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October 19, 2021

STATEMENT TO THE COMMITTEE ON FINANCE

The Honorable Senator Kurt A. Vialet
Chairman, Committee on Finance
34th Legislature of the Virgin Islands
3022 Golden Rock
St. Croix, US Virgin Islands 00820

Good Day Chairman Vialet, Committee Members, and fellow testifiers. 
	My name is Lisa Hamilton. I am President of the USVI Hotel and Tourism Association and appear today on behalf of our Board of Directors and the Membership.  We would like to thank the Chairman and Committee on Finance for inviting us to participate in the discussion of Bill 34-0070, an Act amending Title 33 of the Virgin Islands Code relating to the remittance of hotel room tax to the Government from travel organizations.
	The USVI Hotel & Tourism Association fully supports legislation mandating that “shared economy” businesses collect and remit the hotel room tax to the Government of the Virgin Islands.  We do not, however, support the overly broad application of such a mandate to all “travel organizations.” 
	Merriam-Webster defines the “shared economy” as follows:  economic activity that involves individuals buying or selling usually temporary access to goods or services especially as arranged through an online company or organization.  The U.S. Virgin Islands are currently benefitting from the growth in the shared economy through online businesses like Airbnb and VRBO.  These businesses have attracted large numbers of visitors to our islands even during the COVID-19 pandemic.  This should be no surprise.  I quote, Eliana Dockterman, an established writer for Times magazine: “Arguably the biggest sector of the sharing economy is travel. People are renting their beds to out-of-towners (Airbnb and VRBO), leading them on guided tours and hosting meals, on most sites for a price—though one far below those found at local hotels.
	We applaud AirBnB for being the first shared economy business to seek an agreement with the Government of the Virgin Islands for the purpose of collecting the hotel tax from guests at the time of booking and remitting that tax to the Bureau of Internal Revenue.  We believe the time is overdue for VRBO to enter into such an agreement as well.  Many Caribbean destinations have approached VRBO, which is now owned by Expedia, demanding that they collect and remit the taxes.  Because Expedia is the 800lb gorilla in the travel arena, VRBO has refused such agreements.  The proposed legislation would include VRBO, which we believe is appropriate.  We recognize that VRBO might withdraw the USVI as one of the destinations they market should they be required to collect and remit the hotel tax.  We believe, however, that the loss to host properties in the USVI would be mitigated by the fact that many hosts list on multiple platforms, including Airbnb, a company that has taken on the responsibility to collect and remit the hotel tax.
	Our quarrel with the legislation, is its application to “all travel organizations.”  By using the term “travel organizations” in Bill 34-0070, the legislation includes traditional OTA’s (online travel agencies) like Expedia and HotelBeds.com as well as traditional wholesalers such as Apple Leisure Group, Pleasant Holidays, Delta Vacations, et al., who have been doing business in the Territory for decades. These companies have tax collection procedures in place that ensure IRB receives the taxes on the 30th of the following month from when a guest arrives at his or her hotel. This system has been in place for years and is very streamlined thus ensuring that the Government of the Virgin Islands is receiving the collected taxes on a timely basis.  We see no reason to disrupt that system.  The Bureau of Internal Revenue and Department of Tourism would have to enter into multiple agreements with all the travel partners that sell the USVI.  Since the OTA’s and wholesalers have never had to enter into agreements with Governments to collect hotel room taxes, we doubt they will make an exception for the USVI.  Instead, they could decide to stop selling our destination all together. This segment of business typically represents between 20%-50% of total business to hotels.  Losing this valuable segment of our business will be devastating.  The existing system is not broken vis-à-vis online traditional travel agencies.  We therefore urge the legislature to modify the terminology to the OTAs from the coverage of Bill 34-0070.
	We strongly recommend that the proposed legislation be revised to read “shared economy accommodations” rather than “travel organizations” so it properly targets the companies that are evading collection and payment of the hotel tax.  
	Thank you for the opportunity to provide feedback on Bill 34-0070.  I remain available for questions. 
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