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Joe Terzi, who heads the San Diego Convention and Visitors Bureau, has gradually broadened the reach 
of the tourism agency since taking over in 2009. — K.C. Alfred 
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Sun-kissed beaches. A world famous zoo and acclaimed theme parks known for 

killer whales and Lego toys. A hip downtown historic district and weather that’s 

the envy of most U.S. cities. 

With that kind of compelling profile, it would seem a rather simple — and 

inexpensive — task to entice visitors to come to San Diego. Not so, says the San 

Diego Convention and Visitors Bureau, the region’s key marketing machine. 

At a time when every tourist destination is competing for a shrinking share of 

discretionary dollars, the Convention and Visitors Bureau has ramped up its 

efforts to aggressively market the San Diego region -- a move that has coincided 

with a sharp increase in the bureau’s funding. During the current fiscal year, the 

agency spent $7.7 million alone on print, TV and online advertising. 

That’s about $1 million less than its entire funding allocation in 2008, the last full 

year the city of San Diego provided financial support through a share of the city’s 

revenues from hotel bed taxes. 

The bureau now relies largely on dollars doled out by city hoteliers through a 

Tourism Marketing District that controls revenues generated by a 2 percent 

surcharge on hotel room rates. Its funding during the last fiscal year ending in 

July of 2010 was $17.2 million. The increased money has allowed the bureau to 

more actively spread the word about San Diego, not only nationwide, but also in 

the region’s all-important Southern California drive market. 

“For some reason, politicians and the general public think, why would you have 

to advertise a (well-known) destination, yet Pepsi and Coke spend hundreds of 

millions on advertising each year, because you have to remind them,” said Carl 

Winston, head of the L. Robert Payne School of Hospitality & Tourism 

Management at San Diego State University. “San Diego has to advertise against 

Phoenix and San Francisco and Hawaii. You’ve got to be top of mind so that when 

people are thinking about a vacation destination, they choose us.” 

Toward that end, the bureau has launched advertising campaigns like the 

bureau’s “Happy Happens” initiative on television and in print, an evocative 

message that plays heavily on the region’s coastal setting and was inspired by 

focus groups who said they felt joyful and reinvigorated after spending time in 

San Diego. 



The agency also has been able to raise San Diego’s profile on websites like 

Expedia, Travelocity and Orbitz where it has spent as much as $1.4 million to not 

only advertise the region but also offer dedicated promotions for San Diego. And 

it is investing more than $1 million to completely overhaul its website and make 

it far more interactive and user-friendly. A little more than one-third of its 

funding from the hotel surcharge is dedicated to salaries and benefits. 

“Thank God for the Tourism Marketing District,” said Richard Bartell, president 

of Bartell Hotels and a member of the marketing district board. “If this hadn’t 

been formed, there were real fears that the city would de-fund the tourism 

industry. We’ve been able to increase our share of visitors more than our 

competitors, and it’s because there’s been sufficient money to enable the region 

to effectively market San Diego. Without it, the results would be catastrophic.” 

San Diego’s share of the tourism business, compared to its core group of 

competitors, actually grew during the recession and remains at the same level it 

was in 2007, before the economy turned sour. By contrast, Anaheim, Phoenix and 

Los Angeles have yet to regain the standing they had in 2007, although rivals San 

Francisco and Seattle have bested San Diego by surpassing their pre-recession 

share of tourism business, according to Smith Travel Research. 

“Our focus in life is to market San Diego to the public and convince them to come 

here for a meeting, a vacation, a weekend getaway,” said Joe Terzi, who became 

the CEO in 2009 after the former bureau president, David Peckinpaugh, left 

following the end of this three-year contract, just as the bureau was transitioning 

into a new system for funding and accountability. His departure also followed 

staff and program cuts, including the elimination of 18 full- and part-time 

positions. The bureau has since regained nine of those positions. 

“ConVis’ biggest weakness had been its lack of stable funding,” Terzi added. “We 

never had the money to be competitive against the bigger destinations who were 

spending millions of dollars to lure the same customers we were trying to get.” 

It’s hard to know whether the bureau is generating significantly more hotel room 

nights commensurate with its sharp increase in funding because in the past, it did 

not measure hotel stays generated by its marketing efforts. Instead, it focused 

more on total travel to San Diego and trip expenditures, regardless of where 

people stayed. 



The nonprofit group, with roots dating back to 1919, at one time shared the 

responsibility for the sales and marketing of the city’s Convention Center with the 

Convention Center Corp. However, it was stripped of those duties in 2004 by the 

San Diego City Council, a move considered unusual because in most large cities, 

the marketing of convention centers is typically overseen by the visitors bureau. 

At the time, then ConVis President Reint Reinders was facing questions about his 

organization’s spending and disclosures about his compensation and travel 

habits. 

Since taking over the bureau, Terzi has significantly broadened the reach of the 

agency, which now handles tourism marketing for the former North County 

visitors bureau and East County and is helping promote Coronado as well, using 

funds collected through a half-percent surcharge on rooms in that city’s four 

largest hotels. Terzi also has initiated discussions with the South County 

Economic Development Council about the possibility of marketing that area as 

well. 

In addition, the bureau has forged a partnership with the San Diego Sports 

Commission in order to champion the county as a prime destination for youth 

and amateur sporting events, which translate into lucrative overnight stays. 

Those much coveted hotel stays are precisely what the hoteliers who control the 

bureau’s funding are looking to grow, especially as the tourism industry 

continues to recover from a deep and prolonged slump. 

Although the bureau did well in meeting its goals for generating rooms nights 

from group meetings between 2006 and 2008, when its funding was far less, it 

stumbled in 2009 and 2010, when its success rate fell to 73 percent and 87 

percent, respectively. Terzi defends his agency’s track record, noting that those 

were years when the tourism industry was still in a tailspin from the recession. 

The bureau, which has sales people in offices elsewhere in the country, including 

Chicago, Atlanta and Indianapolis, also has set more challenging goals for itself 

than in prior years, he said. 

“The meetings industry started to close its doors toward the end of 2008, so our 

numbers going forward were certainly impacted by people who stopping booking 

meetings, no matter how much we had as a budget,” Terzi said. “Now in 2011, 



we’re back into a very aggressive goal of 775,000 rooms for group meetings, 

which we think we’ll meet.” 

Terzi also stresses that those room nights generated by business and group 

meetings pale in comparison to the 1.9 million hotel rooms the bureau created in 

the 2009 fiscal year as a result of advertising and promotions that visitors said 

influenced them to come to San Diego. 
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Now that the bureau’s funding is coming directly from the surcharge that the 

hotels agreed among themselves to assess, they watch the agency’s funding much 

more closely than in the past, expecting to see a relatively high return on 

investment. During the last fiscal year, that return was 21 dollars for every dollar 

allocated, based on hotel revenues generated within the city of San Diego, 

according to the Marketing District. 

Members of the Tourism Marketing District board are quick to point out that 

they do not want to micromanage the bureau, although last month they made it 

clear they were not pleased with Terzi’s plans to relocate his staff from Little Italy 

to DiamondView Tower, a high-profile high rise office building near Petco Park 

that has stunning views of the skyline and a lease rate higher than other more 

affordable locales, such as Mission Valley. 

“We heard ConVis doesn’t care about perceptions. I’m concerned about 

perceptions that this is a little too nice,” said hotelier Bill Evans, a Marketing 

District board member and a vice president with Evans Hotels, which owns the 

Lodge at Torrey Pines, the Bahia and Catamaran. “This is absolutely the best deal 

you could get (at DiamondView), but it doesn’t matter how good the deal is.” 
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Terzi took the board’s words to heart and is now exploring less pricey locations 

within downtown and elsewhere in the city. 

The dust-up over office space aside, Evans said he’s pleased with what the 

Visitors Bureau has accomplished, especially during a time in which hotels 

struggled mightily to stay afloat. 

“We were carpet bombed. I’ve had to fire people who worked for me for years and 

years, the first time I’ve ever had to do that,” Evans said. “So given what Joe Terzi 

inherited, he’s done a masterful job. He’s restaffed. picked the right people, and 

he holds people accountable.” 

 


