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NOLA LALEYE

Tampa is less reliant on international tourism,
which has helped the region's economy during
the pandemic.
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Economist: Tampa Bay's economy will weather
the pandemic better than Miami, Orlando
Oct 27, 2020, 2:29pm EDT

With Covid-19 cases once again on the rise and
a vaccine still months away, economists are
predicting Florida's economy to slump once
again as 2020 comes to a close. But an
economist with Wells Fargo believes that
Tampa Bay has and will be better positioned to
weather downturns than other parts of the
Sunshine State.

"The thing that really stands out in Florida is the
tourism industry, which is more important here
than in the rest of the country," said Mark
Vitner, a senior economist with Wells Fargo (NYSE: WFC). "But the cities that
depend on international tourism, such as Orlando and Miami, have fared far
worse."

The Tampa Bay region does get its share of international tourists, as Vitner was
quick to point out that the area usually gets it share of visitors from Canada and the
United Kingdom. But while tourism overall has been impacted, domestic travel has
taken a much smaller hit than international — to the benefit of regions like Tampa
Bay.

"People are still willing to drive, if not fly, and those domestic tourism spots are
faring a little bit better," Vitner said.
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Tampa Bay is also less reliant on tourism overall than Orlando and Miami, a
characteristic it shares with Jacksonville. Tampa's more professional services-
driven economy was able to shift easily to remote work over the summer, and
Vitner said the abundance of spacious suburban office parks have made it easier
for some local companies to return to the office.

Wells Fargo's recent economic report for Florida noted that rural areas and small
cities saw the state's lowest unemployment rates, including Gainesville (4.3
percent) and Tallahassee (4.9 percent). Tampa-St. Petersburg-Clearwater (6.1
percent) was the only major metropolitan area in Florida to have an unemployment
rate more than one-and-a-half percentage points below the state.

Also helping keep unemployment numbers down are the number of retirement
communities in the region. These communities and the services that depended on
them proved more resilient because many retirees decided to stay in Florida
throughout the summer, the report said.

"A lot of part-time residents stayed year-round because they didn't want to travel,
or didn't want to re-establish their social networks elsewhere," Vitner said. "Another
real balancing influence is that a lot of folks contemplating retiring to Florida have
pushed that up a little bit ... it's very apparent in Polk County and Sarasota."

On the other hand, the Wells Fargo report did add that some of these senior-
catered areas could be put to the test this winter, with fewer snowbirds coming
down from the north — especially Canada.

But every part of the state is likely to see a slump in the coming months, Vitner
said. The state, country and the world in general will only be able to truly recover
from the economic impact of the pandemic once Covid-19 is dealt with. Like most
economists, Vitner and Wells Fargo is not expecting a vaccine to be widely
distributed until the middle of 2021. He said it is imperative that the federal
government pass another stimulus in the meantime, and he is optimistic Congress
will do so after the election.

"The problem is that the parts of economy hurt the most have recovered the least,"
he said, pointing out that the state's poorest residents have been hit hardest with
the loss of low-pay, unskilled jobs. "There is very little prospect that they will
recover until we have vaccine in place."
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