
expansion of the 
Bloomington/Monroe 
County Convention 
Center. 

“It’s a tool created by 
the Legislature for this 
type of economic 
development,” said Mike 
McAfee, director of Visit 
Bloomington. 

Other options include 
the innkeeper’s tax, 
which is already being 
used for debt service for 
property and operational 
costs, a tax on 
automobile rentals, and 
general obligation bonds 
and a pay-as-you-go 
plan, both of which are 
tied to property taxes and 
would place the burden 
of funding completely on 
residents. The 
innkeeper’s tax would 
need special legislation 
to raise the rate from its 
current 5 percent. 

Right now, the 
convention center 
receives money from the 
innkeeper’s tax, which 
totals about $268,000 per 
year. The money is used 
to operate the convention 
center in its present state 
and pay for the bond on 
the properties 
surrounding the 
convention center, said 
Talisha Coppock, 
executive director of 
Downtown Bloomington 
Inc. and the convention 
center. 

The food and beverage 
tax would be used to 
fund an expansion of the 
convention center, 
something many in the 
tourism industry say is 
desperately needed. 
Right now, the 
convention center 
averages 60,000 visitors 
per year, a number that 
could double with an 

be excluded, but things 
that are bought in the 
prepared food section, 
such as rotisserie chicken 
or iced tea in a to-go cup, 
would be subject to the 
tax. 

Legislation also 
sketches out some 
information about 
collections. 

The tax would be 
implemented in every 
corner of the county, and 
collections would be 
divided into two pots: 
money collected in the 
city of Bloomington 
would go into city 
coffers, and all other 
money raised in the 
county, including in 
Ellettsville and 
Stinesville, would go to 
county government. 

Money may not go to 
anything not outlined in 
the legislation, which 
states it can only be used 
to finance, refinance, 
construct, operate, or 
maintain a convention 
center, a conference 
center, or related tourism 
or economic 
development projects. 

The tax could fund a 
proposed expansion of 
the downtown 
convention center; 
however, nothing in the 
legislation guarantees 
this will happen. 

In addition, the 
legislation also sets up an 
advisory commission to 
oversee the funding, 
made up of 
representatives from the 
city, the county and local 
businesses. 
 
The argument for 

Proponents of the tax 
maintain that a food and 
beverage tax is the best 
funding option for an 

that by September, after 
eight months of 
discussion, it will be 
time to take a vote. 

“There’s always going 
to be some other 
argument,” he said. “I 
think the majority of the 
council members are 
ready to take a vote.” 

Of the county council 
members, Ryan Langley 
and McKim have both 
indicated support for the 
convention center 
expansion, though 
McKim has not said 
whether he will vote for 
the tax. Marty Hawk has 
said she will vote against 
the tax, but supports a 
convention center 
expansion, and Lee 
Jones has said she’s 
unsure the food and 
beverage is the best 
option for expansion. 
 
The legislation 

The legislation lays out 
some specifics for how 
the tax would work. 

A food and beverage 
tax would apply to food 
that is sold by a retail 
merchant at a location or 
from equipment 
purchased by said 
merchant, that may be 
served on or off the 
merchant’s premises, 
that has two or more 
ingredients mixed for 
sale as a single item, is 
sold heated or in a heated 
state or is sold with 
utensils, including plates, 
knives, forks, spoons, 
glasses, cups, napkins or 
straws, but not 
containers or packaging 
for transport. It would 
not include any food or 
beverage that is exempt 
from the gross retail tax. 

This means that most 
grocery purchases would 
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By the time a vote is 
taken, more than half of 
the Monroe County 
Council’s year will have 
been spent on the 
proposed 1 percent food 
and beverage tax. 

A 1 percent food and 
beverage tax may be 
implemented by the 
council to fund a 
convention center, 
conference center or 
other tourism-related 
activity, according to 
2009 legislation. The 
legislation failed to 
garner much support 
immediately following 
its passage. 

The council started 
discussions in February, 
introduced by council 
president Geoff McKim, 
as a funding source for a 
possible expansion of the 
Bloomington/Monroe 
County Convention 
Center on South College 
Avenue. 

The council will take a 
vote on the legislation 
Sept. 10. 

Some members of the 
public have said the 
process feels rushed, and 
that opponents have not 
been presented with the 
same opportunity to 
speak as supporters of 
the tax. 

McKim said he feels 
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business, Coppock said. 
“We definitely 

appreciate this whole 
process and discussion, 
and we get the whole 
controversy,” McAfee 
said. “Nobody likes 
taxes, and we don’t 
either.” 
 
The argument against 

Opponents of the tax 
take two positions. Some 
are against the expansion 
of the convention center, 
which is heavily tied to 
the proposed food and 
beverage tax. Others are 
opposed to the tax, but 
not necessarily the 
expansion, and would 
like the county to 
consider other options 
for funding. 

William Ellis, a county 
resident who formed 
Monroe County Citizens 
Against the Food and 
Beverage Tax, said many 
people in the group feel 
the burden of the tax falls 
on residents and the poor 
to pay for a tourist 
attraction. 

Ellis said low-income 
earners tend to eat about 
9.3 percent of their meals 
out, about two-thirds 
more than high-income 
earners. The tax will 
most likely hit those the 
hardest as the extra cents 
add up, he said. 

“What you’ll find, 
that’s who’s going to be 
paying most of this,” 
Ellis said. 

People who do not live 
within Bloomington’s 
city limits have said they 
see the convention center 
as more of a 
Bloomington entity, and 
do not support a tax that 
seems to have no benefit 
to them. 

Hawk, whose council 
district encompasses 
much of the western side 
of the county, said 
though the legislation 
says the tax can be used 

expansion. The center 
can comfortably hold a 
convention of 150 to 200 
people, but has stretched 
to accommodate more 
than 500 people. 

The center has lost 
about 100 groups’ 
business since 2008 
because of its current 
limitations, Coppock 
said. 

Proponents of the 
expansion estimate it 
could add about $15 
million and 200 new jobs 
to the county’s economy. 
It’s estimated that 
visitors spend about $233 
per trip, which is broken 
down into $137 on 
lodging, $26 on retail 
and $70 on food and 
beverages per visit. 

An expansion could see 
these numbers grow, and 
McAfee has said the goal 
with the expansion 
would be to bring in 
1,000 visitors per week, 
adding about $230,000 in 
new spending. 

“We’re trying to create 
a weekday business 
when we have room for 
it,” McAfee said. “That’s 
our mission.” 

If the center waits to 
expand, it faces higher 
costs to build, Coppock 
said, and there’s no 
guarantee that the 
innkeeper’s tax could 
pay for an expansion 
when no longer being 
used to pay for property. 
McAfee also noted that it 
could leave the land 
surrounding the 
convention center empty 
for a number of years. 

A lot of the business the 
center does is local, and 
it could just as easily be 
called the “Bloomington 
Community Center,” 
McAfee said. 

The question that the 
council will answer with 
an up-or-down vote is 
whether it is ready to get 
into the convention 

for “other tourism- 
related activities,” after 
the convention center is 
paid for, it would leave 
little for the rest of the 
county. 

“I’m just not a fan of 
taxing locals with the 
food and beverage tax 
when it’s not going to 
benefit the whole 
county,” Hawk said. 

When the food and 
beverage tax was first 
proposed in the state 
Legislature in the early 
2000s, it included 
language that gave the 
county more control over 
how to use the money. 
That language was 
dropped from other 
proposed legislation, 
including the version that 
passed in 2009. 

“If the city wants to do 
it, then rewrite the 
legislation,” Hawk said. 
“I’ve just not been a fan 
of this legislation from 
the beginning.” 

In addition, many are 
not convinced that an 
expansion is needed for 
the convention center. 

The projected economic 
impact on the community 
was based mostly on out-
of-town, overnight users 
of the center, Ellis said, 
and much of the center’s 
business comes locally or 
regionally. 

“I started delving into 
the numbers, and it’s an 
‘If you build it, they will 
come’ situation,” he said. 

However, Ellis 
understands the 
arguments made for the 
expansion, but would 
like to see more evidence 
that the demand the 
convention center claims 
is there exists. 

“I do think a case has 
been made,” he said. “If 
there really is the 
intention to come to 
Bloomington, lock them 
down, get letters of 
intent.” 

He also noted that there 
are other funding 
options, including users’ 
fees and an increased 
innkeeper’s tax, that 
could potentially provide 
funding for the 
expansion. Hawk and 
others are interested in 
considering the 
innkeeper’s tax as a 
potential funding source, 
as well. 

“I will continue to 
support the convention 
center,” Hawk said. “But 
we need to find a 
different way rather than 
taxing the locals.” 

Monroe County 
Citizens Against the 
Food and Beverage Tax 
have been conducting 
surveys at the Monroe 
County Fair this week. 
On Friday, they had 
about 800 responses, and 
only about 100 were in 
support of the tax, Ellis 
said. 

If the tax passes, Ellis 
said the group would 
continue to fight for 
other funding options. If 
the tax doesn’t pass, the 
group will work to get 
the legislation removed 
at the state level, so the 
issue can never come up 
again. 

“We couldn’t just give 
up,” Ellis said. “I want 
the people to know that 
their voice would be 
heard.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


