit of a tax, interest,
or penalty that had been determined to be due pursuant to the provisions of this § 150-21 where
said person has had a hearing or an opportunity for a hearing as provided in this section, or who
has failed to avail himself of the remedies provided therein. No refund or credit of a tax, interest,
or penalty paid after a determination by the County Administrator pursuant to § 150-19 of this
article  shall  be  paid  unless  it  is  found  that  the  determination  was  erroneous,  illegal,
unconstitutional or otherwise improper by the County Administrator after a hearing or of his own
motion, or in a proceeding under Article 78 of the Civil Practice Law and Rules pursuant to the
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provisions of said section. In that event, refund or credit without interest shall be made of the
tax, interest or penalty found to have been overpaid.

The remedies provided by §§ 150-19 and 150-21 of this article shall be exclusive remedies available
to any person for  the review of  tax liability  imposed by this  article.  No determination,  proposed
determination of tax nor determination on any application for refund shall be enjoined or reviewed
except as hereinafter provided, by an action for declaratory judgment, an action for money had and
received,  or  by  any  action  or  proceeding  other  than  a  proceeding  in  the  nature  of  a  certiorari
proceeding under Article 78 of the Civil Practice Law and Rules. A taxpayer may, however, proceed
by declaratory judgment if  he/she institutes suit  within 30 days after  a deficiency assessment is
made and pays the amount of the deficiency assessment to the County Administrator prior to the
institution of such suit and posts a bond for costs as provided in § 150-19 of this article.

Whenever any operator, any officer of a corporate operator, any occupant, or other person fails
to collect and pay over any tax and/or penalty or interest as imposed by this article, the County
Attorney shall, at the request of the County Administrator, bring or cause to be brought an action
to enforce the payment of the same on behalf of the County in any court of the State of New
York or of any other state or of the United States. If, however, the County Administrator believes
that any such operator, officer, occupant, or other person is about to cease business, leave the
state, or remove or dissipate the assets out of which the tax or penalties might be satisfied, and
that any such tax or penalty will not be paid when due, such tax or penalty may be declared to
be  immediately  due  and  payable,  and  the  County  Administrator  may  issue  a  warrant
immediately.

As an additional or alternate remedy, the County Administrator may issue a warrant, directed to
the Sheriff, commanding the Sheriff to levy upon and sell the real and personal property of the
operator, officer of a corporate operator, or other person liable for the tax, which may be found
within the County for the payment of the amount thereof, with any penalties and interest, and the
cost of executing the warrant, and to return such warrant to the County Administrator and to pay
to the County Administrator the money collected by virtue thereof within 60 days after the receipt
of said warrant. Within five days after the receipt of the warrant, the Sheriff shall file a copy of
same with the County Clerk. Thereupon the Clerk shall enter in the judgment docket the name
of the person stated in the warrant, the amount of the tax, penalties, and interest for which the
warrant is issued, and the date when such copy is filed. Thereupon the amount of such warrant
so docketed shall become a lien upon the interest in real and personal property of the person
against whom the warrant is issued. The Sheriff  shall  then proceed upon the warrant in the
same manner and with like effect as that provided by law in respect to executions issued against
property upon judgments of the court of record. For services in executing the warrant, the Sheriff
shall be entitled to the same fees, which may be collected in the same manner. In the discretion
of  the  County  Administrator,  a  warrant  of  like  terms,  force,  and  effect  may  be  issued  and
directed to any officer or employee of the County Administrator. In the execution thereof, such
officer or employee shall have all the powers conferred by law upon sheriffs, but shall be entitled
to no fee or compensation in excess of the actual expenses paid in the performance of such
duty. If a warrant is returned not fully satisfied, the County Administrator may, from time to time,
issue  new  warrants  and  shall  also  have  the  same  remedies  to  enforce  the  amount  due
thereunder as if the County has recovered judgment therefor and execution thereon has been
returned unsatisfied.

Whenever an operator makes a sale, transfer, or assignment of any part or the whole of the
hotel or lease, license, or other agreement or right to possess or operate such hotel or the
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equipment,  furnishings,  fixtures,  supplies  or  stock  of  merchandise,  or  the  said  premises  or
lease, license or other agreement or right to possess or operate such hotel and equipment,
furnishings, fixtures, supplies and stock of merchandise pertaining to the conduct or operation of
said  hotel,  other  than  in  the  ordinary  and  regular  prosecution  of  business,  the  purchaser,
transferee or assignee shall, at least 10 days before taking possession of the subject of said
sale,  transfer  or  assignment,  or  before making payment,  notify  the County Administrator  by
registered mail of the proposed sale and the price, terms and conditions thereof, whether or not
the seller, transferor or assignor has represented to or informed the purchaser, transferee, or
assignee that it owes any tax pursuant to this article, whether or not the purchaser, transferee,
or assignee has knowledge that such taxes are owing, and whether any such taxes are in fact
owing.

Whenever the seller, transferor, or assignor fails to give notice to the County Administrator as
required above, or whenever the County Administrator  informs the purchaser,  transferee, or
assignee that a possible claim for such tax(es) exists, any sums of money, property, choses in
action, or other consideration which the purchaser, transferee or assignee is required to transfer
over to the seller, transferor, or assignor shall be subject to a first priority right and lien for any
such taxes theretofore or thereafter determined to be due from the seller, transferor, or assignor
to the County. The purchaser, transferee, or assignee is then forbidden to transfer to the seller,
transferor, or assignor any such sums of money, property, or choses in action to the extent of
the amount of the County's claim. For failure to comply with the provisions of this subsection,
the purchaser, transferee, or assignee, in addition to being subject to the liabilities and remedies
imposed under the provisions of Article 6 of the Uniform Commercial Code, shall, as well as the
seller, transferor, or assignor, be personally liable for the payment to the County of any such
taxes theretofore or thereafter determined to be due to the County from the seller, transferor, or
assignor. Such liability may be assessed and enforced in the same manner as the liability for tax
under this article.

In addition to the powers granted in this article, the County Administrator is hereby authorized and
empowered to:

Extend for cause shown, the time of filing any return for a period not exceeding 30 days; and for
cause  shown,  to  remit  penalties  but  not  interest;  and  to  compromise  disputed  claims  in
connection with the taxes hereby imposed;

Request  information  from  the  Tax  Commission  of  the  State  of  New  York  or  the  Treasury
Department of the United States relative to any person; and to afford information to such Tax
Commission or Treasury Department relative to any person, notwithstanding any other provision
of this article;

Delegate functions hereunder to a Deputy County Administrator or any employees of County
Administration;

Prescribe  methods  for  confirming  the  rents  for  occupancy  and  to  confirm  the  accuracy  of
information on the taxable and nontaxable rents;

Require any operator within the County, if it is determined that adequate records are not being
maintained, to keep detailed records of the nature and type of hotel maintained; nature and type
of service rendered; number of rooms available and occupied; daily leases, occupancy contracts
or  arrangements;  rents  received,  charged,  and  accrued;  the  names  and  addresses  of  the
occupants; whether or not any occupancy is claimed to be subject to the tax imposed by this
article; and to furnish such information at the request of the County Administrator;

Tompkins County, NY https://www.ecode360.com/print/TO1768?guid=8412556&children=true

9 of 12 5/31/2019, 9:42 AM



F. 

G. 

A. 

B. 

C. 

D. 

A. 

B. 

(1) 

Impose as a  penalty  upon any operator  within the County any necessary costs  of  auditing
services generated by discrepancies discovered upon audit, in the records of the operator; and

Make, adopt, and amend such other rules and regulations appropriate to the carrying out of this
article and the purposes thereof as may be approved by the Tompkins County Legislature.

The County Administrator or employees or agent(s) duly designated and authorized shall have
the power to administer oaths and take affidavits in relation to any matter or proceeding in the
exercise of  their  powers and duties under  this  article.  The County  Administrator  shall  have
power  to  subpoena and  require  the  attendance  of  witnesses  and  the  production  of  books,
papers,  and  documents  to  secure  information  pertinent  to  the  performance  of  the  duties
hereunder  in  the  enforcement  of  this  article,  and to  examine  them in  relation  thereto.  The
County Administrator shall also have the power to issue commissions for the examination of
witnesses who are out of the state, unable to attend, or who are excused from attendance.

A Supreme Court Justice, either in court or in chambers, shall have the power to summarily
enforce by proper proceedings the attendance and testimony of witnesses and the production
and examination of books, papers, and documents called for by the subpoena of the County
Administrator under this article.

Any subpoenaed person who refuses to testify or produce books or records, or who testifies
falsely in any material matter pending before the County Administrator under this article shall be
guilty  of  a  misdemeanor,  punishment  for  which shall  be a fine of  not  more than $1,000 or
imprisonment for not more than one year, or both such fine and imprisonment.

The officers who serve the summons or subpoena of the County Administrator and witnesses
attending in response thereto shall be entitled to the same fees as are allowed to officers and
witnesses in civil cases in courts of record, except as herein provided otherwise. Such officers
shall be the County Sheriff and duly appointed deputies, or any officers or employees of the
County Administrator's office designated to serve such process.

Whenever reference is made to this tax in placards or advertisements or in any other publications,
such reference shall be substantially in the following form: "Tax on occupancy of hotel rooms" or
"occupancy tax," except that in any bill, receipt, statement, or other evidence or memorandum of
occupancy or rent charge issued or employed by the operator, the word "tax" will suffice.

Any person failing to file a return or to pay over any tax to the County Administrator within the
time required by this article shall be subject to a penalty of 10% of the amount of tax due, plus
interest at the rate of 1.5% of such tax for each month of delay, except the first month after such
return was required to be filed or such tax became due. Such penalties and interest shall be
paid and disposed of in the same manner as other revenues from this article.

The following persons shall, in addition to the penalties herein or elsewhere prescribed, be guilty
of  a  misdemeanor,  punishment  for  which  shall  be  a  fine  of  not  more  than  $1,000  or
imprisonment not exceeding one year, or both:

Any operator, occupant, or any officer of a corporate operator or occupant failing to file a
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(2) 

(3) 

(4) 

(5) 

C. 

D. 

return required by this article, or filing or causing to be filed, making or causing to be made,
giving or causing to be given any return, certificate, affidavit, representation, information,
testimony or statement authorized or required by this article, which is willfully false;

Any operator or officer of a corporate operator willfully failing to file a bond required to be
filed pursuant to § 150-19 of this article, failing to file a registration certificate and such data
in  connection  therewith  as  the  County  Administrator  may  require,  failing  to  display  or
surrender the certificate of authority as required by this article, or assigning or transferring
such certificate of authority;

Any operator or officer of a corporate operator willfully failing to charge separately from the
rent the tax herein imposed, willfully failing to state such tax separately on any evidence of
occupancy and on any bill, statement or receipt of rent issued or employed by the operator,
or willfully failing or refusing to collect such tax from the occupant;

Any operator or officer of a corporate operator who refers or causes reference to be made
to this tax in a form or manner other than that required by this article; and

Any operator failing to keep records required by § 150-16 of this article.

Any operator or officer of a corporate operator who fails to file a certificate of registration as
provided under this article shall be subject to a penalty of $50 for each month of delinquency in
filing such certificate.  Officers  of  a  corporate  operator  shall  be personally  liable  for  the  tax
collected or required to be collected by such corporation under this article, and subject to the
penalties hereinabove imposed.

The certificate of the County Administrator to the effect that a tax has not been paid, that a
return,  bond,  or  registration certificate  has not  been filed,  or  that  information has not  been
supplied pursuant to the provisions of this article, shall be presumptive evidence thereof.

[Amended 5-7-1991 by L.L. No. 1-1991]
Except in accordance with the proper judicial  order, or as otherwise provided by law, it  shall  be
unlawful for the County Administrator or any officer or employee of the County Administrator's Office
to disclose in  any manner the rents or  other  information relating to  the business of  a  taxpayer
contained in any return required under this article except to such persons and at such times as
necessary to carry out this article. The officers charged with the custody of such returns shall not be
required  to  produce  any  of  them  or  evidence  of  anything  contained  in  them in  any  action  or
proceeding in any court, except on behalf of the County Administrator in an action or proceeding
under the provisions of this article, or on behalf of any party to any action or proceeding under the
provisions of this article when the returns or facts shown thereby are directly involved in such action
or proceeding. In any of these events, the Court may require the production of and may admit into
evidence as much of  said  returns or  the facts  shown thereby as are pertinent  to  the action or
proceeding, and no more. Nothing herein shall be construed to prohibit the delivery to the taxpayer
or his/her duly authorized representative of a certified copy of any return filed in connection with
his/her tax nor to prohibit the publication of statistics classified so as to prevent the identification of
particular returns and the items thereof. In addition, nothing herein shall be construed to prohibit the
inspection by the County Attorney or other legal representatives of the County of the return of the
taxpayer who shall bring action to set aside or review the tax based thereon, or against whom an
action or  proceeding has been instituted for  the collection of  a tax or penalty.  Returns shall  be
preserved for five years and thereafter until the County Administrator permits them to be destroyed.
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A. 

B. 

C. 

Any notice authorized or required under the provisions of this article may be given by mailing the
same to the person for whom it is intended in a postpaid envelope addressed to such person at
the address given in the last return filed by him pursuant to the provisions of this article, or in
any application made by him. If no return has been filed nor application made, then notice may
be given by mailing the same to such address as may be obtainable. Mailing of such notice shall
be presumptive evidence of the receipt of same by the person to whom it is addressed. Any
period of time which is determined according to the provisions of this article by the giving of
notice shall commence to run from the date of mailing of such notice.

The provisions of the Civil Practice Law and Rules or any other law relative to limitations of time
for the enforcement of a civil remedy shall not apply to any action or proceeding taken by the
County to levy,  appraise, assess, determine, or  enforce the collection of  any tax or penalty
provided by this article. However, except in the case of a willfully false or fraudulent return with
the intent to evade the tax, no assessment of additional tax shall be made after the expiration of
more than three years from the date of filing of a return; provided, however, that where no return
has been filed as provided by law, the tax may be assessed and collected at any time.

Where a taxpayer  has consented,  in  writing,  before the expiration of  the  period prescribed
herein for the assessment of an additional tax, that such period be extended, the amount of
such additional tax due may be determined at any time within the extended period. The period
so extended may be further extended by subsequent  consents,  in writing,  made before the
expiration of the extended period.
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STPB POLICIES 

The STPB is subject to all Tompkins County policies regarding the conduct of advisory boards. 
These replace the policies identified in the 2020 Tompkins County Strategic Tourism Plan. 
(listed alphabetically) 

60/40 Split 

Continue to invest Hotel Room Occupancy Tax funds in tourism marketing and tourism product 
development as specified by state enabling legislation and local law. After subtracting the county 
administrative fee and other expenses, the Tourism Program budget should maintain a ratio of 
60% for marketing and 40% for product development. 

Budget Reserve and Surplus Hotel Room Occupancy Tax 

Reserve Funds 

a) Purpose of Reserve Funds: External factors can have adverse effects on local room tax 
revenues. A wide variety of circumstances could lead to reduced visitation to Tompkins 
County. Some organizations integral to the local tourism sector rely on room tax funding 
as a primary source of funding. If room tax revenue declines, the reserve fund is intended 
to assist organizations of vital importance to sustain the county’s tourism sector.  

b) Target Reserves: Five percent of the projected annual Tompkins County hotel room 
occupancy tax collections should be held in reserve. (For example, if $3,000,000 in hotel 
room occupancy tax is projected for a given year then $150,000 should be held in 
reserve.) 

c) Use of Reserves: If room taxes decline year over year, the STPB may authorize reserves 
to be used to sustain essential operations necessary to our local tourism sector.  

Surplus Funds 

a) Source: Each year the STPB prepares a projection of Tompkins County’s hotel room 
occupancy tax collections. This forecast is based on detailed market data and professional 
knowledge about the region and industry. From time to time, room tax collections exceed 
this projection, leading to surplus funds.  

b) Fully Fund Reserves: To maintain an adequate reserve balance, surplus funds should first 
be applied to achieve the reserve target. 

c) Allocate Remaining Surplus to Existing Programs: To ensure a transparent, equitable 
process for accessing county room tax funds, any surplus more than the amount needed 
for reserve should be applied within the existing framework of the Tompkins County 
Tourism Program. 

i. Preferred Application / Strategic Tourism Implementation: The STPB is charged 
with the implementation of the Tompkins County Strategic Tourism Plan. To date 
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there are several “critical actions” in the plan which are not yet complete. To 
accomplish these actions, the STPB prefers to allocate all remaining surplus funds 
to the Strategic Tourism Implementation (STI) grant program. This program 
funds projects which advance tourism projects in Tompkins County that enhance 
quality of life and promote economic development. This program uses a rolling 
grant application which would allow funds to be applied in the same year as the 
surplus. 

ii. Alternative Application / Marketing & Product Development: The 2020 Strategic 
Tourism Plan established a policy of splitting funds 60/40 for marketing and 
product development. When all “critical actions” defined in the current Strategic 
Tourism Plan are complete or deemed unnecessary or at the discretion of the 
Strategic Tourism Planning Board, surplus funds may be made available for one-
time projects in accord with the 60/40 policy. (For example, if $100,000 of 
surplus funds are available, $60,000 should be allocated to marketing and $40,000 
to product development.) Due to the timing of room tax collections and grant 
decisions, funds will be available in the following year. 

Conflict of Interest 

Tompkins County depends on volunteers to serve on its Strategic Tourism Planning Board 
(STPB). STPB members have varied backgrounds and interests. They are active in the 
community in their professional and private endeavors. Consequently, situations may arise that 
create a conflict of interest. 

This policy applies to all current members of the STPB and all members of any advisory 
committee involved in the decision making process. It is expected that all persons subject to this 
policy will conduct themselves honestly and fairly when dealing with STPB business. 

A conflict of interest is defined as an activity or interest of a Board member that may cause bias 
for or against a particular action being considered by the Board such as a grant request. A 
conflict of interest will be presumed when the Board member or household member has a formal 
affiliation or interest in an organization, which could expect funding from a particular decision. 

Whenever a Board member identifies that a conflict of interest may exist with a funding request, 
policy decision, or any voting matter considered by the STPB or one of its Committees, the 
member will inform the STPB Chair or the Committee Chair of the conflict. The Board member 
may (or may not) participate in the discussion at the appropriate Chair’s discretion, but will 
refrain from voting on the specific request. 

At the beginning of each calendar year, current STPB members will complete the Annual 
Conflict of Interest Disclosure Form. The forms will be given to the Chair and kept on file by the 
Administrative Assistant of the STPB. This information will be made available to all members of 
the STPB. 
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Diversity Statement 

The STPB will apply the values of diversity, inclusion and equity in conducting all business 
including the recruitment of board members, program administration, and consideration of 
funding applications.  

We will encourage participation of diverse populations in all of our funded programs without 
regard but not limited to the following traits: national origin, language, race, color, ethnicity, 
gender, age, sexual orientation, gender identity or socio-economic status.  

We will foster a culture of inclusion that encourages collaboration, flexibility and fairness. 

We will consistently work toward greater equity to guarantee fair treatment, access and 
opportunity.  

We will encourage all of our partners to ascribe to these values and work within their 
organizations to promote them. 

Seat Definitions 

The following definitions are intended to provide guidance in selecting new members and could 
be used in determining eligibility of STPB applicants to represent a given sector. Someone 
meeting any one of the suggested criteria could be seen as meeting the eligibility requirement for 
that seat. 

• Lodging: Current owner, operator or employee of a local lodging business including 
hotel, motel, B&B, short-term rental, campground, etc.  

• Recreation: Someone who as a current or former business owner, member or staff 
member of a recreational organization, event organizer, or representative of a landowner 
on which recreation occurs (e.g. public or not-for-profit trail owner), is involved in 
producing programming or otherwise supporting outdoor recreation tourism activity in 
Tompkins County.  

• Agriculture: Someone who as a current or former farmer, producer of food, beverage or 
agricultural product(s), or member of staff member of an organization involved in local 
agriculture, is either directly engaged in agriculture in Tompkins County or engaged 
formally in supporting agriculture in Tompkins County.   

• Arts/Culture: Current or former artist, or current or former member, trustee, or staff 
member of an arts organization. This encompasses visual arts (including architecture, 
ceramics, design, drawing, painting, photography and sculpture), literary arts, the 
performing arts (including music, theatre, dance, spoken word and film, among others), 
and other forms of artistic expression.  
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• College and University Seats: The three seats representing Cornell, IC, and TC3 will be 
filled by individuals recommended for appointment directly by their respective 
institutions and in a position to represent those institutions.  

• At-Large: Intentionally a flexible category without specific additional eligibility criteria. 
At certain times in the past, based on the needs of the board, it has been seen as desirable 
to recruit new members into these At-Large seats with specific skills (legal, financial, 
marketing, tourism, government administration, etc.), or other specific sector 
representation not covered by the other seats (such as retail, restaurant/culinary, other 
travel and hospitality businesses, meeting and conference, etc.) 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

Background 

Visit Ithaca and the Tompkins County Tourism Program engaged JLL to conduct an in-depth 

analysis of the destination’s overnight visitors. This visitor profile study was conducted over 

the course of 18 months, from January 2018 to July 2019, and was comprised of comprehensive 

primary research. 

Goals & Objectives 

The purpose of conducting this Visitor Profile research was to:  

• Provide insight related to overnight visitors coming to Ithaca and Tompkins County, 

• Augment data gathered during the 2009-2010 Profile of Visitors to Tompkins County, 

and  

• Provide observations on changes in visitor trends.  

Prospective Outcomes 

The results compiled from the visitor profile study should allow Ithaca and Tompkins County 

Tourism Program leaders to:  

• Make more informed decisions on destination marketing and product development 

investment opportunities, 

• Guide efforts to increase the destination’s competitive position in the marketplace,  

• Increase future visitor spending into the community, and  

• Inform decisions needed for updating the overall strategic plan for the destination. 
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Methodology 

JLL created two separate and complementary surveys in order to have the most impactful 

reach into the visitor community. The first survey was an online survey targeted to previous 

visitors. The second survey was an onsite intercept survey used to interview visitors while they 

were in market.   

Digital Email Survey Intercept Interviews 

Past visitors with completed trip Visitors during their trip 

Email lists and databases from 2015, 2016 & 
2017 

Individual encounters at over 30 selected 
sites 

Visit Ithaca inquiries, Hotels, Inns, Discovery 
Trail partners, retail partners, and other 
stakeholders  

Parks, Universities, Downtown, Discovery 
Trail sites, Cayuga Waterfront Trail sites, 
Farmer’s Market, Lodging providers, 
Events/Entertainment, Airport, and 
Breweries/Wineries 

Surveyed from March-May 2018 Interviewed from July 2018 – July 2019* 

1,400 completed surveys 670 completed interviews 

 

The overall response rate from Overnight Visitors in 2019 was 38% higher than the 2009-2010 

study. 

For the purpose of this report, the results of the two methodologies have been combined into 

one final profile.  With only a few exceptions the results of the two separate surveys yielded 

similar outcomes. 
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Highlighted Results - 2019 

• Repeat visitation to Ithaca and Tompkins County is high with 76% having visited on a 

previous occasion. 

• Based on the overall survey results, 78% of the respondents reported staying overnight 

and 22% identify as day trippers 

• Visitors spend approximately $366 per day while in Ithaca and Tompkins County  

• Travel party size has increased to 3.3 people per trip compared to 3.0 people in 2009 

• Overnight visitors are staying primarily between 2-3 nights 

• Overnight visitors are largely staying in hotels/motels or inns (over 60% of results) 

• Same day travel planning showed the most significant shift changing from 15% of 

respondents in 2009 to 2% in 2019 

• Summer led the seasons with over 30% of the visits followed by a nearly even split 

between Spring and Fall, each at 26%.  

• Visitors are primarily traveling as a family with children or as couples 

• The primary reason visitors are traveling is to engage in the outdoor leisure activities 

• Visitors engage in the unique dining offerings, outdoors, shopping and events when 

they come to the destination 

• Higher education brings visitors into the destination for more than campus activities 

• Visitors are highly satisfied with the experience as over 80% of respondents state they 

will return 
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OVERVIEW & METHODOLOGY 
 

Background 

Visit Ithaca engaged JLL to conduct an in-depth analysis of the destination’s overnight visitors. 

This visitor profile study was comprised of comprehensive primary research conducted over 

the course of 18 months from January 2018 to July 2019.  The study sought to update a 

previous visitor profile study conducted in 2009. 

Goals & Objectives 

The purpose of conducting this Visitor Profile research was to provide insight related to 

overnight visitors coming into to Ithaca and Tompkins County. This Visitor Profile would 

expand on data gathered during a 2009-2010 study and provide observations on changes to 

visitor trends. With this new information, Ithaca and Tompkins County tourism leaders will be 

able to make more informed decisions related to destination marketing and product 

development investment opportunities. This information will ultimately be used to strengthen 

the destination’s competitive position in the marketplace and drive increased spending into 

the community.  The Visitor Profile results would provide a first step in updating the overall 

strategic plan for the destination. 

Research Methodology  

JLL created two separate and complementary surveys in order to have the most impactful 

reach into the visitor community. The first survey was an online survey targeted to previous 

visitors. The second survey was an onsite intercept survey used to interview visitors while they 

were in market.  This methodology was provided to the Ithaca/Tompkins County Client 

Committee overseeing the consultant’s work and direction. 

The online survey was distributed to individuals gathered from tourism partner email 

databases including the Visit Ithaca visitor inquiry database, hotel databases, Discovery Trail 

partner databases, retail partner databases and other stakeholder and partner businesses’ 

databases. This outreach supported the effort to achieve over 1,400 completed online surveys. 
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The intercept survey was conducted over a 12-month period to collect data from visitors during 

all times of year at over 30 locations across the county (the Appendix of this report contains 

the list of locations). Conducting the intercept survey on-site at locations determined in 

conjunction with the Ithaca/Tompkins County Convention and Visitors Bureau and its 

partners, ensured that critical visitor locations were covered. Each location was monitored for 

its overall performance both in overall visitor encounters and in surveys collected from 

overnight visitors.  Locations were adapted throughout the process to accommodate weather 

constraints and underperforming locations for overnight visitation.  In total, the intercept 

program secured over 670 completed, in-person visitor surveys.  The following table displays 

both the number of individuals encountered (enc.) and the number of interviews (int.) with 

overnight travelers conducted.  

Location 
July – 
Sept. 

Oct. – 
Dec. 

Jan. – 
Mar. 

Apr. – 
June 

Total 
Int. 

Buttermilk Falls State Park  

(OUTDOORS CATEGORY) 
100 enc.  

9 int. 
160 enc. 

11 int. 
160 enc. 

11 int. 
60 enc. 

2 int. 
33 

Taughannock Falls State Park  

(OUTDOORS) 
220 enc.  

23 int. 
140 enc.  

12 int. 
100 enc.  

7 int. 
40 enc.  

5 int. 
47 

Ithaca Falls (OUTDOORS) 
120 enc.  

9 int. 
260 enc.  

9 int. 
120 enc.  

11 int. 
100 enc.  

6 int. 
35 

Robert Treman State Park  

(OUTDOORS) 
100 enc. 

12 int. 
140 enc.  

13 int. 
120 enc.  

6 int. 
160 enc.  

10 int. 
41 

Cornell Univ.  (COLLEGE) 
80 enc.  

8 int. 
80 enc.  

10 int. 
40 enc.  

4 int. 
160 enc.  

8 int. 
30 

Ithaca College (COLLEGE) 
100 enc.  

9 int. 
160 enc.  

11 int. 
160 enc.  

11 int. 
60 enc.  

2 int. 
33 

Ithaca Commons (DOWNTOWN) 
220 enc.  

23 int. 
140 enc.  

12 int. 
100 enc.  

7 int. 
40 enc.  

5 int. 
47 
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Location 
July – 

Sept. 

Oct. – 

Dec. 

Jan. – 

Mar. 

Apr. – 

June 

Total 

Int. 

Restaurant Row (DOWNTOWN) 
120 enc.  

9 int. 
260 enc.  

9 int. 
120 enc.  

11 int. 
100 enc.  

6 int. 
35 

Sciencenter (DISCOVERY TRAIL) 
100 enc.  

12 int. 
140 enc.  

13 int. 
120 enc.  

6 int. 
160 enc.  

10 int. 
41 

Museum of the Earth  

(DISCOVERY TRAIL) 
80 enc.  

8 int. 
80 enc.  

10 int. 
40 enc.  

4 int. 
160 enc.  

8 int. 
30 

Cayuga Nature Center 

(DISCOVERY TRAIL) 
60 enc.  

2 int. 
60 enc.  

1 int. 
200 enc.  

1 int. 
120 enc.  

12 int. 
16 

Tompkins County Public Library  

(DISCOVERY TRAIL) 
80 enc.  

1 int. 
100 enc.  

0 int. 
100 enc.  

5 int. 
180 enc.  

14 int. 
20 

Cornell Lab of Ornithology  

(DISCOVERY TRAIL) 
60 enc.  

16 int. 
60 enc.  

15 int. 
N/A 

180 enc.  

8 int. 
39 

The History Center  

(DISCOVERY TRAIL) 
60 enc.  

2 int. 
60 enc.  

7 int. 
N/A 

80 enc.  

3 int. 
12 

Cornell Botanic Gardens  

(DISCOVERY TRAIL) 
100 enc.  

20 int. 
60 enc.  

2 int. 
40 enc.  

1 int. 
60 enc.  

7 int. 
30 

Johnson Museum of Art  

(DISCOVERY TRAIL) 
60 enc.  

8 int. 
80 enc.  

11 int. 
100 enc.  

7 int. 
220 enc.  

25 int. 
51 

Cayuga Waterfront Trail / 

Cass Park 
140 enc.  

13 int. 
120 enc.  

1 int. 
200 enc.  

1 int. 
220 enc.  

10 int. 
25 

Stewart Park 
140 enc.  

24 int. 
80 enc.  

0 int. 
60 enc.  

2 int. 
60 enc.  

5 int. 
31 
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Location 
July – 

Sept. 

Oct. – 

Dec. 

Jan. – 

Mar. 

Apr. – 

June 

Total 

Int. 

Steamboat Landing Farmer’s 

Market 
200 enc.  

15 int. 
260 enc.  

16 int. 
 

60 enc.  

0 int. 
31 

Hotels/Accommodations 
120 enc.  

7 int. 
60 enc.  

3 int. 
120 enc.  

13 int. 
440 enc.  

35 int. 
58 

Ithaca Airport 
120 enc. 

15 int. 
160 enc.  

13 int. 
140 enc.  

11 int. 
20 enc.  

3 int. 
42 

Beverage 
220 enc.  

22 int. 
140 enc.  

15 int. 
120 enc.  

5 int. 
40 enc.  

0 int. 
42 

Performance/Event 
220 enc.  

12 int. 
40 enc.  

3 int. 
20 enc.  

1 int. 
20 enc.  

0 int. 
16 

 

The interviews were spread out over the course of the both the days of the week and months 

of the year that the facility was open.  Times were staggered along those days to provide a 

comprehensive coverage of each site.   

The combined approach delivered nearly 2,100 completed visitor surveys. In comparing the 

overall results from both the digital and the intercept approaches, nearly every question 

yielded similar results with a few noted exceptions.  For this reason, the primary results were 

consolidated into a blended compilation that serves as the best glimpse of overall visitor 

activity.  The level of responses achieved with both surveys allows the results to be directly 

blended without the need for defined weighting to balance for differences in response level.  

The insights gleaned from the survey results will support Visit Ithaca and the Tompkins County 

Tourism Program’s destination marketing and product development efforts for future years to 

come. 

  



 

RESULTS & ANALYSIS 
 
Introduction: 
The data gathered through this visitor profile study provides a true glimpse at the travel 

patterns, activities and demographics of overnight visitors to Ithaca and Tompkins County.  

Where applicable and relevant, the data is presented to show any striking differences between 

the visitors interviewed and those taking the digital survey.  When appropriate, the 2019 data 

is directly compared to data from the 2009 study.  

 

In summary form, the visitor profile changed slightly between 2009 and 2019 with a few notable 

exceptions in mode of transportation and travel planning time. 

Comparison of Highlights 2019 Overall Results 2009 Overall Results 

Repeat Visitation 76% repeat 69% 

Overnight Percentage 78% staying overnight 63% 

Spending $366 per party per day $331 

Travel Party Size 3.3 people 3.0 

Nights Spent 2-3 nights 2.4 

Mode of Transportation 21% air 10% 

Stays in Hotel/Motels/Inns 60% 50% 

Same day Travel Planning 2% 15% 

Primary Reason for Travel Outdoor Leisure Activities Gorges & State Parks* 

Visitor Satisfaction 80% will return 81% 



 

 11 

 
Primary Reason for Travel 
The 2019 visitor profile methodology sought to provide needed detail on the true reasons that 

prompted the trip to Ithaca and Tompkins County.  Those responses were clustered into 

traditional broader categories that included leisure related reasons (38% of response), college 

related reasons (32%), business related reasons (15%) and friends/family reasons (14%).   
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The detail of all respondent choices and responses more thoroughly displays the level of 
detail available on visitation motivators.  
 

 
Of the detailed motivators, there are three that show opportunities for direct engagement 

through leisure-based marketing and outreach, “Sightseeing” (8% of respondents), “Leisure 

outdoor-oriented experience” (8%) and “Just to get away” (6%).  These categories as sub-sets 

of a general leisure experience provide definite opportunities for focused, strategic pursuit and 

investment.   

The singular role of both visiting friends and/or family living or vacationing in the area and 

visiting friends and/or family attending a college or university in the area shows the 

importance of this market segment to overall travel in Ithaca and Tompkins County.  Efforts to 

educate local residents and students on destination experiences and offerings will be an 

important role within the overall tourism structure, but the connection to paid overnight stays 
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in the area prompts cautious consideration regarding substantial investments of tourism tax 

dollars.   

Primary Reason for Trip: Higher Education 
Of the respondents who indicated that their primary purpose for visiting Ithaca and Tompkins 

County related to higher education (32% of the overall total), more than one third of those 

visitors (35%) were primarily in the area to visit a student. College tours and on-campus events 

accounted for 26% and 25% of higher education reasons respectively. Cornell University 

represented 96% of the survey respondents’ selections for which higher education institution 

they visited.   

Additionally, 20% of those visiting a higher education institution were touring unrelated 
to a prospective collegiate commitment. This a unique attribute of the higher education 

component in Tompkins County and speaks to the desirability of a non-traditional campus 

experience. 

Meeting or conference participation is notable at 12% given that Ithaca and Tompkins County 

does not have a dedicated conference center. 

 
Higher Education Participation 

Visiting a student 35% 
College tour 26% 
On-campus event 25% 
Tour (sightseeing on campus not related to a college tour) 20% 
Attend a class, course, training or workshop 13% 
Meeting or conference 12% 
Alumni event 7% 
Sports (spectator) 4% 
Academic camp 4% 
Sports (participatory including camps) 2% 
Certification or re-certification of a specific license or designation 0% 
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Length of Stay 
Based on the overall survey results, 78% of the respondents reported staying overnight and 

22% identify as day trippers.  

The majority of overnight respondents reported staying 2-3 nights.   

Just over 24% of the total responses stated one night as the length of stay.   

A combined 65% of overnight results between one and three nights helps define Ithaca and 

Tompkins County’s position as a short getaway destination.   

Ithaca and Tompkins County maintains some specific market opportunity with extended stays 

(over 5 nights) as 15% of combined respondents. 

Length of Stay 

Intercept Online 

1 night 23% 1 night 26% 

2-3 nights 45% 2-3 nights 35% 

  3-4 nights 18% 

4-5 nights 11% 4-5 nights 7% 

5-6 nights 8%   

6+ nights 10%   

  5-10 nights 10% 

  10+ nights 2% 
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Overnight Visitors Type of Accommodations 
When asked about their accommodations for their overnight stays, 63% of all respondents 

stayed in a hotel/motel or inn.  

Visitors staying with friends and family account for 13% of all visitors.  

The home sharing platforms of Airbnb/VRBO/HomeAway and other similar services account for 

another 12% of all visitors staying overnight. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Personal second/vacation home

Lake Rental

Dorm room

Bed and Breakfast (traditional)

Campground

AirBnB/VRBO/HomeAway/Other homesharing site

Friends and Family

Hotel/Motel or Inn

Overnight Accomodations
(all responses)
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The 2019 Visitor Profile study results contrast significantly from the results gathered in 2009.  

Most pronounced in these differences is the emergence of the homesharing/vacation rental 

market throughout Ithaca and Tompkins County.  In 2009, the small incidents of home rentals 

were included in within an “Other” category that consisted of 7% of overall overnight 

accommodations responses.   

 

Lodging Arrangements graph from PROFILE OF VISITORS TO TOMPKINS COUNTY 

When the 2019 results are compared to the 2009 report, homesharing appears to have 

impacted stays with family and friends in the most significant manner.  This segment dropped 

from 31% of overnight stays in 2009 to approximately 15% in 2019.  

Hotel/Motel stays actually increased from 50% to nearly 62% across the two different studies.  

Presumptions on whether this shift related to increases in hotel supply or demand for the area 

require additional study.  Understanding overall trends and market performance in the area’s 

accommodations sector fall outside the context of the general visitor profile but can be 

interpreted through analysis of other secondary research sources.   
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Travel Party 
The most prominent visitor party to Ithaca and Tompkins County were Families traveling with 

Children at 38% of all responses. 

 

The average travel party size was 3.3 people, slightly larger than the 3.0 people staying 

overnight garnered from the 2009 Visitor Profile.   
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Adults accounted for 2.4 people of the travel party with children under 18 accounting for the 

remainder.  Although children between 13-18 years of age represented the largest category of 

accompanying travelers, the difference between age groupings was largely nominal.   

 

 

The section beginning on Page 34 provides comparisons of top Travel Party Types. 
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Travel Planning 
The respondents largely planned their trip to Ithaca and Tompkins County between one and 

two months (33% of responses) prior to their trip.  These results match well with the 2009 

profile. 

The 2019 respondents showed a slight propensity to take more travel planning time than the 

2009 results.  Those respondents that indicated travel planning of less than one month, not 

including those deciding upon the day of travel went from 30% in 2009 to 26% in 2019. 

Same day travel planning showed the most significant shift changing from 15% to 2%. This 

could be attributed to the 2019 methodology of reaching a broader audience of actual visitors 

compared to the 2009 results which focused only on intercept surveys at specific locations 

within the County. 
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Visitors used multiple sources of information to plan their trip.  

Many visitors are utilizing higher education websites (43%), regardless of whether they are 

visiting a higher education facility.  

Additionally, as 76% of visitors are repeat, many are relying on prior knowledge of the 

destination with 42% of all visitors selecting that option.  

The third most utilized resource is local or regional destination websites (visitors were shown these 

options: VisitIthaca.com, FingerLakesTravelNY.com, FingerLakes.org) with 22% of all visitors using online 

destination resources. 

Internet resources were the most predominant planning tool cited in 2009 along with previous 

destination experience.   
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Seasonality 
Over 80% of respondents indicated having visited Ithaca and Tompkins County from April to 

November (Spring, Summer and Fall).  

Summer led the seasons with over 30% of the visits followed by a nearly even split between 

Spring and Fall, each at 26%.  

This seasonality marks a significant shift from the 2009 profile where the combined months of 

July and August captured 30% of the total seasonal visitation volume.  

The 2019 results indicate that Tompkins County is becoming a more balanced year-round 

destination.  The peaked bell curve of seasonal visitation shown in the 2009 profile has 

dramatically flattened within the 2019 study, showing that the 10-year trend has successfully 

pushed visitation into shoulder periods.   

Additional comparisons of seasonality to overnight lodging performance patterns needs to be 

explored more deeply through secondary data sources and Tompkins County room tax 

collections trends.   
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Travel by Arrival Type 
Included only within the digital survey.  

Respondents were over three times more likely to arrive in Ithaca and Tompkins County by 

automobile than any other mode of transportation.   

 
 
The 72% of respondents that drove to the destination typically (60%) traveled between 3 and 

6 hours for their overnight stay.   
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Air travel to Ithaca and Tompkins County showed significant growth from the 2009 results as 

those respondents indicating that they flew in grew from 14% to 20%.  This change could be 

reflective of the 2019 methodology to reach more visitors via online database surveying and 

intercepts on site at the airport.   

Visitation tracking of enplanements and deplanements in airports servicing the area should be 

examined for overall presumptions of true travel patterns. 

Of those who arrive by plane (21%), over 73% arrive into Ithaca Tompkins Regional Airport and 

23% arrive into Syracuse Hancock International Airport. 
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Travel Within the Destination 
Included only within the digital survey.  

 
As the majority of visitors are arriving by vehicle, over 70% of the overall respondents 
indicate that they do not utilize other transportation while they are in the destination.  

Less than 15% of respondents indicated using either a rideshare app or taxi while traveling 

within the area.   

Conclusions on alternative modes of transportation cannot be derived without further 

surveying on visitor usage.  This includes local shuttles, scooters, bikes, walking and public 

buses.   
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Additional Activities 
There is a variety of additional activities options available to visitors to Ithaca and Tompkins 

County.  Respondents were prompted to choose several options from a larger menu of things 

to see and do while in Ithaca and Tompkins County.  It should be restated that these activities 

did not constitute the primary motivator for travel, but rather provided the additional aspects 

that visitors participated in while on their trip. 

Dining at unique restaurants was the leading additional activity with 60% of the respondents 

selecting that item.  These results mirror findings from other destinations, and do not 

constitute justification for a dedicated pursuit of culinary tourism.  The experiential product 

nature of Ithaca within the Finger Lakes region and its bountiful wineries and agricultural 

offering supplies a context for culinary activities while visiting the area, but this was not found 

to be a key motivator.   
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Nearly 50% of all respondents selected “Visiting gorges and waterfalls” followed by 36% 

“Hiking on local trails” as the next two most prominent visitor activities. 

“On-campus activities with colleges and universities” were also selected by 36% of 

respondents.  

“Strolling through Ithaca Commons” and “Relaxing” fall into this top tier grouping of most 

selected activities. 

Regional sightseeing and shopping options provided a secondary grouping of additional 

activities as respondents indicated their participation in “Visiting area wineries” (29%), 

“Sightseeing through the Finger Lakes” (27%), “Shopping” (26%), “Visiting a New York State or 

local park” (26%), “Visiting locations on the Discovery Trail” (25%), “Exploring the Farmer’s 

Market” (23%), “Touring museums or galleries” (22%) and “Activities on Cayuga Lake” (21%). 

The survey probed respondents on several detailed activity groupings including Park 

Visitation, Lake Activity Participation, Visitation along the Discovery Trail and awareness of the 

Cayuga Waterfront Trail.  
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Additional Activities: Park Visitation 
Included only within the digital survey.  

Of all visitors surveyed, over 50% visited parks in the area. Of the 53% that visited parks, 74% 

of these respondents reported visiting more than one park.  Taughannock Falls State Park and 

Buttermilk Falls State Park had the highest visitation at 32% and 27% respectively.  

Ithaca Falls is the third most visited with 23% of visitors surveyed selecting that option.   

It is worth noting that the selection (or lack thereof) of Visiting a New York State or Local Park 

response level does necessarily correlate to actual park visitation.  It was generally concluded 

that many respondents may not have been aware that they were visiting a specific park while 

hiking or viewing gorges/waterfalls.  This finding perhaps offers partnership opportunities to 

improve understanding of the care and nurturing of these sites, but deeper understanding 

should potentially be gathered in advance of programming and investment of resources.  
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Additional Activities: Lake Activity Participation 
Included only within the digital survey.  

Just over 20% of all visitors surveyed stated they participated in activities on Cayuga Lake. Of 

the various Cayuga Lake activities provided within the detailed survey question, respondents 

indicated a greater level of participation in Boating (6%), swimming (5%), and Dinner or 

sightseeing cruises (5%). Paddle sports (kayaking, canoeing and paddleboarding) represented 

a combined 6% of responses.  Fishing represented 2% of the lake activity selections.   

When respondents provided open-ended comments to this question, many noted that while 

they did not participate in the activities offered, they simply enjoyed being lakeside.  

The moderate level of responses in Lake Activities suggests a modification to the role of Cayuga 

Lake in marketing material for Ithaca and Tompkins County.  The lake serves as a dynamic 

backdrop to the gorges, universities and unique assets of the area.  Emphasis on active 

recreational pursuits should be balanced against the more dramatic travel motivators that 

draw travelers to the area.   
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Additional Activities:  Discovery Trail 
Included only within the digital survey.  

When asked if respondents had heard of the Discovery Trail, 32% stated that they had heard of 

the Discovery Trail and the attractions within it. Additionally, the intercept portion of the 

survey collected responses from visitors on-site at all of the Discovery Trail locations.   

Of those respondents that went to a Discovery Trail museum or attraction, 83% visited more 

than one of the sites.  

In similar comparison to parks, 50% of all respondents stated they did not visit any of the 

specific Discovery Trail member sites. The top three sites visited (representing 70% of visitor 

engagement) are related to Cornell University. 

It should be noted that this visitor profile study is not suited to measure or project visitor 

volume, nor does it serve as a visitor tracking model.  The focus on overnight visitors was of 

primary focus to determine overall visitor profile trends.  Certain Discovery Trail museums and 

attractions are vitally important to the area’s reputation as a distinctive place to visit and a 

vibrant place to live despite not showing pronounced responses from the overnight visitors 

surveyed for this profile.  These quality of life sites continue to play a role in providing activities 

for daytrippers or local residents despite not driving overnight visitation. 
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Additional Activities:  Cayuga Waterfront Trail 
Included only within the digital survey.  

When asked if respondents had heard of the Cayuga Waterfront Trail, 41% stated that they had 

heard of the Cayuga Waterfront Trail and the destinations within it.  

Although 41% is a relatively high level of awareness for a specific local travel experience, the 

question arises on whether this awareness is directly connected to name of Cayuga Lake 

compared to the actual trail sites.   

The intercept portion of the survey collected responses from visitors at all of the Cayuga 

Waterfront Trail locations.   
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Visitor Feedback 
Positive Perception 
Included only within the digital survey.  

Respondents expressed a highly positive impression of Ithaca and Tompkins County. When 

asked how experiences in Ithaca and Tompkins County compare with other places they have 

visited, Ithaca and Tompkins County received four out of five stars.  

These respondents were asked about their likelihood of returning to Ithaca and Tompkins 

County and over 91% responded that they would return.  

When asked if they would recommend the destination to friends and family, 68% said they 

would recommend Ithaca and Tompkins County for a vacation and 85% said they would 

recommend the destination for a getaway.  

When these results are combined with the data on overall length of stay, the importance of 

shorter length of stay visits becomes more pronounced for Ithaca and Tompkins County.  

Understanding how to properly message travel related promotions is vital for creating proper 

connectivity to targeted audiences. 

 
Return & 

Recommend 

Likelihood to Return  
(regardless of reason) 

Likelihood to Recommend 

Yes 91% For vacation (5-7 nights) 68% 

No 9% For a getaway (1-3 nights) 85% 
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Visitor Feedback: Alignment with Positive Statements 
Included only within the digital survey.  

Visitors were asked about how Ithaca and Tompkins County aligns with a variety of destination 

related attributes and descriptions.   

Overall the destination received very high remarks, with all but one statement achieving over 

80% feedback that the statements described Ithaca and Tompkins County “somewhat well” or 

“extremely well”.  

The lowest score in this set of statements was “Is easy to get to” with the combined scores 

achieving a 68% rating.  

“Is easy to get to” was not an option provided in the 2009 profile, but “Roads and Traffic” was 

listed in that study as the top aspect “not enjoyed”. 
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Visitor Feedback: Product Enhancements 
Included only within the digital survey.  

Visitors were asked about additional items that would enhance the destination. The survey 

mechanism allowed respondents to select multiple enhancements.  When asked what 

activities or experiences would create appeal if added to the Ithaca and Tompkins County 

destination product, over 60% selected a lakefront resort and spa. 

The other three expressed enhancements selected by the respondents were “Waterfront 

performance venue” (selected by 44% of respondents), “Community-wide visitor trolley” 

(40%), “College or university related museum” (39%).   

It should be noted that while “Conference and events center” (12%) and “Sports complex for 

youth and amateur tournaments” (9%) were each selected by a minimal number of 

respondents, specialized venues typically do not yield a high level of response to questions of 

needed venues by visitors. As this was not a meeting or sports planner survey, the level of 

responses on those respective products are not necessarily an indication of product needs.  It 

is notable that conference and events center received the level of mention that it did and 

should provide a degree of additional study to determine feasibility. 

  



 

 34 

Visitor Feedback: Service Enhancements 
Included only within the digital survey.  

Visitors were asked about additional items that would enhance the destination from a services 

perspective. Transportation options to and within the destination received the highest level of 

response. As referenced previously within this profile report, over 70% of respondents arrived 

by car and less than 15% utilized taxis or rideshare services while in Ithaca and Tompkins 

County.  

Respondents ranked transportation related items as the most important service 

enhancements needed for Ithaca and Tompkins County.  Greater options to get to the 

destination was selected by over 60% while over 40% selected Ease of transportation within 

Ithaca and Tompkins County.   

  



 

 35 

 
Visitor Feedback: Directional Signage 
Included only within the intercept survey.  

An important aspect of visitor experience within the destination is the ease of navigating the 

area through the aid of directional signage. Visitors were asked if the wayfinding and 

directional signage met their needs while in Ithaca and Tompkins County.  

When combined, responses for “Exceeded my needs” and “Met my needs” achieved 89% of the 

responses. Only 11% selected “did not meet my needs.” 

 

 
This exceptionally high score from respondents could be indicative of two trends.  First, Ithaca 

and Tompkins County has a high number of repeat visitors (70%+) who are familiar with the 

destination. The more they visit, the less they feel that they need signage. Second, the 

prevalence of smart phone usage for directions makes visitors less reliant on destination 

directional signage. 

There is potentially a remaining role for a wayfinding system to help direct visitors, both first 
timers and repeat, to learn of either new or different options for spending time in Ithaca and 
Tompkins County.  Wayfinding can help with educating visitors that are relying on past 
knowledge of the area as one of their primary planning tools.  
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Respondent Demographics 
The majority of respondents are between 40-70 years of age with 57% of visitors being female.  
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Of visitors surveyed, 20% identified with the LGBTQIA+ community while another 8% Preferred 

to not respond. 

Compared with other destinations, the ratio of LGBTQIA+ connectivity for Ithaca and Tompkins 

County is a clear differentiator.  This visitor group has a propensity to travel.  The market focus 

on this visitor segment shows potential for greater growth in the future.  
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Visitors to Ithaca and Tompkins County are well educated (85% have college degrees), earn an 

above average household income (50% earn over $100,000 per year) and are employed (62% 

working full time). 
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PRIMARY RESPONDENT 
VISITOR PROFILES 
 
The following pages contain profiling overviews of the top visitor types for Ithaca and 

Tompkins County based on responses collected during both survey processes.   
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Families with Kids 
The leading visitor type was a family with children, with 38% of all visitors responding that is 
how they traveled. To better understand those visitors traveling as a family into Ithaca and 
Tompkins County, the survey results were compiled and then analyzed focusing only on this 
type of visitor and their responses. The following is a profile of families with kids that visited 
Ithaca and Tompkins County. Families had the highest level of daytrips with only 67% staying 
overnight compared to other top profiles. However, Families staying in hotels spend the most 
on lodging and dining. Families spend the most on museums and attractions than any other 
top visitor profile. Families are more likely to visit in the summer with over 40% coming in that 
time of year.  
 

• Overnight stay 
o 67% stay overnight. 
o 43% stayed for 2-3 nights  
o 20% stayed for one night 
o 15% stayed for 6 or more nights 

 
• Accommodation Type 

o 43% stayed in hotel/motels or 
inns 

o 23% stayed with family and 
friends 

o 22% stayed in an 
Airbnb/VRBO/Homeaway or other 
home share platform 

 
• Primary Reason for Travel 

o 24% visited for outdoor leisure 
and sightseeing 

o 20% visited for a college visit 
o 14% visited for friends and family 

 
• Additional Activities 

o 52% visit the gorges and 
waterfalls 

o 52% dine at restaurants  
o 39% hike local trails 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Seasonality 
o 41% visit in the summer 
o 23% visit in the spring 
o 20% visit in the fall  
o 15% visit in the winter 

 
• Spending (per day) 

o $233 – lodging 
o $121 – dining  
o $65 – retail 
o $41 – transportation 
o $38 – outdoor experiences 
o $37 – craft beverages 
o $18 – museums and attractions 
o $34 – other entertainment 

 
• Satisfaction 

o 76% - return in the next year 
o 90% - return in the future 
o 70% - recommend for vacation 
o 80% - recommend for getaway 

 
• Geographic Location 

o 32% - New York State 
o 10% - Pennsylvania  
o 10% - New Jersey 
o 8% - California 

 
• LGBTQIA+ Identification 

o 20% - yes 
o 69% - no 
o 10% - prefer not to respond 

 



 

 
Families with Kids (College as Primary Reason for Travel) 
The leading visitor type was a family with children with 38% of all visitors responding that is 
how they traveled. Within this visitor segment, 20% selected a higher education institution 
being the primary reason for travel. To better understand those visitors traveling as a family 
for higher education reasons in Ithaca and Tompkins County, the survey results were compiled 
and then analyzed focusing only on this type of visitor and their responses. The following is a 
profile of a family with kids traveling with the purpose of visiting colleges almost always stay 
overnight, but they are not staying very long with 42% staying for only one night. This segment 
spends the most on lodging at hotels, likely needing at least two rooms. This segment is not 
experiencing as much of Ithaca and Tompkins County as other segments with the 
majority of their time in the destination being on campus or at restaurants. However, they 
are spending the most on retail – likely connected to university purchases. This segment will 
visit during all times of year, but with the highest concentration of visits taking place in the 
spring and winter.  
 

• Overnight stay 
o 89% stay overnight 
o 43% stayed for 2-3 nights  
o 42% stayed for 1 night 
o 7% stayed more than 6 nights 

 
• Accommodation Type 

o 84% stayed in hotel/motels or 
inns 

o 7% stayed with family and friends 
o 7% stayed in an 

Airbnb/VRBO/Homeaway or other 
home share platform 

 
• Additional Activities 

o 67% dine at restaurants  
o 66% on-campus activities 
o 44% visit the gorges and 

waterfalls 
 

• Seasonality 
o 38% visit in the spring 
o 25% visit in the winter 
o 21% visit in the summer 
o 16% visit in the fall  

 
 

• Spending (per day) 
o $256 – lodging 
o $140 – dining  
o $87 – retail 
o $58 – transportation 
o $38 – outdoor experiences 
o $48 – craft beverages 
o $22 – museums and attractions 
o $48 – other entertainment 

 
• Satisfaction 

o 77% - return in the next year 
o 93% - return in the future 
o 64% - recommend for vacation 
o 72% - recommend for getaway 

 
• Geographic Location 

o 29% - New York State 
o 12% - New Jersey 
o 9% - California 
o 8% - Massachusetts 

 
• LGBTQIA+ Identification 

o 17% - yes 
o 66% - no 
o 17% - prefer not to respond 
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Couples 
The next highest visitor type were couples. To better understand those visitors traveling as 
couples into Ithaca and Tompkins County, the survey results were compiled and then analyzed 
focusing only on this type of visitor and their responses. Couples primarily stayed in hotels with 
a majority staying 2-3 nights. Couples are more likely to visit the craft beverage attractions 
including wineries, but the spend less than families and friends in this space. Couples are 
visiting primarily in the summer with the next highest season being fall. Couples are 
predominantly coming from New York State, but have additional geographic opportunities in 
New Jersey, Pennsylvania and Connecticut. This audience could be a target for market 
expansion.   
 

• Overnight stay 
o 67% stay overnight. 
o 51% stayed for 2-3 nights  
o 14% stayed for 1 night 
o 18% stayed for 4-5 or more nights 

 
• Accommodation Type 

o 55% stayed in hotel/motels or 
inns 

o 13% stayed with family and 
friends 

o 15% stayed in an 
Airbnb/VRBO/Homeaway or other 
home share platform 

 
• Primary Reason for Travel 

o 23% visited for outdoor leisure 
and sightseeing 

o 12% visited for friends and family 
o 11% just to get away 

 
• Additional Activities 

o 65% dine at restaurants  
o 56% visit the gorges and 

waterfalls 
o 42% hike local trails 
o 41% visit local wineries, breweries 

and ciderie 
o 38% visit Ithaca Commons 

 
 
 

 

• Seasonality 
o 38% visit in the summer 
o 27% visit in the fall  
o 21% visit in the spring 
o 14% visit in the winter 

 
• Spending (per day) 

o $171 – lodging 
o $131 – dining  
o $35 – retail 
o $13 – transportation 
o $15 – outdoor experiences 
o $21 – craft beverages 
o $5 – museums and attractions 
o $9 – other entertainment 

 
• Satisfaction 

o 80% - return in the next year 
o 94% - return in the future 
o 73% - recommend for vacation 
o 82% - recommend for getaway 

 
• Geographic Location 

o 39% - New York State 
o 10% - Pennsylvania  
o 8% - New Jersey 
o 6% - Connecticut 

 
• LGBTQIA+ Identification 

o 17% - yes 
o 77% - no 
o 6% - prefer not to respond

 



 

 44 

Friends 
The fourth most prevalent visitor type was groups of friends traveling together with just under 
10% of surveyed respondents. To better understand those visitors traveling friends into Ithaca 
and Tompkins County, the survey results were compiled and then analyzed focusing only on 
this type of visitor. Friends are more likely to stay in a homeshare property than the other top 
visitor profiles. This could be attributable to a cost-effective nature of splitting a home, 
amenities of being able to cook, etc. Friends are also more likely to visit Ithaca Commons than 
other top visitor profiles and have the second highest spending on retail behind college bound 
families. Groups of friends are also more likely to travel in the shoulder periods with over 30% 
visiting in the fall. Groups of friends are predominantly coming from New York State, but have 
the lowest representation from New Jersey than other top profiles. There is an opportunity to 
target the New Jersey market for future business expansion.   
 

• Overnight stay 
o 75% stay overnight. 
o 56% stayed for 2-3 nights  
o 18% stayed for 1 night 
o 11% stayed more than 6 nights 

 
• Accommodation Type 

o 50% stayed in hotel/motels or 
inns 

o 30% stayed in an 
Airbnb/VRBO/Homeaway or other 
home share platform 

o 9% stayed with family and friends 
 

• Primary Reason for Travel 
o 23% visited for outdoor leisure 

and sightseeing 
o 10% visited for friends and family 
o 8% for a special event or festival 

 
• Additional Activities 

o 60% dine at restaurants  
o 53% visit the gorges and 

waterfalls 
o 51% visit Ithaca Commons 
o 51% relax  
o 47% hike a local trail 

• Seasonality 
o 31% visit in the fall  

o 27% visit in the summer 
o 27% visit in the spring 
o 14% visit in the winter 

 
• Spending (per day) 

o $127 – lodging 
o $75 – dining  
o $71 – retail 
o $46 – transportation 
o $17 – outdoor experiences 
o $48 – craft beverages 
o $8 – museums and attractions 
o $25 – other entertainment 

 
• Satisfaction 

o 84% - return in the next year 
o 100% - return in the future 
o 71% - recommend for vacation 
o 90% - recommend for getaway 

 
• Geographic Location 

o 39% - New York State 
o 10% - Pennsylvania  
o 6% - New Jersey 
o 6% - Texas 

 
• LGBTQIA+ Identification 

o 24% - yes 
o 76% - no 
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CONCLUSIONS 
 
Deep analysis and comparison with both past research results and current market trends 

provides an opportunity to draw certain strategic conclusions.  These conclusions help create 

a base foundation for ongoing strategic direction.  The conclusions are provided below. 

The overnight visitor market for Ithaca and Tompkins County is highly dependent upon short-

term travel of less than three nights.  Efforts can be taken to attempt to grow length of stay, 

but the market reality of the short length of stay should not be viewed as a market weakness. 

Knowing that the Ithaca and Tompkins County travel product is blended well for overnight 

stays between one and three nights can help the destination stay focused on its strengths.   

The emergence of homesharing options appears to have had more impact on stays with friends 

and family than traditional hotels/motels and inns as overnight stays with family and friends 

dropped from 31% in 2009 to approximately 15% in 2019. Impacts from homesharing stays and 

the associated affordability of their inventory options has likely impacted overall spending. As 

the homesharing stock in the destination increased over the last 10 years, that inventory 

captured visitors who previously would have stayed with friends and family. This capture of 

spending on accommodations benefits the destination through added tax collections.  

The high volume (76% of respondents) of repeat visitors and their associated reliance (42%) on 

prior knowledge of the destination intensifies the need for educating local residents on visitor-

related amenities to help empower them as local ambassadors. Emphasizing new options will 

be an important task for visitor center staff and frontline hospitality employees. Since these 

repeat visitors are more difficult to reach with marketing messaging, communicating to them 

while they are in-market to capture their spending in new and different ways could be an 

outcome from this effort. Options include strategically placed visitor services, referral training 

of frontline hospitality employees and wayfinding options. 

The 2019 results indicate that Tompkins County is becoming a more balanced year-round 

destination. Efforts over the last 10 years to push visitation into slow-season and shoulder-

season periods have largely shown success, based on the responses to this visitor profile study.  

Continued focus on developing off-peak business will remain important moving forward.   
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Of the detailed motivators, there are three that show opportunities for direct engagement 

through Visit Ithaca marketing and outreach, Sightseeing (8% of respondents), Leisure 

outdoor-oriented experience (8%) and Just to get away (6%).  These categories as sub-sets of 

a general leisure experience provide definite opportunities for new strategies and tactics to 

reach visitors and cause new and increased visitation.   

Additionally, 20% of those visiting a higher education institution were touring unrelated to a 

college tour. This a unique attribute of the higher education institutions and speaks to the 

beauty and intrigue of the campus experience in Tompkins County. This is another potential 

area of furthered partnership with Visit Ithaca and the higher education institutions to engage 

in strategy planning to promote new and increased visitation because of these unique 

attributes.  

While respondents were asked to identify products that would enhance the Ithaca and 

Tompkins County experience, the results are not definitive of what is needed and function 

more as indicators of areas that should be further vetted. To fully determine the product gaps 

and potential assets for new investment and development a product demand study could be 

conducted or this could be a component of a larger Destination Master Planning initiative.  

Ithaca and Tompkins County leaves a positive impression on visitors with an overwhelming 

majority identifying with the positive aspects of the destination. Further, over 90% stated they 

would return.  

These outcomes all provide a strong platform for future planning around marketing 

investments for Visit Ithaca to further the destination’s awareness and capture an increased 

market share of specific visitor types.  
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Amenity
Average 
Score

Downtown ambassadors 2.25
Ice skating 2.34
Trails for cross country skiing 2.58
Public murals and sculptures 3.14
Historic and natural interpretive signage 3.14
Attractive plantings in public spaces 3.55
Museums 3.64
Free events celebrating local culture and history 3.72
Local theatres for live performance 3.73
Venues for concerts or other performances 3.78
Libraries 3.84
Preservation of historical sites and landmarks 3.86
Farmers markets 3.87
Trails for hiking and biking 4.10
Parks and playing fields 4.13
Access to Cayuga Lake 4.26

Coded Text Responses
# of 
Comments

Transportation 40
Outdoor Tourism 38
Downtown Ithaca 17
Art Culture and Heritage 16
Beautification Signage Public Art 16
Visitor Services 8
Sports Tourism 6
Agricullinary Tourism 5
Edutourism 5
Festivals 4
Marketing and Advertising 4
Groups 3
Niche 3
Town Gown / Higher Ed 1

1.00 1.50 2.00 2.50 3.00 3.50 4.00 4.50 5.00

Downtown ambassadors

Ice skating

Trails for cross country skiing

Public murals and sculptures

Historic and natural interpretive signage

Attractive plantings in public spaces

Museums

Free events celebrating local culture and history

Local theatres for live performance

Venues for concerts or other performances

Libraries

Preservation of historical sites and landmarks

Farmers markets

Trails for hiking and biking

Parks and playing fields

Access to Cayuga Lake

Rate the importance of each amenity to your quality of life

Amenities
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Activity in the past year
Community 
Survey

Visitor Profile 
Survey (round)

Fishing 8% 0%
Other 9% 0%
Bird watching 25% 10%
Enjoying a treatment at a local spa 29% 5%
Attending a sporting event 30% 10%
Visiting a historical site or landmark 32% 15%
Biking on a local trail or road 33% 5%
Sightseeing 40% 30%
Experiencing the area's nightlife 42% 10%
Visiting area wineries 46% 25%
Activities on Cayuga Lake (boating or swimming) 47% 20%
Visiting a museum or gallery 47% 20%
Visiting a local farm or orchard 49% 15%
Visiting area breweries, cideries or distilleries 51% 15%
Seeing a live performance or concert at a local theatre 56% 15%
On-campus activities at colleges or universities 58% 50%
Exploring the Farmers Market 61% 30%
Relaxing 61% 40%
Shopping 67% 35%
Attending a special event or festival 69% 30%
Hiking on a local trail 72% 40%
Visiting the Ithaca Commons 75% 40%
Visiting a NY State Park or local park 76% 30%
Visiting gorges and waterfalls 81% 50%
Dining at restaurants 86% 60% 0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%100%

Fishing
Other

Bird watching
Enjoying a treatment at a local spa

Attending a sporting event
Visiting a historical site or landmark

Biking on a local trail or road
Sightseeing

Experiencing the area's nightlife
Visiting area wineries

Activities on Cayuga Lake (boating or…
Visiting a museum or gallery

Visiting a local farm or orchard
Visiting area breweries, cideries or distilleries

Seeing a live performance or concert at a…
On-campus activities at colleges or universities

Exploring the Farmers Market
Relaxing

Shopping
Attending a special event or festival

Hiking on a local trail
Visiting the Ithaca Commons

Visiting a NY State Park or local park
Visiting gorges and waterfalls

Dining at restaurants

Select any of the following activities you pursued in 
the last year in Ithaca/Tompkins County.

Activities
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TOTAL RESPONSES 309

AGE Percent ETHNICITY Percent EMPLOYMENT Percent LOCATION Percent
17 or younger 0.4% Asian 2.0% Employed - working full time 60.3% City of Ithaca 40.9%
18 - 26 14.9% Black / African American 2.8% Employed - working part time 7.6% Town of Ithaca 18.6%
27 - 40 17.6% Hispanic / Latino 2.8% Not employed 1.9% Town of Ulysses 8.0%
40 - 55 28.0% Native American 0.0% Retired 16.0% Town of Newfield 6.3%
55 - 70 33.0% Pacific Islander 0.4% Student 9.9% Town of Dryden 5.5%
71 or older 6.1% Two or More Ethnicities 1.6% Other 4.2% Town of Lansing 4.2%

White 85.3% Village of Cayuga Heights 4.2%
Other 5.2% Village of Trumansburg 3.4%

Town of Enfield 3.0%
GENDER Percent HOUSEHOLD INCOME Percent TOURISM EMPLOYMENT Percent Town of Danby 2.5%
Female 71.7% Below $50,000 17.1% Working in Tourism Sector 16.0% Town of Caroline 2.1%
Male 27.3% $50,000 to $99,999 29.1% Not Working in Tourism Sector 84.0% Town of Groton 0.4%
Other Response 1.1% $100,000 to $150,000 16.3% Village of Freeville 0.4%

Above $150,000 17.8% Village of Lansing 0.4%
Prefer not to respond 19.8%

Demographics



Results from Stakeholder Meeting with Grant Recipients 

Tompkins County | Strategic Tourism Plan  

April 22, 2019 | Tompkins County Public Library 

 

The Tompkins County Strategic Tourism Planning Board (STPB) began efforts to update 
the “2020 Strategic Tourism Plan” in August of 2018. Upon the recommendation of the 
steering committee leading this effort, a stakeholder meeting was organized for non-profits 
who had received grants from the Tourism Program. An invitation for this meeting was sent to 
over sixty organizations.  

On April 22 Dan Brown facilitated a “Focus Search Process” exercise for organizations who 
had received grant funding from the Tourism Program. Twenty-one (21) individuals 
representing sixteen (16) organizations participated. Each individual was asked a series of six 
questions. Responses were captured and summarized individually and in small groups. 
Responses were classified as highly representative (5-6 responses), somewhat representative 
(3-4 responses) unique (single response). Participants assigned dots to vote for the responses 
they felt were most important.  

The following pages represent the results of the stakeholder meeting. Each page includes 
the question posed to participants and a ranked list of responses. Each response indicates the 
number of dot votes and its classification as highly representative (HR), somewhat 
representative (SR), or unique (U). Underlined responses received the highest number of dot 
votes. 
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1) What is the most effective thing the Tourism Program does? 
• Grant making (variety in topics & audiences, well managed) (12 - HR) 

• Good branding of Ithaca (methods, messaging) (2 - SR) 

• Community enrichment (2 - SR) 

• Festivals & events (1 - SR) 

• Strategic Plan (1 - SR) 

• Engagement w/ partners (0 -SR) 

• Trainings (0 - SR) 

• Not sure what Tourism Program does (0 - U) 

• How to get on grant review panel? (0 - U) 

• Beautification (0 - U) 
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2) What one thing would you change or add to the County's 

Tourism Program? 
• Helping smaller organizations publicize for larger area beyond County – financially & w/ 

expertise (9 - HR) 

• Maps / Schedules together of events upcoming (and past) even on STPB website or County 

(5 - HR) 

• Better self-promotion of tourism program to distinguish from DIA, Chamber, etc. (4 - HR)  

• Better transportation for tourists (3 - U) 

• Coordinate among organizations around County (like Chamber Business After Hours) (2 - 

HR) 

• Strategic importance of (downtown) City of Ithaca vs outlying municipalities – more 

assistance beyond city (1 - U) 

• Encourage current residents to be better ambassadors to help spread info about county 

(events & places) let locals spread the word (1 - U) 

• Better signage for parking – esp. in Ithaca (0 – HR) 

• Comprehensive waterfront strategy – mapping parks, restaurants, etc. beyond each specific 

location (0 – HR) 

• Clearer instructions/guidance of what’s likely to be funded (0 – SR) 

• Better use of data to evaluate performance (0 – U) 

• Greater emphasis on wellness for tourism (yoga festival, etc.) (0 – U) 

• Activities supported by Tourism Program relate directly to tourism (0 – U) 
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3) What do you think we should do to increase winter & mid-week 

travel demand to Ithaca & Tompkins County? 
• Packaging: partner w/ other cities & destinations (3 - HR) 

• Create Events: build a convention center (3 - HR) 

• Create Events: combo indoor & outdoor (3 - HR) 

• Packaging: provide incentives, discounts (2 - HR) 

• Packaging: work w/ college admission tours (2 - HR) 

• Packaging: thematic / collaborative (2 - HR) 

• Create Events: educational (2 - HR) 

• A list of winter resources (2 - HR) 

• Packaging … (0 – HR) 

o Involve hotels & colleges 

o Group sales 

o Marketing assistance 

• Create Events … (0 – HR) 

o Embrace the cold / slush festival  

o Film 

o Focus on seniors 

o Winter wellness 

o Ice climbing 

o Light in Winter (combine science and arts) 

• Winter Recess for a different group (0 – ?) 

[packaging total: 9, create events total: 8] 
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4) What do you think we should do to improve collaboration with 

Cornell Univ., Ithaca College, & TC3? 
• Identify campus connections to foster collaboration (7 - HR) 

• Incentivize campus community members to get off their hills (7 - HR) 

• Address transportation challenges (2 - HR) 

• Explore possibility of County Tourism internships re: graphic design, marketing, event 

planning to offer free assistance to nonprofits (2 - U) 

• Tourism packets made available to new students, staff etc. (1 - HR) 

• Make some of the academic institution’s programs event and workshops more accessible to 

public (1 - SR) 

• Integrate academic research / study into events such as at festivals, etc. mixing academic with 

fun of events (1 - SR) 

• Affordable training for hospitality workers / TC3 (1 - U) 

• Develop communication strategies to cross-promote local events / assets (0 – HR) 
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5) What can your organization do to present our community as an 

inclusive, accessible, vibrant & sustainable destination? 
• Co-promotion (collaborative programming & marketing efforts, promotional materials) (6 - 

HR) 

• Help train folks (in our organizations) to better understand and navigate cultural differences 

(4 - U) 

• Offer free or discounted programming (2 - HR) 

• Offer unique, multi-cultural experiences, shows, events & entertainment (2 - HR) 

• Host community forums to gather feedback (and discuss “hot topics”) (2 - SR) 

• Make connections across communities w/in the County (2 - SR) 

• People/visitors appreciate places that understand their culture & heritage (1 - HR) 

• Tap into expertise of organizations who are skilled at creating inclusive & accessible 

environments (1 - U) 

• Multicultural activities reflecting both local and national trends/aspects (0 – HR) 

• Representing our diverse population (both in terms of planning & highlighting numerous 

narratives) (0 – SR) 

• Targeting both out-of-county visitors + our own residents (0 – SR) 

• Assessment of how accessible our destinations & events are (0 – SR) 

• Generate collective impact experiences that are inclusive of: art, science, culture, 

entertainment, etc. (0 – U) 

• Provide technical assistance for packaging involving hotels, restaurant, travel (0 – U) 

• Ask attendees what multicultural activities/events would interest them (0 – U) 

• Have roundtables on what does it mean to be inclusive or accessible (0 – U) 

• Market recurring events & new events (0 – U) 

• Rack card / central location for programming (0 – U) 
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6) What do you think we should do to cultivate events & attractions 

that leverage our local & regional assets? 
• Provide tools for leveraging more money (8 - HR) 

• Create regional connections outside Tompkins County (3 - HR) 

• Support local organizations and facilitate collaboration (2 - HR) 

• Decide what “unique / characteristic” means (2 - HR) 

• Support more “authentic” experiences (2 - SR) 

• Determine who we are trying to attract (1 - SR) 

• Identify barriers to participation (i.e. transportation) (1 - U) 

• Develop more venues for events (1 - U) 

• Market more widely outside of region (1 – U) 

• Create more buzz among potential visitors (0 – HR) 

• Build accessibility beyond downtown Ithaca (i.e. transportation) (0 – HR) 

• Identify more funders (0 – SR) 

• Emphasize & create large events (0 – SR) 

• Fund experts to interpret our local resources / assets (0 – U) 

• Bring Ithaca Festival back to lake (0 – U) 

• Develop new events that are truly unique / distinctive (0 – U) 

• Integrate “town” and “gown” more (0 – U) 
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