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Introduction 
In an effort to make the local economy less dependent on the federal presence at the Patuxent River Naval 
Air Station, St. Mary’s County is in the process of developing a Comprehensive Economic Development 
Strategy. As part of the process, Jones, Lang, LaSalle (JLL), in conjunction with the St. Mary’s County 
Department of Economic Development’s Division of Tourism and the St. Mary’s County Chamber of 
Commerce, are charged with creating a Master Plan which focuses on the County’s tourism and hospitality 
sector. Phase I of the planning process includes conducting a comprehensive Situational Analysis and 
based on that analysis, providing recommendations as to areas the master plan should focus on and 
opportunities that if realized, will yield positive economic outcomes thereby putting the County on a path 
toward achieving a vibrant “tourism” economy.  
 
Of chief importance is to identify those assets and experiences that will enhance the visitor experience so 
as to encourage multiple day stays.  As opposed to the single day visitor, those here for overnight or 
extended stays have appreciable impact on the local economy through expenditures at local businesses 
and through generation of tax revenue.  JLL has reviewed all of the assets and activities described in the 
Situational Analysis and determined which ones have the highest potential to yield return on investment for 
St. Mary’ s County. The Tourism & Hospitality Master Plan will set forth what needs to be done to develop 
those experiences that will “move the needle” and grow the County’s tourism economy.    
 
First, it is important to state that the Master Plan will address long-term strategic development as well as 
short and mid-range objectives. The items identified herein warrant more than marketing support and will 
require funding, infrastructure development, and potentially, regulatory changes. Toward those ends, JLL 
has identified four areas basic to the Plan’s development and implementation. In other words, these areas 
provide the platform for success.  Without addressing them, chances for success are greatly diminished.  
 

 Regulation – There are many locations in the County where environmental regulations 
stifle investment in new and existing tourism-related businesses. An approach to 
regulations that achieves compliance while supporting and encouraging new investment 
must be devised. 
   

 Economic Development – The importance of an aligned economic development strategy 
cannot be overstated.  A proactive economic development approach to attract targeted 
investment must be integrated into the master plan. Attracting restaurants and lodging 
providers, assisting young industries such as oyster farming to grow, helping the Town of 
Leonardtown successfully develop capital projects in ways that will attract visitors, are 
among the many economic development tasks identified. 

 



 
 

 

 Organizational Structure – The breadth and complexity of implementing a tourism and 
hospitality master plan calls for an organizational structure that accommodates direct 
sales, product and experience development, marketing and communication, and has 
sources of funding. Without adequate organizational support and buy-in by the tourism and 
hospitality industry, a plan ambitious enough to truly make a difference will not be 
sustainable. 
 

 Workforce Development – The employees and front line representatives who serve the 
visitor are the backbone of any successful tourism effort.  In addition to infrastructure and 
programs, the master plan must address efforts to train and support current employees as 
well as recruit future “faces” of tourism in St. Mary’s County.  

Areas of Focus and Best Opportunities 
The following assets and activities have been designated as priorities based on their potential to drive 
overnight visitors to St. Mary’s County. 
 

1. Lodging – Ensuring there is a variety of lodging choices in St. Mary’s County that meet the needs 
and expectations of various market segments is an important factor in increasing overnight stays. 
Full service hotels, resort-type hotels, and unique accommodations such as B&Bs, are attractive to 
different markets and are often an integral part of travel-making decisions. Addressing the location 
and mix of lodging opportunities available to visitors will be an important component of the plan. 
 

2. Dining - Dining is a second key component in developing the overnight visitor experience.  
Recruiting restauranteurs committed to providing chef-driven, locally sourced culinary experiences 
and thus keying into culinary tourism trends, supporting existing local restaurants and developing 
implementable farm–to-table strategies restaurants will embrace, are to be considered.   

 
3. Water Access and Activities–Water is key. With more than 500 miles of shoreline in St. Mary’s 

County, increasing water access and developing more water-based experiences will attract more 
visitors. People of all ages and backgrounds are eager to get out on the water to paddle and play, 
to connect with the Bay’s rich heritage, or to simply experience the joys of a summer sunset along 
the Potomac.  
 

4. Leonardtown – Having a vibrant tourism hub that brings together shopping, dining and lodging 
and serves as a base for outward exploration is critical. Visitor-focused development in 
Leonardtown—an emphasis on unique galleries and shops, cool events and waterfront activities, 
and a street and after-hours vibe to attract younger visitors, will have a far-reaching impact on 
tourism in the County. 

 
5. South County – South County is an area rich in resources and with great visitor appeal. However,   

business owners who want to grow their business or start a new one, face numerous regulatory 
and environmental challenges. Strategies that “reimagine” a new future for this once vibrant 
tourism mecca will require the collective commitment of local regulatory and economic 
development entities working in conjunction with the South County tourism community.  

 



 
 

6. Museums & Historic Sites – The County’s museums and historic sites offer a wide range of 
enticing experiences for visitors, but inadequate funding constrains their ability to operate at 
optimum levels and to achieve the truly exceptional. Investment in enhancing visitor programs and 
capital projects will pay-off in increased visitation.  Collaborative initiatives that create “connectivity” 
between sites and “packages” that combine site visits with dining and lodging, are good strategies 
to extend length of stays and deliver benefits to local hospitality businesses.  

 
7. Events - Events can play an important role in attracting overnight visitors.  Determining which 

existing events present the greatest potential for attracting overnight visitors and finding ways to 
support those efforts will be a component of the plan.  Developing a “signature” multi-day event 
that will have direct economic impact but will also serve to enhance the County’s “brand” 
throughout the year also warrants consideration. 

 
8. Agri-tourism and Eco-tourism - St. Mary’s County’s farm and water heritage present tremendous 

opportunities to develop experiences that connect the visitor with what is authentic and unique to 
St. Mary’s County. Visitor programs at local oyster farms, organic farms, Amish markets, wineries 
and “watermen tours,” could be combined to create exceptional multiday stays. Supporting new 
ventures and developing visitor programs is a worthy collaborative effort for the tourism and the 
agriculture industries   
 

9. Outdoor Activities - The County’s rural nature is a good fit for outdoor activities and in particular 
for cycling, due to its relatively flat terrain, scenic landscape and roads with wide shoulders. 
Recreational cycling is an activity that generates overnight stays. Tapping into existing state and 
federal cycling initiatives and linking trails across counties represent big investments but are ones 
that have the potential to transform the tourism landscape.  

 

Emerging and Potential Markets 
As St. Mary’s County looks to the future, the following are the emerging and potential markets identified for 
potential growth: 
 

1. Weddings - St. Mary’s County has already experienced success in this market and with additional 
focus and support to lift restrictions on the numbers of events for venues within the Rural 
Preservation District, this market could be an increased source for overnight stays. Brides from 
outside of the region find that the County offers exceptional value coupled with sites of comparable 
beauty to larger wedding markets.   

 
2. Sports – Youth tournaments also fill hotel rooms on weekends.  Means to further grow this market 

should be considered. A partnership with St. Mary’s College to utilize facilities when not in use by 
the college, presents an immediate opportunity. Additionally, determining the feasibility and 
demand for a youth sports-specific facility merits consideration.  

 
3. Small Meetings – The County’s Mid-Atlantic location and closeness to D.C. where hundreds of 

professional organizations are located, make the small meetings and group markets worth 
considering. To attract outside meetings that will drive incremental overnight stays, facilities must 
offer space to convene multiple simultaneous activities and concurrent sessions, and should be in 



 
 

walkable distance to lodging and other visitor amenities and activities. As with other markets, the 
“experience” is key.  With an understanding of demand, a feasibility study would determine the full 
impact of this potential market. 

Conclusion  
 
The areas of focus and best opportunities cited in this report will be addressed in depth in the Tourism & 
Hospitality Master Plan. In addition, the wealth of data contained in the Situational Analysis will also serve 
as a resource for the Plan. The Plan will include short, medium and long-range initiatives and specific 
actions to achieve them. It will address capacity and implementation and will offer a path forward to tourism 
success.  
 


