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1.  I NTRODUCTI ON AND SUMMARY OF FI NDI NGS 

I n t r o d u c t i o n  

Econom ic & Planning System s, I nc. (EPS) , has been retained by Wood Rodgers to evaluate the 

m arket  for tourism  and visitat ion in select  t ravel-or iented areas in Am ador, El Dorado, Placer, 

and Nevada Count ies.  This Market  Analysis was prepared to delineate key t rends that  

dem onst rate the changing character of tourism  in these areas and to assess the prospects for 

visitat ion in future years.  Overall, the Market  Analysis inform s creat ion of the Recreat ion and 

Tourism  Rural Roadway I m pact  Study, which is m eant  to provide a com prehensive 

understanding of the roadway im pacts and t ransportat ion dem ands that  visitors create in these 

heavily t raveled tourism  areas. 

This Market  Analysis relies on a review of exist ing economic, market , and tourism  studies 

pertaining to the geographic areas under considerat ion, as well as analysis of key perform ance 

indicator data, such as:  visitor spending, visitat ion, t ransient -occupancy tax, sales tax, and other 

key metr ics.  I n addit ion, interviews with local governm ent  officials, tourism  at t ract ion operators, 

and other stakeholders are sum m arized to shed light  on major t rends, program s, or 

developm ents that  will im pact  the perform ance of tourism  and visitat ion in future years. 

Lim itat ions 

This report  provides an overview of regional or nat ional tourism  perform ance and t rends and a 

focused evaluat ion of four tourism  areas in Northern California.  This study is intended to 

character ize key tourism  drivers, highlight  t rends, and provide an assessm ent  of expected future 

condit ions.  Where pract ical, based on available evidence, EPS has provided high- level est im ates 

regarding the potent ial change in visitat ion that  are likely to occur. 

This report  focuses on broader tourism  t rends, referencing an assortm ent  of cit ies, count ies, and 

other geographic regions.  Because of the heterogeneous geographic areas studied in this report , 

obtaining com parable data sets for each area analyzed was not  possible.  Many pert inent  data 

sets are only available on a county or city level or for discrete t ime periods.  Moreover, some of 

the areas studied in this report  have com m issioned very com prehensive econom ic studies, while 

others have not .  For these reasons, the level of detail presented for each geographic area varies 

based on the availabilit y  of data and previous analyses. 

Goals of the Market  Study 

1.  Character ize the market  for tour ism  in selected geographic locat ions, including ident ify ing 

and illust rat ing prom inent  visitor act ivit ies. 

2.  I dent ify key visitat ion t rends, and analyze how tourism  to these areas is evolving based on 

changing consum er preferences and other factors. 

3.  Predict  the future prospects for tour ism , and est im ate the potent ial increase or decrease in 

levels of visitat ion. 
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S u m m a r y  o f  F i n d i n g s  

1 .  After  enduring a period of challenged perform ance from  2 0 0 7  to 2 0 0 9 , tourism  

act ivity in Northern California is t rending upw ard, and visitor  spending in the U.S. is 

projected to r ise by 3  percent  per year for  the next  several years. 

Major drivers of v isitat ion include broad m acroeconom ic factors such as unem ploym ent , 

disposable household income, and consumer confidence, as well as a var iety of dest inat ion-

specific factors related to consum er preferences such as recreat ional opportunit ies, lodging 

select ions, accessibility, weather condit ions, and many other determ inants. 

2 .  Outdoor recreat ion is and w ill cont inue to be a m ajor dr iver  of visitat ion in the Bay 

to Basin Study Area.  I n addit ion, key act ivit ies such as agri- tourism , w ine- tast ing, 

and heritage tourism  are em erging as im portant  dr ivers of visitat ion and are 

prom ising m ethods to support  future tourism  grow th. 

Other act iv it ies such as gam ing and skiing have flat tened out  or declined in recent  years.   

While st ill seen as prom ising at t ractors of v isitat ion, albeit  with lim ited potent ial for high 

rates of future growth. 

3 .  Am ador County is building on its historical at t ract ions and em erging w ine- rela ted 

businesses to grow  tourism  and visitat ion to its m any histor ic m ining tow ns and 

w ine regions. 

EPS expects Am ador County visitor spending to cont inue to increase by its average long- term  

growth rate of approxim ately 2 to 3 percent  per year.  Key subareas of the county, such as 

Sut ter Creek, appear to be in a prim e posit ion to capture addit ional growth in visitat ion and 

m ay see tourism  increases occur at  a faster rate. 

4 .  El Dorado County is experiencing healthy grow th in visitat ion by capita lizing on its 

im m ediate access to the Sacram ento Region and m ult itude of recreat ional and 

leisure pursuits.  El Dorado County’s st rong and ever- st rengthening agri- tourism  

areas ( such as Apple Hill)  and its w ine- related act ivit ies, and its apt itude for  

adventure tourism  including w hite w ater  raft ing and other outdoor act ivit ies confer  

great  prom ise for  future enhancem ent  in tourism . 

El Dorado County’s historical growth in visitor spending has been relat ively sluggish, growing 

at  an average annual rate of just  1.4 percent  over the past  20 years.  However, m uch of this 

perform ance can be specifically at t r ibuted to the South Lake Tahoe area.  By looking m ore 

closely at  tourism  perform ance indicators in just  the unincorporated area, more favorable 

perform ance is evident , including an annual increase in t ransient -occupancy tax (TOT)  

revenues of approxim ately 10 percent  in the unincorporated area.  EPS expects visitor 

spending to grow by it s current  rate of approximately 1 to 2 percent  per year countywide, 

but  som e popular areas (especially in the unincorporated port ion of the county)  may grow at  

substant ially  faster rates, possibly up to 5 to 10 percent . 

5 .  Nevada County is building on its reputat ion as a  hub for  a  var iety of outdoor 

recreat ion and is likely to experience slow  and steady grow th by building on 

exist ing assets, and expanding on new  or em erging sectors such as the arts and 

culture. 

Overall, v isitor spending in Nevada County has grown at  an average annual rate of 

2.2 percent  per year from  2000 to 2011.  Nevada County’s TOT collect ions have shown a 

sim ilar rate of appreciat ion, although growth rates have varied significant ly am ong the 
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various jur isdict ions in the county.  Most  notably, Grass Valley has shown rem arkable growth 

as a tour ism  dest inat ion, with TOT revenues increasing at  a rate of approxim ately 15 percent  

annually over the past  10 years.  Given Nevada County’s progress in posit ioning itself as a 

visitor dest inat ion, EPS expects future levels of v isitat ion to m irror previous levels. 

6 .  Placer County is a  large and diverse geographic area w ith a  var iety of tourism  

offer ings, including st rength in agri- tourism , historical sightseeing, and outdoor 

adventure.   

Tourism  dest inat ions range from  upscale and “urban”  dest inat ions in the Sacram ento valley, 

to relaxing and m ature”  gold count ry”  outposts in the foothills, to a variety of available 

outdoor experiences in the county’s high count ry and Lake Tahoe basin (described 

separately below) .  Given Placer County’s cont inued enhancem ent  in posit ioning itself as a 

visitor dest inat ion, EPS expects visitat ion to increase by approximately 3 to 4 percent  per 

year.  

7 .  The Lake Tahoe Basin w ill cont inue to be a m ajor dest inat ion for  tourism , building 

on current  visitat ion of approxim ately 1 .6  m illion per year in the South Shore, and 

approxim ately 3 .0  m illion visitors annually in the North Lake Tahoe area. 

These areas are m ajor tourism  dest inat ions of Northern California and pull v isitors from  

throughout  the U.S. and the world.  While each area has its own set  of unique challenges, 

overall future prospects for future visitat ion in the North Lake Tahoe area are st rong.  EPS 

expects visitat ion in the North Lake Tahoe area to grow by approximately 3 to 5 percent  per 

year.  South Lake Tahoe’s expected growth in visitat ion is m ore m uted, at  1 to 3 percent  per 

year, although this expected growth rate could increase substant ially with successful 

im plem entat ion of several planned init iat ives. 
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2.  BROAD TOURI SM TRENDS AND I NDUSTRY PERFORMANCE 

Tourism  perform ance is heavily influenced by several broad m acroeconom ic factors, such as 

unem ploym ent  rates, household incom e t rends, and consum er confidence.  I n general, 

consum ers m ust  feel confident  in their em ploym ent posit ion and spending abilit y to plan tourism -

related act iv it ies, and in many cases, vacat ions or t ravel plans are am ong the first  expenditures 

to be im pacted when households are faced with financial st r ife.  Largely for this reason, tourism  

act iv ity in the U.S. was ham pered by severe econom ic downturn associated with the “Great  

Recession”  beginning in 2007.  More recent ly, as econom ic condit ions have improved, tour ist  

spending and visitat ion are t rending up, and the prospects are fair ly prom ising for the future. 

Aside from  the m acroeconom ic factors described above, tour ism  act iv ity is heavily influenced by 

“pull”  factors related to the dest inat ion itself, such as its cost , accessibility , and overall appeal, 

which can shift  over t im e as consum er preferences and tastes evolve.  I n this respect , the 

dest inat ions part ially are in cont rol of their own dest iny, in that  they are able to add new 

at t ract ions and im prove visitor appeal and authent icity by ensuring that  they rem ain a 

com pelling place to visit .   I n addit ion, the use of m arket ing efforts regarding specific offer ings 

can have a large im pact  in drawing v isitat ion.  Nonetheless, som e factors, such as weather and 

macroeconom ic t rends, clearly remain outside the dest inat ion’s cont rol.  

As the U.S. has cont inued to recover from  the Great  Recession, tourism  condit ions have been 

im proving, evidenced by an annual increase in visitor spending of 6 percent  since 2009, and are 

projected to cont inue to increase at  m ore than 4 percent  per year for the next  3 years, according 

to the U.S. Travel Associat ion.  Aside from  visitor spending, m any other m ajor indicators of 

tour ism  act ivity are posit ive for the third consecut ive year.  For exam ple, room  dem and, as 

measured by Sm ith Travel Research, increased by 3.6 percent  from  2011 to 2012, following an 

increase of 4.4 percent  the preceding year.  Visitor air  arr ivals on domest ic flights increased by 

3.9 percent  from  2011 to 2012, following a 1.0-percent  increase the preceding year.1  

California has long been a center of tourism  act ivity, accom m odat ing int rastate tourism  with 

California residents visit ing other areas of the state, interstate tourism  em anat ing from  other 

states, and internat ional visitat ion consist ing of visitors originat ing in areas throughout  the 

world.  California had the largest  m arket  share of dom est ic t ravel of all states in the U.S., with 

10.5 percent  of total spending in 2013, and a 21.5-percent  share of all overseas t ravel to the 

U.S.2  

Like the rest  of the count ry, California’s visitor spending perform ance was significant ly ham pered 

by recessionary forces in the second half of the 2000s, and the key driver for California tourism  

is the ongoing U.S. recovery.  Figure 1  below shows total v isitor spending in California from  

2000 to 2012.  As shown, a st rong upward t rajectory can be observed, except  for in 2008, when 

                                            

1  From  “California Travel I m pacts by County, 1992–2011,”  California Travel and Tourism  Com m ission 

and Dean Runyan Associates, 2013. 

2  D.K Shifflet  and Associates. 
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a 9-percent  dip occurred.  More recent ly, tour ism  spending in California has increased in each 

year since 2009, exhibit ing a fair ly robust  6 percent  annual growth rate since that  t im e.3  

 

Figure 1  also shows U.S. gross dom est ic product  (GDP)  along with visitor spending to 

dem onst rate how changes to California visitor spending t rack with broader econom ic condit ions.  

As shown, changes in California’s visitor spending have t racked U.S. GDP growth relat ively 

closely, even outperform ing GDP growth over the past  few years.  GDP has grown by 2 percent  

per year since 2009, being significant ly outpaced by California visitor spending dur ing this sam e 

period.  Assum ing this relat ionship rem ains robust , expectat ions for cont inued visitat ion growth 

in are st rong, especially in the short - term , with U.S. GDP projected to undergo 5 percent  annual 

growth in the next  3 years.4  

P e r t i n e n t  I n d u s t r y  T r e n d s  

As discussed throughout  this report , there are m any act ivit ies and at t ract ions that  induce visitors 

to visit  and recreate in locat ions throughout  the Bay to Basin Study area.  However, a few key 

act iv it ies have been noted as am ong the m ost prom inent  dr ivers of visitat ion and have 

substant ial potent ial to influence future tour ism .  These act iv it ies include agr i- tourism  and 

                                            

3  California Travel and Tourism  Comm ission and Dean Runyan Associates, 2013. 

4  From  the U.S. Travel Associat ion and the U.S. Bureau of Labor Stat ist ics. 
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vit iculture, snow sports, histor ical tourism , and outdoor “adventure” - related act iv it ies such as 

r iver raft ing, hiking, and rock clim bing, among others.  Because these act iv it ies occur in several 

areas in the count ies evaluated in this Market  Analysis, EPS has provided an assessm ent  of 

histor ical perform ance and future prospects for these key visitat ion drivers. 

Agri- Tourism  and Vit iculture 

Agri- tourism  is a relat ively new kind of tourism  act ivity that  is gaining popular ity;  one that  

supports both rural and urban environments.  According to the University of California (UC)  

Davis Sm all Farm  Program , agri- tour ism  is defined as a com m ercial enterpr ise at  a working farm , 

ranch, or agricultural plant , which is conducted for the enjoym ent  or educat ion of visitors and 

generates supplem ental incom e for the owner.  More than 2.4 m illion visitors part icipated in agri-

tour ism  in California in 2008, with substant ial growth occurr ing since that  t ime.  Agri- tourism  

operators in California are engaged in a wide range of act iv it ies, offer ing direct  sales (78 percent  

of agri- tourism  operators) ;  tours or lectures (81 percent ) ;  dem onst rat ions, lessons, or 

part icipant  experiences (69 percent ) ;  and special event  facilit ies (51 percent ) .5  

Agri- tourism  and a variety of wine- related tourism  businesses are im portant  dr ivers of visitat ion 

in various areas throughout  the Study Area.  Am ador County and El Dorado County areas in 

part icular have emerged as very st rong regions in the wine- related segm ent  and are seen as a 

m ore cost -effect ive and convenient  alternat ive to the boom ing wine culture that  exists in the 

Napa and Sonom a Valleys.  The broader agr i- tour ism  t rend also is affect ing visitat ion to various 

areas of the Study Area, most ly in the low- ly ing foothill com m unit ies.  Apple Hill is perhaps the 

m ost  prom inent  and well-known exam ple of agri- tourism  in the Study Area and is evaluated later 

in Chapter  4 .   I n addit ion to Apple Hill,  there are several locat ions in the Study Area near 

agricultural operat ions and m ajor populat ion centers—as well as the scenic set t ings and 

authent ic sm all- town character—m aking them  pr im e candidates to cont inue to tap into this 

growing t rend. 

Ski Resorts 

Skiing, snowboarding, and other ski resort - related act ivit ies are a m ajor driver of tourism  in the 

higher elevat ion locales in Northern California and have been going st rong for decades.  Ski 

resorts are a large and st rengthening indust ry nat ionally (as well as across the globe) , 

com m anding approxim ately $3 billion in annual revenues across the count ry, which does not  

include ancillary revenues such as those generated by the purchase of equipm ent  outside the ski 

resorts them selves.6   According to the Nat ional Ski Area Associat ion, there were m ore than 

60 m illion skier visits nat ionwide during the 2012–2013 ski season, which was an increase of 

11 percent  over the previous season and the second highest  season on record.  Considering a 

longer t ime frame, the ski resort  indust ry has been growing steadily, and its prospects are very 

good for the future. 

Northern California area ski resorts in the Lake Tahoe Region have experienced a sim ilar increase 

in skier visit s.  Although a high degree of variat ion can occur from  any one year to the next  

                                            

5  UC Davis, “California Agritourism  Operat ions and Their Economic Potent ial Are Growing,”  April-June, 

2011. 

6  I bis Market  Research. 
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because of weather condit ions and other factors, the overall t rend has been one of approxim ately 

4-percent  growth per decade over the past  30 years, as shown in Figure 2  below. 

 

I n addit ion to winter recreat ion, the addit ion of sum m er- related am enit ies and act ivit ies are an 

emerging t rend at  ski resorts, as the 2011 passage of the Ski Area Recreat ional Opportunity Act  

allows expanded recreat ional opt ions throughout the year.  Several Tahoe-area ski resorts are 

planning or const ruct ing new sum m er- t im e at t ract ions such as rock clim bing courses, zip- lines, 

mountain biking terrain, gravity-powered roller coasters, and more, which is likely to help dr ive 

addit ional visitat ion to these areas. 

Although prospects are good for the ski resort  indust ry overall,  clim ate change is an em erging 

threat , which has caused the loss of m ore than a billion dollars in revenue nat ionwide as a result  

of reduced snowfall and shorter winters, according to a study com m issioned by the Natural 

Resources Defense Fund and Protect  Our Winters.  Despite this threat , the prospects are st rong 

for steady growth in ski resort - related act ivity in the Study Area, at  least  in the short  and 

m edium  term . 

Other Tourism  Act ivit ies 

Other prom inent  tourism  drivers in Northern California include “adventure”  tourism  and 

“heritage”  tourism .  According to the Adventure Travel Trade Associat ion, “adventure tourism ”  

can be defined as tour ism  that  involves two of the following three elem ents:   (1)  interact ion with 

nature, (2)  interact ion with culture, or (3)  a physical act ivity.  Adventure t ravel t r ips could 
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Figure 2
Bay to Basin Tourism and Recreation Market Study

Average Annual Skier Visits at Lake Tahoe Ski Resorts

Source: NSSA andEPS.
Note:  Includes AlpineMeadows, Heavenly, Mt. Rose, Kirkwood, SquawValley, Northstar, and Sierra at Tahoe. 
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include white water raft ing, hiking, or a variety of other act ivit ies.  Adventure tourism  is deem ed 

one of the fastest  growing segm ents in the t ravel indust ry, with recent  est im ates indicat ing 

65-percent  growth in each year from  2009 to 2012.7   This tourism  segment  has great  exist ing 

pull and future potent ial for the Bay to Basin Study Area, as there are a variety of adventure 

tourism  opportunit ies throughout  Am ador, El Dorado, Nevada, and Placer Count ies, including 

raft ing, hiking, skiing, rock clim bing, and a variety of others. 

Heritage Tourism  (also known as “Histor ical Tourism ” )  is another key tourism  m arket  segm ent  

that  is an im portant  dr iver for visitat ion to the Bay to Basin areas and has great  prom ise for 

future growth.  Heritage tour ism  worldwide is est imated to account  for approxim ately 20 percent  

of total t r ips, and t ravelers classified as cultural and heritage tourists t ravel m ore frequent ly, on 

average 5.01 leisure t r ips per year versus 3.98 t r ips per year for non-cultural/ heritage 

t ravelers.8   Baby boom ers represent  the m ost  prom inent  m arket  segm ent  that  is interested in 

heritage tourism  and, because an ever- increasing proport ion of baby boom ers are reaching 

ret irem ent  age and are often choosing to spend these years t raveling, the prospects for 

enhanced heritage tourism  from  this consum er segm ent  are st rong. 

Already, m any of the sm all historic towns scat tered throughout  Northern California derive a large 

proport ion of their  visitat ion from  those who wish to visit  histor ic sites related to m ining, the 

California Gold Rush, and western set t lem ent .  By com bining visit s to histor ical sites with other 

act iv it ies such as dining, shopping, or outdoor recreat ion, a very com pelling tourism  experience 

can be provided to visitors.  To the extent  that addit ional com plem entary act ivit ies, at t ract ions, 

and amenit ies can be added or enhanced, prospects for tourism  and visitat ion will cont inue to 

im prove. 

 

                                            

7  According to the “Adventure Tourism  Market  Study,”  published by the Adventure Travel Trade 

Associat ion and George Washington University, 2013. 

8  According to the U.S. Cultural and Heritage Tourism  Study, prepared by Mandala Research, LLC, 

2009. 
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3.  AMADOR COUNTY 

Am ador County is known as the “Heart  of the Gold Count ry”  and is posit ioned approxim ately 

55 m iles southeast  of Sacram ento in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada m ountain range.  Am ador 

County contains several sm all and unique tourism  areas, including Am ador City, Drytown, I one, 

Jackson, Kirkwood, Plym outh, Volcano, and others.  Am ador County also contains wine- related 

areas such as the Shenandoah Valley that  include several wineries near each other and provide 

an opportunity for visitors to tour the area and visit  several wineries in a single day or weekend.  

The wine- related and histor ical aspects of Am ador County m ake it  a popular dest inat ion for 

residents of the nearby populat ion centers of the Sacram ento Region, Cent ral Valley, and San 

Francisco Bay Area. 

P o p u l a t i o n  a n d  G r o w t h  

Amador County is a sparsely populated rural county of approximately 37,000 residents, which 

includes the sm all cit ies of Am ador, I one, Jackson, Plym outh, and Sut ter Creek.  Table 1  below 

shows populat ion growth in Amador County and its const ituent  jur isdict ions over the past  

10 years.  As shown, the vast  m ajor it y of Am ador County’s populat ion resides in the 

unincorporated areas, with the two largest  cit ies being I one and Jackson.  Populat ion growth in 

Am ador County has been relat ively flat  over the past  10 years, with som e m oderate growth in 

Jackson and sm all declines in Am ador and Plym outh. 

 

Table 1

Bay to Basin Tourism and Recreation Market Study

Amador County Population Trends

2002 2012

Community Population Population % Change

Amador              206 182 -11.7%

Ione                7,456 7,259 -2.6%

Jackson             4,032 4,600 14.1%

Plymouth            1,031 991 -3.9%

Sutter Creek        2,373 2,478 4.4%

Unincorporated 21,025 21,610 2.8%

Total Amador County 36,123 37,120 2.8%

"community_pop"

Source:  California Department of Finance
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T o u r i s m  P r o f i l e  

The m ajor tourism  centers of Am ador County include the Shenandoah Valley, Sut ter Creek, the 

high count ry including Kirkwood, and various small historic towns such as Amador City, Drytown, 

Fiddletown, Plym outh, Volcano, and others.  Visitors to Am ador County are at t racted by m any 

at t r ibutes and act iv it ies, including the open spaces, historical tourism , and a growing agri-

tour ism  sector, which is especially st rong am ong wine- related businesses. 

There are a variety of recreat ional and leisure act ivit ies to pursue in Am ador County and m any 

reasons tour ists choose to visit  the county.  Som e of the m ost  prom inent  act iv it ies, am enit ies, 

and at t ract ions are highlighted below:  

 Agri- Tourism  and Vit iculture.   Am ador County wineries have gained notor iety in recent  

years, and today, the region is hom e to m ore than 40 wineries.  The area’s serene and 

relaxing set t ing, it s close proxim ity to major populat ion centers, and the variety of high-

quality winem aking operat ions m ake it  a popular at t ract ion.  Visitors can experience Am ador 

County’s wine count ry with a guided tour from one of several operators, who can provide 

round- t r ip t ransportat ion to som e local Am ador wineries, hotels, bed and breakfasts, and 

other dest inat ions. 

Beyond wine, there are other agricultural and food- related act ivit ies to explore in the county, 

including farm ers m arkets, working farm s and ranches, and flower product ion facilit ies such 

as “Daffodil Hill”  ( located in Volcano) , which features hundreds of thousands of bloom ing 

flowers and is a popular springt im e at t ract ions. 

 Heritage Tourism .   Am ador County’s history is r ich in m ining and western set t lem ent , and 

there are a variety of historic m ining operat ions and other points of interest  open to the 

public.  The county is hom e to m any histor ic downtowns, such as in Sut ter Creek, Volcano, 

Am ador City, and Jackson, which include a variety of shopping, dining, recreat ional, and 

cultural offer ings for visitors to explore. 

 Skiing.  Skiing is a popular winter recreat ional act ivity for Am ador County visitors, m ost  

notably at  the Kirkwood Mountain Resort , which is located on the border of Am ador, Alpine, 

and El Dorado Count ies.  Kirkwood is a m ajor tourism  draw and is host  to m ore than 400,000 

skier visits per year.  I n addit ion to the offer ings at  Kirkwood, there are m any cross-count ry 

and backcount ry skiing opportunit ies located throughout  eastern Am ador County at  higher 

elevat ions. 

 Other.  Addit ional act ivit ies, program s, at t ract ions, and am enit ies that  dr ive visitat ion to 

Am ador County include boat ing, hik ing, cam ping, fishing, golf, cycling, and m any m ore.  The 

area’s abilit y  to “package”  several such act iv it ies—such as wine- tast ing, dining, histor ical 

tours, and outdoor recreat ion—m ake Am ador County a com pelling dest inat ion. 

Accom m odat ions 

Amador County’s stock of lodging propert ies is fair ly m odest , with fewer than 500 total hotel/  

m otel room s serving the ent ire county.  Much of this lodging stock is of aged and marginal 

quality and is character ized by room  rates that  span from  a low of $55 per night  to a high of 

$400 per night  at  newer, m ore upscale propert ies, as shown in Table 2  below. 
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Aside from  “standard”  hotel or m otel propert ies, there are other lodging typologies that  also 

serve the county, including small bed and breakfast  propert ies, which typically have fewer than 

10 rooms.  These bed and breakfast  propert ies reportedly have gained t ract ion in recent  years 

am ong consum ers who seek a laid-back, charm ing, and unique experience in the county and 

because nearby lodging opt ions are lim ited, allowing bed and breakfasts to fill an important  

market  niche.  Although bed and breakfast  propert ies are an im portant  popular accom m odat ion 

type, it  has been noted by local experts that  some addit ional lodging in the form  of higher end 

hotels would help the region in at t ract ing addit ional v isitors.  As of the publicat ion of this report , 

no m ajor new hotel projects were under considerat ion by the county or any other jur isdict ions. 

T o u r i s m  P e r f o r m a n c e  

Visitors to Am ador County spent  approximately $112 m illion in 2011, as shown in Figure 3 .  

Amador County had experienced a relat ively steady increase in tour ism  spending since 2000, 

which began to subside around 2006 and actually declined around 2009, as the effects of the 

Great  Recession took hold.  Visitor spending since has increased in each year since 2009 and 

now approxim ates the am ounts seen during the “peak”  that  occurred during the m iddle part  of 

the decade. 

Table 2

Bay to Basin Tourism and Recreation Market Study

Lodging Properties in Amador County

Property Name City Units Rate Range

Best Western Amador Inn Jackson 84 $71 - $84

Country Squire Motel Jackson 12 $70 - $90

El Campo Casa Resort Motel Jackson 15 $48 - $58

Holiday Inn Express Jackson 40 $129 - $216

Hotel Sutter Sutter Creek 10 $115 - $160

Jackson Rancheria Casino Hotel Jackson 86 $89 - $399

Kit Carson Lodge Kirkwood 27 $200 - $355

Linda Vista Motel Jackson 21 $76 - $90

Old Well Motel & Grill Drytown 11 $60 - $80

Pioneer Lodge Pioneer 25 $125 - $200

Shenandoah Inn Plymouth 46 $90 - $160

St. George Historic Hotel Volcano 20 $55 - $140

Sutter Creek Inn Sutter Creek 17 $100 - $210

The Jackson Lodge Jackson 36 $65 - $110

The National Hotel Jackson 36 $75 - $325

Total Units         486 

Source:  Amador Council of Tourism
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Table 3  shows visitor spending in Am ador County as broken down by m ajor spending category 

in 2011, as com pared to 1992.  As shown, total v isitor spending has more than doubled during 

this t im e per iod (not  adjusted for inflat ion) , and som e changes to the com posit ion of spending 

has occurred.  For instance, spending on Arts, Entertainm ent , and Recreat ion has grown from  

17 percent  of total visitor spending to 24 percent .  Sim ultaneously, spending on Retail Sales has 

declined from  20 percent  to 15 percent  of total visitor spending.  These shifts reflect  Am ador 

County’s gradual change in it s com pet it ive posit ion for tour ism , which today receives more 

em phasis on entertainm ent  and recreat ional experiences such as histor ical tour ism , cam ping, 

boat ing, and other outdoor act ivit ies and less em phasis as a shopping dest inat ion.  Nearby areas 

outside of Am ador County—such as Folsom , El Dorado Hills, and other areas in the Sacram ento 

Region and Cent ral Valley—likely have captured some port ion of the retail spending that  may 

have otherwise occurred in Am ador County, as their  shopping opt ions have evolved and 

im proved over this period. 
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Figure 3
Bay to Basin Tourism and Recreation Market Study

Total Annual Travel Expenditure, Amador County (Millions) 

Source: Dean Runyan Associates andEPS.
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Table 4  below shows visitor spending arranged by the type of accom m odat ions at  which the 

visitors are staying ( including day t ravel) .  As shown, som e not iceable shift s have occurred in the 

com posit ion of spending am ong accom m odat ions type.  For instance, fewer t ravelers are staying 

at  pr ivate cam pgrounds, and m ore visitors are staying in hotels and motels.  Day t ravel has seen 

significant  growth during this per iod, represent ing 20.8 percent  of total spending in 2011, as 

compared to just  13.8 percent  in 1992. 

 

Table 3

Bay to Basin Tourism and Recreation Market Study

Visitor Spending, By Spending Category - Amador County

1992 - 2011

Spending Category Spending % of total Spending % of total % "Shift"

(millions $) (millions $)

Accommodations $10.1 18.9% $18.3 16.3% -2.6%

Food and Beverage $15.4 28.8% $31.5 28.0% -0.8%

Food Stores $4.7 8.8% $8.4 7.5% -1.3%

Ground Transp. And Motor Fuel $3.3 6.2% $10.0 8.9% 2.7%

Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation $9.1 17.0% $26.8 23.9% 6.8%

Retail Sales $10.8 20.2% $17.3 15.4% -4.8%

Air Transportation $0.0 0.0% $0.0 0.0% 0.0%

Total $53.4 100.0% $112.3 100.0%

Source:  Dean Runyan Associates and EPS

1992 2011

Table 4

Bay to Basin Tourism and Recreation Market Study

Visitor Spending, By Accommodations Type - Amador County

1992 - 2011

Spending Category Spending % of total Spending % of total % "Shift"

(millions $) (millions $)

Hotel, Motel $12.6 23.6% $33.0 29.3% 5.8%

Private Campground $15.8 29.5% $25.4 22.6% -7.0%

Public Campground $0.0 0.0% $0.0 0.0% 0.0%

Private Home $10.2 19.1% $18.6 16.5% -2.5%

Vacation Home $7.5 14.0% $12.1 10.8% -3.3%

Day Travel $7.4 13.8% $23.4 20.8% 7.0%

Total $53.5 100.0% $112.5 100.0%

Source:  Dean Runyan Associates and EPS

1992 2011
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EPS evaluated taxat ion data to discern t rends in overnight  visitat ion in various areas.  Figure 4  

shows annual TOT collect ions in various Amador County jur isdict ions from  2002 to 2012, and 

Figure 5  shows annual taxable sales from  2001 to 2011.  As shown in Figure 4 ,  the county 

generally experienced st rong growth in the ear ly half of the 2000s, followed by a major decline 

from  2007 through 2009.  More recent ly, the county has been regaining these losses and has 

seen approxim ately 10-percent  growth in annual TOT revenue from 2009 to 2012.  Most  of the 

cit ies in Am ador County have rem ained relat ively flat  overall, except  for Sut ter Creek, which has 

been very successful in consistent ly growing overnight  visitat ion and has seen annual TOT 

revenues increase by 5.4 percent  per year from  2002 to 2012 (see Table 5 ) .  
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Table 5

Bay to Basin Tourism and Recreation Market Study

Summary of Amador TOT Collections, 2002 - 2012 (thousands $)

Avg. Ann.

Geography 2002 2012 % Change Change

Unincorporated $102.8 $96.7 -6% -0.6%

Amador $17.6 $8.8 -50% -6.1%

Ione $9.3 $0.6 -94% -22.1%

Jackson $199.0 $281.0 41% 3.2%

Plymouth $79.5 $94.7 19% 1.6%

Sutter Creek $102.6 $182.1 77% 5.4%

Total $510.8 $663.9 30% 2.4%

2002 - 2012
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F u t u r e  P r o s p e c t s  

Amador’s tourism  performance and future visitat ion is likely to experience modest  growth in 

future years, based on a gradual enhancement  of the area’s tourism  product .  Am ong the m ost  

notable future enhancem ents is a planned expansion to the Kirkwood Ski Resort , part  of which is 

in Am ador County, and which is a pr im ary at t ract ion of the county.  Although Kirkwood is already 

an established and popular ski area, its recent  acquisit ion by Vail Resorts in 2012 will enhance 

the resort ’s market ing, operat ional, and capital investment  capabilit ies.  Vail Resorts is 

reportedly considering some major capital im provements replacing several chair lifts, upgrading 

dining facilit ies, and conduct ing other on-m ountain enhancem ents.  I n addit ion, a host  of new 

resident ial units are planned, which will further cont r ibute to raising Kirkwood’s stature. 

Outside of Kirkwood, no major planned developm ent  projects with the potent ial to radically 

t ransform  Am ador’s com pet it ive posit ion are known to EPS.  Therefore, Am ador’s increased 

tourism  perform ance is likely to occur on an organic, slow, and steady basis.  This process will 

rely on the gradual enhancement  of its tourism  “product ,”  including the provision of recreat ional 

at t ract ions, accom m odat ions, etc., as well as it s abilit y to m ore successfully m arket  itself to 

nearby populat ion centers. 

Overall Tourism  Assessm ent  

The overall assessm ent  for Am ador County and the expected levels of future visitat ion are shown 

below, based on the informat ion presented in this chapter:  

 Previous growth in visitor spending in Amador County has occurred at  an average of 

3.8 percent  annually over the past  20 years. 

 More recent ly, increases in visitor spending have slowed considerably, as the doldrum s of the 

Great  Recession are st ill being felt .   The am ount  of annual visitor spending in 2011 

essent ially was the sam e as in 2006.  Yet , as econom ic condit ions have im proved in recent  

years, growth in visitor spending has averaged 1.7 percent  per year from  2009 to 2011. 

 The County has experienced average annual growth in TOT revenues of 2.4 percent  from  

2002 to 2012.  Sut ter Creek has been part icularly prosperous as the result  of a variety of 

m easures m eant  to enhance the town’s tour ist  appeal and has seen TOT revenues grow by 

an average of 5.5 percent  per year dur ing this t ime period. 

 Amador County’s compet it ive posit ion is expected to mature organically and is not  likely to 

change dram at ically in the near future, save for an unforeseen new at t ract ion or am enity 

that  is added to the tour ism  product  and becom es a m assive success, or other external 

factors great ly influence the area’s appeal for tourism . 

 EPS expects future growth in visitor spending will likely range between 2 and 3 percent  in the 

near future.  Som e of the m ore popular tourism  at t ract ions—such as the Shenandoah Valley 

and Sut ter Creek—m ay experience higher levels of v isitat ion. 

 This assessm ent  is based on the assum pt ion that no m ajor econom ic “shocks”  occur or other 

significant  threats to visitat ion in the county m aterialize and that  a m arked im pact  on future 

tourism  perform ance. 
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4.  APPLE HI LL AND EL DORADO WI NE COUNTRY 

This chapter focuses on the tour ism -oriented port ions of El Dorado County that  are outside the 

Tahoe Basin, such as Placerville, Cam ino, Apple Hill,  El Dorado, Coloma, Cameron Park, Shingle 

Springs, and Pollock Pines.9   While the Lake Tahoe area is the most  popular tour ist  dest inat ion in 

El Dorado County, other popular at t ract ions include Coloma, Georgetown, and Apple Hill.   Apple 

Hill is a well-established and popular regional tour ism  at t ract ion focused on produce harvests and 

value-added products from  local farm s.  Apple Hill is becom ing increasingly more popular by 

tapping into the Sacramento Region’s agricultural and food- related m ovem ents.  Apple Hill also is 

hom e to several wineries and is close to addit ional wineries in nearby areas of Pleasant  Valley, 

Fair Play, and Greater El Dorado, making the ent ire area a popular and em erging dest inat ion for 

wine enthusiasts. 

P o p u l a t i o n  a n d  G r o w t h  

El Dorado County is a largely rural county of more than 180,000 residents, consist ing of just  two 

incorporated cit ies (Placerville and South Lake Tahoe) , and several unincorporated populat ion 

centers such as El Dorado Hills, Cam eron Park, Shingle Springs, and Pollock Pines.  Populat ion 

growth am ong the two cit ies and the unincorporated area is shown in Table 6  below.  As shown, 

the largest  segm ent  of populat ion growth in the county (by far)  exists in the unincorporated 

area.  From 2002 to 2012, populat ion growth of 15 percent  occurred in the unincorporated 

port ion of El Dorado County, while South Lake Tahoe lost  approxim ately 10 percent  of its 

populat ion and Placerville remained relat ively stat ic. 

 

                                            

9  The Lake Tahoe Basin is evaluated in Chapter  6  of this report . 

Table 6

Bay to Basin Tourism and Recreation Market Study

El Dorado County Population Trends

2002 2012

Community Population Population % Change

Placerville 10,239 10,423 1.8%

South Lake Tahoe 23,950 21,460 -10.4%

Unincorporated 129,396 149,828 15.8%

Total El Dorado County 163,585 181,711 11.1%

"community_pop"

Source:  California Department of Finance
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T o u r i s m  P r o f i l e  

The major tourism  centers of El Dorado County are Placerville, the Apple Hill area, and several 

sm all histor ic m ining towns such as Colom a, El Dorado, and Georgetown.  There are also m any 

wine- related locales in the county, and a m ult itude of outdoor recreat ion areas are spread 

throughout  the county, including areas along the Am erican River, Sly Park, Crystal Basin 

Recreat ion Area, Desolat ion Wilderness, and m any m ore. 

There are m any popular at t ract ions, amenit ies, act iv it ies, and program s that  drive visitat ion to 

El Dorado County, including agri- tourism  ( including wine- related tourism ) , histor ical tourism , and 

outdoor adventure tourism , including act iv it ies like hiking, raft ing, boat ing, off- roading, cam ping, 

etc.  According to a survey conducted by the El Dorado Visitors Author it y, the m ost  popular 

act iv it ies or experiences in El Dorado County include dining, visit ing wineries, and visit ing 

popular geographic points of interest  such as Main St reet  Placerville or South Lake Tahoe.  A 

variety of other recreat ional experiences also were noted, such as visit ing Apple Hill,  v isit ing 

Colom a, hiking, cam ping, visit ing m useum s, r iver recreat ion, fishing, skiing, golf, cycling, and 

others.  A descript ive evaluat ion of the prospects for each of these act ivit ies is included below. 

Agri- Tourism  

Agri- tourism  is a st rong and growing tourism  segm ent  in El Dorado County.  The Apple Hill area, 

in part icular, is an ext rem ely well-organized collect ion of growers, bake shops, food stores, 

wineries, and other at t ract ions that  hosts large quant it ies of visitors each year.  These visitors 

partake in the explorat ion of a variety of agricultural goods, fresh baked goods, Christm as t ree 

orchards, and m any other item s. 

There is a concerted effort  to further organize the various agri- tourism  act ivit ies in the county, 

and the El Dorado County Farm  Trails Associat ion (EDCFTA)  is one organizat ion helping to 

facilitate this effort .  The EDCFTA helps to publicize local farm ers’ m arkets in the county and 

publishes farm  t rail maps and director ies to help visitors find their way am ong the var ious 

agricultural opt ions. 

W ine- Related Tourism  

The wine indust ry is another growing segm ent  of econom ic act ivity in El Dorado County, which 

includes more than 2,200 acres in wine grape product ion (as of 2010) .  These wine-growing 

operat ions raise the profile of the county’s wine- related act iv it ies, and there were m ore than 

60 bonded winer ies in El Dorado (as of 2010) , ranking El Dorado as one of the largest  wine 

regions in the state. 

Though already st rong, the wine- related segm ent  can be st rengthened in El Dorado County with 

the provision of m ore dining opt ions, enhanced t ransportat ion accessibilit y (such as through 

organized “wine tours” ) , the provision of addit ional lodging opt ions for v isitors to stay, and 

through other related efforts. 

Adventure Tourism  

El Dorado County’s vast  open spaces and outdoor terrain m ake it  a haven for a variety of 

adventure tourism  act iv it ies, including r iver raft ing, hiking, cam ping, fishing, golfing, snow 

sports, etc.  There are several r iver raft ing companies located in El Dorado County that  offer 

guided tours for various skill,  ability , and thr ill levels, and r iver- related act iv it ies are a very 
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popular at t ract ion that  dr ives substant ial visitat ion to the county.  There are m any other aspects 

of adventure tourism  available to El Dorado County visitors, such as rock clim bing, cam ping, 

hiking, boat ing, and m any m ore.  Given El Dorado County’s host  of superb outdoor recreat ional 

opt ions, this tourism  segm ent  is likely to thr ive long into the future. 

Heritage Tourism  

Heritage tourism  is am ong the m ore popular act ivit ies for El Dorado County visitors, and the 

histor ical towns of Placerville, Georgetown, Colom a, and others offer a variety of opportunit ies to 

experience historical m ining operat ions, visit  m useum s, or tour the histor ic downtowns. 

Colom a, in part icular, is am ong the county’s m ost  popular tourism  areas outside Lake Tahoe.  

Colom a is the locat ion where gold was first  discovered in the Sierras, and the town has been 

proact ive and successful in drawing on its historical signif icance to draw visitors.  The Marshal 

Gold Discovery State Historical Park hosts approximately 250,000 visitors per year, and quite a 

few tourism -oriented businesses and m useum s have been established in the area to provide a 

r ich experience, m aking Colom a a popular place to visit .  

Gam ing 

Gam ing is a relat ively new offering am ong El Dorado County tour ism  at t ract ions.  The Red Hawk 

Casino along U.S. Highway 50 in Shingle Springs opened in 2009 and has becom e a popular 

at t ract ion for local residents and visitors.  While Red Hawk Casino’s performance has fallen short  

of expectat ions, pr im arily because of its ill- t imed opening during the throes of a m ajor econom ic 

downturn, it  is a popular dest inat ion that  receives m ore than $200 m illion in annual gam ing 

revenues;  reports indicate that  2013 revenues are up from  previous years, and the future 

out look is solid.  With the potent ial addit ion of a full- service hotel and other am enit ies, gam ing 

act iv ity at  Red Hawk Casino likely is to expand as econom ic condit ions cont inue to im prove and 

as the property cont inues to enhance its offer ings. 

Visitor  Com posit ion 

A recent  survey of El Dorado County visitors yielded some noteworthy results regarding the 

com posit ion of tourism  in the county.  Som e of the pert inent  f indings from  this study are 

provided below. 

Visitor  Stays 

The length of stay for visitors to El Dorado County varies significant ly, from  mult iple-day t r ips of 

3 days or more (32.5 percent ) , to day t r ips (22.8 percent ) , as shown in Figure 6  below. 
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Figure 6  

El Dorado County Visitors Length of Stay 

 

Travel Mode 

According to local experts, alm ost  all v isitors to El Dorado County arr ive by autom obile because 

there are no major airports or rail services in the county.  While the “staple”  m arkets of the 

Sacram ento Region, Bay Area, and Cent ral Valley provide a large proport ion of m arket  support , 

other areas such as Carson City and Reno are significant  and growing segm ents. 

Seasonality 

Like m ost  tourism -or iented areas, El Dorado County experiences highly seasonal econom ic cycles 

of act ivity .  Fortunately, because the recreat ional opt ions from  which El Dorado draws m uch of 

its visitat ion are varied, the overall tourism  act iv it y in the county is spread som ewhat  evenly 

throughout  the year.  Skiing and other winter- related act iv it ies are popular in the winter m onths 

(especially in the South Lake Tahoe area) , while a variety of act iv it ies m ake the sum m er a very 

popular t ime of year, including raft ing, hiking, and historical tourism .  Fall also is a busy t im e of 

year in certain port ions of El Dorado County and is associated with harvest - related act iv it ies at  

Apple Hill and other food-  and wine- related at t ract ions throughout  the county. 

Accom m odat ions 

Outside the Tahoe Basin, El Dorado County has fewer than 500 total hotel room s, as shown in 

Table 7  below.  These propert ies range from  histor ic lodges built  m ore than a century ago, to 

aging propert ies const ructed in the 1960s and 1970s, to m uch m ore m odern propert ies with 

m odern am enit ies (such as the Holiday I nn in El Dorado Hills) . 
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T o u r i s m  P e r f o r m a n c e  

Figure 7  below shows annual visitor spending in El Dorado County over the past  10 years and 

shows that  visitors to El Dorado County spent  approxim ately $560 m illion in 2011.  As shown, a 

substant ial increase in visitat ion was observed in El Dorado County from  2001 to 2006, which 

was followed by a decline of an approxim ately m atching m agnitude from  2006 to 2011.  More 

recent ly, it  appears visitor spending has stabilized, and the amount  spent  in 2011 was 5-percent  

higher than the previous year. 

Table 7

Bay to Basin Tourism and Recreation Market Study

Lodging Properties in El Dorado County (Outside Tahoe area)

Date

Property Name City Opened Units

Cameron Park Quality Inn and Suites Cameron Park 1969           59 

Cameron Park Motel 6 Cameron Park 1987           58 

Holiday Inn Express El Dorado Hills 2005           93 

Strawberry Lodge Kyburz 1869           43 

Best Western Placerville Inn Placerville 1988         105 

Historic Cary House Hotel Placerville 1857           39 

Mother Lode Motel Placerville 1950           21 

National 9 Placerville 1993           24 

Best Western Stage Coach Inn Pollock Pines 1988           26 

Westhaven Inn Pollock Pines 1999           21 

Total Units         489 

Source:  El Dorado Visitors Authority, Smith Travel Research, and EPS.
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Table 8  below shows visitor spending in El Dorado County by spending category in 2011, as 

com pared to 1992.  As shown, som e shift s in the allocat ion am ong spending to different  

categories have occurred during this per iod, as consumer preferences and assorted cost  

categories have changed.  The m ost  prom inent  shift  is am ong the Ground Transportat ion and 

Motor Fuel category, which went  up from  5.1 percent  of total to 11.9 percent  of total.  This 

reflects the autom obile-or iented nature of t ravel to El Dorado County and the increasing cost  of 

gasoline and autom obile- related t ravel.  Other changes include slight  declines in the percentage 

of sales am ong the Accom m odat ions;  Arts, Entertainm ent , and Recreat ion;  and Retail Sales 

categories and slight  increases in the Food and Beverage and Food Stores categories. 
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Figure 7
Bay to Basin Tourism and Recreation Market Study

Total Annual Travel Expenditure, El Dorado County (Millions) 

Source: Dean RunyanAssociates andEPS.
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Table 9  below shows visitor spending as arranged by the type of accom m odat ions at  which the 

visitors are staying ( including day t ravel) .  As shown, day t ravel accounted for 13.4 percent  of 

v isitor spending in 2011, which is nearly the same percentage as occurred in 1992.  

Furtherm ore, the percentage of spending from  those staying in hotels/ m otels has declined quite 

substant ially  from  60.1 percent  to 50.1 percent , while these t ravelers “shifted”  to other 

accom m odat ions types such as vacat ion hom es, pr ivate hom es, and private cam pgrounds. 

 

Figure 8  below shows annual TOT collect ions in El Dorado County jur isdict ions.  As shown, the 

vast  majorit y of TOT revenues are generated by the City of South Lake Tahoe, which 

experienced a sharp drop in TOT collect ions beginning in 2006, and from  which it  is only recent ly 

Table 8

Bay to Basin Tourism and Recreation Market Study

Visitor Spending, By Spending Category - El Dorado County

1992 - 2011

Spending Category Spending % of total Spending % of total % "Shift"

(millions $) (millions $)

Accommodations $103.4 24.6% $117.9 21.3% -3.3%

Food and Beverage $113.0 26.9% $155.8 28.1% 1.2%

Food Stores $16.8 4.0% $26.6 4.8% 0.8%

Ground Transp. And Motor Fuel $21.4 5.1% $65.7 11.9% 6.8%

Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation $88.0 21.0% $104.2 18.8% -2.2%

Retail Sales $77.4 18.4% $84.1 15.2% -3.3%

Air Transportation $0.0 0.0% $0.0 0.0% 0.0%

Total $420.0 100.0% $554.3 100.0%

1992 2011

Table 9

Bay to Basin Tourism and Recreation Market Study

Visitor Spending, By Accommodations Type - El Dorado County

1992 - 2011

Spending Category Spending % of total Spending % of total % "Shift"

(millions $) (millions $)

Hotel, Motel $252.6 60.1% $277.7 50.1% -10.0%

Private Campground $20.9 5.0% $33.9 6.1% 1.1%

Public Campground $6.5 1.5% $9.3 1.7% 0.1%

Private Home $35.2 8.4% $72.5 13.1% 4.7%

Vacation Home $49.5 11.8% $86.7 15.6% 3.9%

Day Travel $55.4 13.2% $74.2 13.4% 0.2%

Total $420.1 100.0% $554.3 100.0%

1992 2011
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beginning to recover.  Although TOT collect ion in the unincorporated area is a much sm aller 

am ount , steady growth can be observed in each year.  I n fact , TOT collect ions in the 

unincorporated area grew by approximately 10 percent  per year during this per iod, as shown in 

Table 1 0 .   This fact  indicates El Dorado County’s st rength as a tour ism  area, it s abilit y to 

prosper even dur ing difficult  econom ic periods because of its popular visitor amenit ies, and its 

fortunate locat ion near m ajor populat ion centers. 
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Figure 9  shows total taxable sales am ong each of El Dorado County’s jur isdict ions over the past  

decade.  As shown, the unincorporated area actually received the largest  port ion of taxable 

sales, by far, because there are several major shopping centers located in the unincorporated 

areas outside Placerville and in El Dorado Hills.  The two cit ies each generated between 

approximately $250 m illion and $350 m illion per year, which has fluctuated with econom ic forces 

over the past  10 years.  The unincorporated area has experienced a m ajor increase in taxable 

sales from  2001 to 2006, followed by a m ajor decline for the following 3 years, with a clear 

inflect ion point  in 2009, after which, significant  annual increases are seen. 

Table 10

Bay to Basin Tourism and Recreation Market Study

Summary of TOT Collections, 2002 - 2012 (thousands $)

Avg. Ann.

Geography 2002 2012 % Change Change

Unincorporated $706.2 $1,941.0 175% 9.6%

Placerville $183.2 $131.2 -28% -3.0%

South Lake Tahoe $8,979.8 $8,807.8 -2% -0.2%

Total $9,869.2 $10,880.0 10% 0.9%

2002 - 2012
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F u t u r e  P r o s p e c t s  

To EPS’s knowledge, there are no m ajor hotel developm ents or substant ive new at t ract ions 

proposed in El Dorado County that  are likely to vast ly change its m arket  posit ion for tourism .  

Some policy, planning, and market ing efforts are underway that  may have an impact  on the 

county’s com pet it ive posit ion for visitat ion.  For exam ple, m arket ing efforts to showcase the 

area’s act ivit ies and am enit ies—such as those undertaken by the Apple Hill Growers Associat ion, 

the EDCFTA, and El Dorado Winery Associat ion—are efforts that  are likely to get  the word out  

about  El Dorado County’s offer ings and could cont inue to have an increasingly posit ive influence 

on addit ional visitat ion.  The Diam ond Springs/ El Dorado Area Mobility and Livable Com m unity 

Plan is another init iat ive that—while in it s ear ly stages—could help to enhance visitat ion to these 

areas by creat ing a more appealing, walkable st reetscape and tourism  dist r ict  through 

infrast ructure investm ent  and related efforts. 

Overall Tourism  Assessm ent  

The county is well-posit ioned geographically to cont inue to capture visitat ion from  the growing 

Sacram ento and Bay Area populat ion centers, and prospects for addit ional future growth in 

visitat ion are very good.  To the extent  m arket ing program s, events, and other am enit ies can be 

added or st rengthened, El Dorado County’s com pet it ive posit ion m ay be enhanced in the future.  

Barr ing any unforeseen events, the county ’s tourism  prospects are likely to grow at  a modest  

and gradual rate, likely at  sim ilar levels as have been seen over the past  decade. 

The overall assessm ent  for El Dorado County tourism  perform ance and expected levels of future 

visitat ion are shown below, based on the inform at ion presented in this chapter:  
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 Visitor spending throughout  all of El Dorado County exhibited a substant ial increase from  

2000 to 2006 and a corresponding decline from  2007 to 2010.  Spending in 2011 essent ially 

was the sam e as the levels seen in 2002, although it  was 5-percent  higher than the previous 

year. 

 El Dorado County’s TOT collect ions underwent  a sim ilar “boom  and bust ”  cycle and have 

grown by a m odest  average annual rate of approxim ately 1 percent  per year.  However, m ost  

of this sluggish perform ance can be at t r ibuted to difficult ies that  have occurred in the South 

Lake Tahoe area.  By looking only at  the unincorporated area of the county, visitat ion 

performance is much st ronger.  I n fact , TOT revenues in unincorporated El Dorado County 

have nearly t r ipled from  2002 to 2012, an average increase of approxim ately 10 percent  per 

year. 

 El Dorado County’s com pet it ive posit ion is expected to mature organically  and is not  likely to 

change dram at ically in the near future, save for an unforeseen new at t ract ion or am enity 

that  is added to the tour ism  product  and becom es a m assive success, or other external 

factors great ly influence the area’s appeal for tourism . 

 EPS expects visitat ion to grow by approxim ately the sam e am ount  in future years, and 

growth in visitor spending countywide likely will range between 3 and 5 percent  in the near 

future.  As with other project ions shown in this report , this assessm ent  is based on the 

assum pt ion that  no m ajor econom ic “shocks”  occur or other significant  threats to visitat ion in 

the county m ater ialize that  have a m arked im pact  on future tour ism  perform ance. 
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5.  NEVADA COUNTY 

Nevada County is hom e to three incorporated cit ies or towns (Grass Valley, Nevada City, and 

Truckee)  and two significant  unincorporated com munit ies that  are popular tourism  centers (Penn 

Valley and Rough and Ready) .  The county has a r ich history as a m ining-  and logging- focused 

region and is more recent ly diversify ing it s econom y to provide a well- rounded roster of 

em ploym ent  opt ions, as well as leveraging its high “quality-of- life”  factors to at t ract  new 

businesses and residents. 

P o p u l a t i o n  a n d  G r o w t h  

Populat ion growth in Nevada County has been fair ly slow over the past  10 years, with the 

notable except ion of the Town of Truckee, which added approxim ately 1,200 residents dur ing 

this period (as shown in Table 1 1  below) .  Other areas of the county, including Grass Valley, 

Nevada City, and other populat ion centers in the unincorporated area, experienced slower 

growth;  each area did add residents, with an average of 2.2-percent  populat ion growth overall 

dur ing this period. 

 

T o u r i s m  P r o f i l e  

The m ajor tourism  centers in Nevada County are Truckee, Grass Valley, Nevada City, and several 

sm all rural areas such as Penn Valley and Rough and Ready.  The county is som ewhat  bifurcated 

am ong the eastern and western port ions.  The eastern segm ent  of the county includes high 

elevat ions, m ountainous recreat ional opportunit ies, and bears a st rong connect ion to the Lake 

Table 11

Bay to Basin Tourism and Recreation Market Study

Nevada County Population Trends

2002 2012

Community Population Population % Change

Grass Valley 12,007 12,663 5.5%

Nevada City 3,048 3,068 0.7%

Truckee 14,746 15,949 8.2%

Unincorporated 65,485 65,687 0.3%

Total El Dorado County 95,286 97,367 2.2%

"community_pop"

Source:  California Department of Finance



Market  Study for the Bay to Tahoe Basin Recreat ion and Tourism  Travel I mpact  Study 

Draft  Report   Decem ber 6, 2013 

 

 

Economic & Planning Systems, I nc. 29  P: \ 122000\ 122155 Bay to Basin Tour ism and Recreat ion Study\ Reports\ 122155 r3 12-06-13.docx 

Tahoe region, including the Town of Truckee as the major center of populat ion and tourism  

act iv ity.  The western port ion of the county, on the other hand, is generally situated at  lower 

elevat ions and is m ore connected to the Sacram ento Region. 

Among its j ur isdict ions, the largest  concent rat ion of tourism  act iv ity is in Truckee, followed by 

Grass Valley.  Aside from  the county’s three incorporated cit ies, there are m any other sm aller 

areas that  provide addit ional recreat ional at t ract ions and am enit ies and represent  meaningful 

cont r ibut ions to the tour ism  product  of the county.  While it  is infeasible to est im ate the am ount  

of visitat ion to each area, TOT revenue can provide a fair ly representat ive est im ate of the 

am ount  of overnight  visitat ion in each m ajor area.  Figure 1 0  below shows annual TOT revenue 

in 2012 am ong each of Nevada County’s jur isdict ions. 

Figure 1 0  

Annual TOT Revenue—2 0 1 2   

 

According to Nevada County tour ism  experts, m ost  visitors to the county com e from  the 

Sacram ento Region, the Bay Area, and the Reno area.  Nevada County generally is regarded as a 

“dr ive-up”  market , and most  visitors tend to stay overnight  for short  stays (1 or 2 nights) , 

although day- t r ip visitors account  for a substant ive proport ion of visitat ion as well.  

Visitat ion to Nevada County is highly seasonal and is busiest  in the sum m er m onths.  This 

seasonal factor is one area that  local tourism  officials are working to im prove on by offer ing m ore 

events and act iv it ies in all m onths of the year. 

Popular Act ivit ies/ At t ract ions/ Program s 

There are m any recreat ional pursuits and leisure act ivit ies that  br ing visitors to Nevada County.  

Som e of the m ost  popular recreat ional act ivit ies in which Nevada County visitors partake are 

biking, boat ing, fishing, golfing, hiking, skiing, and m any others.  Like other Sierra foothill 

com m unit ies, Nevada County has a st rong history in gold m ining and western culture, and m any 

museum s, historic sites, and other related at t ract ions appeal to visitors who wish to experience 

this r ich history.  I n addit ion, Nevada County is an em erging center for art ist ic pursuits, and 
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there are m any art  galler ies, perform ances, and art - related events and fest ivals that  draw 

substant ial visitat ion to the county.  This art - related tour ism  segm ent  is seen as a m ajor growth 

opportunity for the future. 

Figure 1 1  shows the m ost  popular act iv it ies in which Nevada County visitors part icipated, 

according to a survey conducted in the Transient  Occupancy Tax Survey and Analysis (TOT 

Survey) .1 0   As shown, the m ost  popular act iv it ies as reported in the TOT Survey are hiking, 

biking, and skiing, while “ fam ily-oriented”  or “ rom ant ic”  endeavors are popular as well.  

Figure 1 1  

Popular  Nevada County Act ivit ies 

 

Accom m odat ions 

Outside of Truckee, Nevada County has fewer than 500 room s spread am ong a variety of hotel 

types.  The Town of Truckee has approxim ately 475 hotel rooms, including a broad range of pr ice 

and quality, and some higher end propert ies that  com m and m uch st ronger room  rates than 

those seen elsewhere in the county.  Table 1 2  shows hotel propert ies in Nevada County. 

                                            

1 0  Prepared by St rategic Market ing Group.  Survey does not  include day t ravelers. 
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Table 12

Bay to Basin Tourism and Recreation Market Study

Lodging Properties in Nevada County

Date

Property Name City Opened Units

Western Nevada County

Stage Coach Motel Grass Valley 1954 16 Indep
Alta Sierra Village Inn Grass Valley 16 Indep
Best Western Gold Country Inn Grass Valley 1973 84 Midscale
Coach/N Four Motel Grass Valley 1956 19 Indep
Golden Chain Resort Motel Grass Valley 1975 21 Indep
Grass Valley Courtyard Suites Grass Valley 2002 28 Indep
Holbrooke Hotel Grass Valley 1851 27 Indep
Holiday Inn Express Grass Valley 2007 80 Upper Midscale
Holiday Lodge AAA Motel Grass Valley 1962 35 Indep
National Hotel Nevada City 1852 42 Indep
Nevada City Inn Nevada City 27 Indep
Northern Queen Inn Nevada City 1976 86 Indep
Outside Inn Nevada City 15 Indep

Subtotal Western Nevada County         496 

Truckee Area

Truckee Donner Lodge 1999          64 Indep

Sunset Inn 1963          20 Indep

Inn at Truckee 1984          42 Indep

Truckee Hotel 1873          37 Indep

Cedar House Sport Hotel 2006          42 Indep

Donner Lake Village 1978          64 Indep

Hotel Truckee Tahoe 1984         100 Indep

Hampton Inn Suites 2005         109 Upper Midscale

Total Truckee Area         478 

Total Nevada County         974 

Source:  Nevada County Commerce, Smith Travel Research, and EPS.
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T o u r i s m  P e r f o r m a n c e  

Visitors to Nevada County spent  approxim ately $283 m illion in 2011, which was an increase of 

approxim ately 4 percent  from  the year before.  Figure 1 2  shows total visitor spending in the 

county from  2000 to 2012.  As shown, visitor spending has been gradually increasing, except  for 

a sm all “ correct ion”  observed in 2008.  Overall, v isitor spending has increased by 30 percent  (or 

2.2 percent  per year)  over this 12-year period. 

 

Table 1 3  shows visitor spending in Nevada County by spending category in 2011, as compared 

to 1992.  As shown, som e shift s in the allocat ion am ong spending to different  categories have 

occurred dur ing this period, as consum er preferences am ong various categories have changed.  

The m ost  prom inent  shift  is am ong the Ground Transportat ion and Motor Fuel category, which 

increased substant ially from  9.1 percent  of total to 15.4 percent  of total.  This reflects the 

autom obile-or iented nature of t ravel to Nevada County and likely incorporates the r ising cost  of 

gasoline and automobile- related t ravel.  Other changes include a fair ly prom inent  decline in the 

percentage of spending among retail sales. 
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Table 1 4  shows visitor spending as arranged by the type of accom m odat ions at  which the 

visitors are staying ( including day t ravel) .  As shown, day t ravel accounted for 16.9 percent  of 

v isitor spending in 2011, which is slight ly less than the percentage that  occurred in 1992.  The 

percentage of spending from  those staying in hotels/ motels has increased quite substant ially 

from  21.5 percent  to 31.7 percent  of total visitor spending, while these t ravelers “shifted”  from  

other accom m odat ions types such as pr ivate cam pgrounds. 

 

As shown in Figure 1 3 ,  overall TOT collect ions in Nevada County have grown substant ially over 

the past  10 years, which has been dr iven most ly by growth in the tour ism -oriented areas of 

Truckee and Grass Valley.  Truckee’s TOT collect ions have grown 30 percent  during this per iod, 

Table 13

Bay to Basin Tourism and Recreation Market Study

Visitor Spending, By Spending Category - Nevada County

1992 - 2011

Spending Category Spending % of total Spending % of total % "Shift"

(millions $) (millions $)

Accommodations $28.0 18.0% $53.2 18.8% 0.8%

Food and Beverage $43.0 27.6% $80.6 28.5% 0.9%

Food Stores $12.7 8.2% $20.1 7.1% -1.1%

Ground Transp. And Motor Fuel $14.2 9.1% $43.7 15.4% 6.3%

Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation $26.5 17.0% $41.6 14.7% -2.3%

Retail Sales $31.3 20.1% $43.7 15.4% -4.7%

Air Transportation $0.0 0.0% $0.0 0.0% 0.0%

Total $155.7 100.0% $282.9 100.0%

1992 2011

Table 14

Bay to Basin Tourism and Recreation Market Study

Visitor Spending, By Accommodations Type - Nevada County

1992 - 2011

Spending Category Spending % of total Spending % of total % "Shift"

(millions $) (millions $)

Hotel, Motel $33.4 21.5% $89.7 31.7% 10.3%

Private Campground $35.0 22.5% $44.7 15.8% -6.7%

Public Campground $6.0 3.9% $8.8 3.1% -0.7%

Private Home $27.5 17.7% $51.7 18.3% 0.6%

Vacation Home $27.5 17.7% $46.5 16.4% -1.2%

Day Travel $26.3 16.9% $41.5 14.7% -2.2%

Total $155.7 100.0% $282.9 100.0%

1992 2011
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and Grass Valley collect ions have more than t r ipled (although this is over a small or iginal basis) , 

while Nevada City and the unincorporated areas have been relat ively flat . 

Table 1 5  shows annual TOT revenues in 2012, as com pared to 2002, further dem onst rat ing the 

lack of growth in visitat ion in Nevada City and the unincorporated county during this per iod, and 

the phenom enal growth in visitat ion in Truckee and Grass Valley.  As shown, Truckee’s TOT 

revenues have increased by approxim ately 2.4 percent  per year, and Grass Valley’s TOT 

revenues have grown more than 15 percent  per year. 
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Figure 1 4  shows taxable sales in Nevada County and it s const ituent  j ur isdict ions.  As shown, the 

county experienced a m ajor increase in taxable sales from  2003 to 2006, followed by a 

prom inent  decline from  2006 to 2009.  More recent ly, taxable sales have been t rending upward 

since 2009, and prospects for future growth are prom ising, barr ing any m ajor setbacks. 

Table 15

Bay to Basin Tourism and Recreation Market Study

Summary of TOT Collections, 2002 - 2012 (thousands $)

Avg. Ann.

Geography 2002 2012 % Change Change

Unincorporated $264.6 $267.7 1% 0.1%

Grass Valley $131.4 $619.5 371% 15.1%

Nevada City $358.8 $245.6 -32% -3.4%

Truckee $1,037.8 $1,350.7 30% 2.4%

Total $1,792.6 $2,483.5 39% 3.0%

2002 - 2012
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F u t u r e  P r o s p e c t s  

While no m ajor tour ism  at t ract ions are known at  this t im e, tourism  m arket ing cam paigns are an 

im portant  com ponent  of the county’s abilit y to capture visitat ion.  There are som e unm et  needs 

that  tourism  officials are working to sat isfy through m arket ing efforts, which will help overall 

tourism  perform ance.  For exam ple, it  has been noted that  while weekend visitat ion is quite 

st rong in areas throughout  the county, m id-week visit s are relat ively “ soft ,”  and som e 

opportunity exists to drive increased occupancy.  To address this opportunity, Nevada County 

tour ism  officials are developing market ing programs that  cater to potent ial m id-week visitors, 

such as ret irees and conference at tendees. 

The Town of Truckee does have som e proposed tourism  am enit ies that  are likely to enhance the 

town’s visitor appeal.  For example, the proposed Hotel Avery project  along the Truckee River 

will offer a unique and high-quality lodging opt ion near Truckee’s downtown.  This is likely to 

st rengthen the already very popular downtown area, which is slowly and organically filling the 

“gaps”  in the marketplace that  may exist  and is consistent ly st rengthening it s tourism  offer ings.  

I n addit ion, there are several developm ent  projects that  will serve to further st rengthen its 

tour ism  potent ial.  One prom inent  proposed developm ent  project  is known as the Truckee 

Railyard Master Plan, which, once const ructed, is likely to significant ly impact  the livability and 

visitor appeal of the town.  The Railyard project  proposes to add var ious classes of resident ial 

developm ent , office space, retail, a large cinem a com plex, lodging, and other uses.  Although the 

Railyard Master Plan was approved in 2009, addit ional ent it lem ents are necessary for 

const ruct ion to com m ence. 
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Overall Tourism  Assessm ent  

The overall assessm ent  for Nevada County tourism  perform ance and expected levels of future 

visitat ion are shown below, based on the inform at ion presented in this chapter:  

 Visitor spending in Nevada County has shown fair ly steady growth over the past  12 years, 

except  for a decline in 2009.  Overall,  visitor spending has grown at  an average annual rate 

of 2.2 percent  per year from  2000 to 2011. 

 Nevada County’s TOT collect ions have shown a sim ilar rate of appreciat ion, growing at  an 

average annual rate of approxim ately 3 percent  per year for the county overall,  although the 

rates have varied quite significant ly for the var ious jur isdict ions in the county, as 

sum m arized below:  

— Unincorporated area has rem ained nearly flat , exhibit ing an annual growth rate of just  

0.1 percent . 

— Nevada City ’s TOT revenue has actually declined by approxim ately 3.4 percent  per year. 

— Truckee has shown a fair ly healthy growth rate, at  approxim ately 2.4 percent  per year. 

— Grass Valley has shown an ext rem ely st rong growth rate, at  approximately 15.1 percent  

per year. 

 Nevada County’s compet it ive posit ion is expected to mature organically and is not  likely to 

change dram at ically in the near future, save for an unforeseen new at t ract ion or am enity 

that  is added to the tour ism  product  and becom es a m assive success, or other external 

factors great ly influence the area’s appeal for tourism . 

 Given Nevada County’s cont inued enhancem ent  in posit ioning itself as a visitor dest inat ion, 

EPS expects visitat ion to increase by approximately 2 to 3 percent  per year, assum ing no 

m ajor econom ic “shocks”  occur or other significant  threats to visitat ion in the county 

m aterialize, which have a m arked im pact  on future tourism . 
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6.  PLACER COUNTY 

Placer County contains six incorporated cit ies, ranging in size from  the sm all foothill towns in the 

upland areas such as Auburn and Colfax, to larger cit ies such as Rocklin and Roseville which are 

m ajor suburban enclaves of the Sacram ento m et ropolitan region.  I n addit ion, Placer County has 

a large and diverse num ber of unincorporated com m unit ies throughout  the county, as well as 

m any popular tourism  dest inat ions. 

P o p u l a t i o n  a n d  G r o w t h  

Placer County has experienced rapid populat ion growth over the past  10 years, seeing a 34 

percent  total increase during this per iod throughout  the county.  Much of this growth was 

at t r ibuted to popular cit ies within the Sacram ento region over the past  decade, such as Roseville 

at  43 percent  growth since 2002 and Lincoln at  146 percent  since 2002, as shown in Table 1 6 .  

The unincorporated areas generally experienced much slower growth, at  approxim ately 9 percent  

overall.  

 

T o u r i s m  P r o f i l e  

There are m any diverse and m ult i- faceted tour ism  areas located throughout  Placer County that  

at t ract  visitors from  throughout  Northern California and beyond.  According to the Placer County 

Table 16

Bay to Basin Tourism and Recreation Market Study

Placer County Population Trends

2002 2012

Community Population Population % Change

Auburn 12,287 13,473 9.7%

Colfax 1,647 1,977 20.0%

Lincoln 17,713 43,587 146.1%

Loomis 6,152 6,502 5.7%

Rocklin 41,098 58,316 41.9%

Roseville 85,533 122,104 42.8%

Unincorporated 100,510 109,496 8.9%

Total El Dorado County 264,940 355,455 34.2%

"community_pop"

Source:  California Department of Finance
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Visitors Bureau, the county’s tourism  areas can be broken down into three m ajor geographic 

areas, including The Valley, Gold Count ry, and the High Count ry.  The Valley includes low-

elevat ion areas that  are connected to the Sacram ento m et ropolitan region, including the cit ies of 

Roseville, Rocklin, and Lincoln.  The Gold Count ry port ion of the County is character ized by 

rolling foothills and higher elevat ions, and includes the small cit ies of Auburn and Colfax.  The 

High Count ry area encom passes high elevat ions, m ountainous terr itory, is very sparsely 

populated, and includes high-elevat ion areas east  of Foresthill including the Tahoe Nat ional 

Forest  and the Lake Tahoe basin.  The County’s most  popular tour ism  draw is the Lake Tahoe 

region, which is analyzed in greater detail separately in Chapter 7 below. 

Outside of the Lake Tahoe area, Placer County contains many tourism-or iented locales, including 

the sm all historical gold count ry cit ies of Auburn, Colfax, and m any other visitor dest inat ions.  

While this analysis does not  at tem pt  to m easure the precise num ber of visitors in each are of the 

county, TOT revenue can provide a good representat ive est im ate of the am ount  of overnight  

visitat ion in each major area.  Figure 1 5  below shows annual TOT revenue in 2012 am ong each 

of Placer County’s jur isdict ions.  As shown, the County’s unincorporated area contains the vast  

m ajor ity (over 75% )  of TOT revenue.  A large proport ion of this com es from  the Lake Tahoe 

area, including Squaw Valley, Tahoe City, Kings Beach, and others.  Aside from  the Lake Tahoe 

area, TOT collect ions are relat ively sm all in the county’s other jur isdict ions, with the except ion of 

the City of Roseville, which collected $1.9 m illion in TOT revenue. 

Figure 1 5  

Annual TOT Revenue ( $  thousands)  — 2 0 1 2  

 

Popular Act ivit ies/ At t ract ions/ Program s 

There are m any act ivit ies, at t ract ions, and program s that  dr ive visitat ion to Placer County.  

Som e of the m ost  popular recreat ional act ivit ies in which Placer County visitors enjoy are biking, 

boat ing, fishing, golfing, hiking, skiing, and many others.   

Like other nearby areas, agri- tourism  is a growing segment  of Placer County’s tour ism  act ivity.  

The county’s agri- tourism  operators are becom ing increasingly organized, and the “Placer 
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Grown”  organizat ion helps to m arket  Placer County farm s, ranches, farm ers’ m arkets, and 

wineries, encourages residents to buy local products.  Annual events and fest ivals such as the 

Loom is Eggplant  Fest ival and the Mountain Mandarin Fest ival add to Placer County’s agr i- tourism  

act iv ity.  Wine- related tourism  is part icular ly evident  in Placer County, and there are 20 award-

winning wineries in the county, most ly located in the foothill areas of Auburn, Lincoln, Loom is 

and Newcast le.  The Placer County wine t rail has been organized by the Placer County Vintners 

Associat ion, and encourages visitors to explore the 20 wineries that  are included in the wine t rail 

corr idors. 

Heritage tourism  is also an im portant  com ponent  of Placer County visitat ion, and visitors t ravel 

to areas throughout  the county to experience Placer County’s r ichness in histor ical topics such as 

the gold rush, the railroad, and Nat ive Am erican culture.  There are over 20 m useum s in the 

county, and m any addit ional historical points of interest  for visitors to explore. 

Adventure Tourism  is another st rong com ponent  of Placer County tourism , and a variety of 

opt ions are offered for outdoor/  adventure recreat ion enthusiasts in places such as the Tahoe 

Nat ional Forest , Folsom  Lake Recreat ion Area, the Am erican River Canyon, the Bear River 

Reservoir, and others. Placer County has som ething to offer in all seasons, and popular act ivit ies 

include winter act iv it ies such as skiing, snowboarding, snowm obiling, ice skat ing, snow tubing 

and sleigh r iding;  as well as summer opportunit ies including rock clim bing, hiking, camping, 

fishing, boat ing, swimming, water-skiing, r iver raft ing, mountain bik ing, horseback r iding, 

hunt ing, hot  air  ballooning, and off-highway vehicle (OHV)  recreat ion. 

Act iv it ies related to outdoor fitness have becom e quite popular in Placer County, owing to it s 

tem perate clim ate and m any m iles of high quality  t rails.  Auburn has becom e known as the 

“Endurance Capitol of the World,”  host ing several endurance races each year, such as the 

Western States Endurance Run, the Tevis Cup, and the Auburn Century Race, as well as 

accom m odat ing the t raining act iv it ies for these and other events.  The Am gen Tour of California 

is an ext rem ely popular annual cycling race which m akes stops in Placer County, drawing 

thousands of spectators each year. 

Golf is another ext remely popular act iv ity in Placer County, and the County is home to 20 

courses, m any of which are open year- round and provide an addit ional am enity for Placer County 

visitors to enjoy. 

Gam ing is a relat ively new recreat ional am enity in Placer County, with the advent  of Thunder 

Valley Casino in unincorporated Placer County near Lincoln.  Thunder Valley opened in June 

2003, and at t racts thousands of visitors, m ost  notably, from  the Sacram ento region and the San 

Francisco Bay Area.  The casino offers a variety of gam ing, entertainm ent , dining, and lodging 

opportunit ies. Future developm ent  plans include a 400- room hotel and m ult ipurpose 

entertainm ent  center and will becom e the largest  resort  facilit y in the County.  

Accom m odat ions 

Placer County has m ore than 4,000 hotel room s am ong a variety of hotel types.  The Valley 

port ion of Placer County contains 2,256 rooms, with Thunder Valley Casino near Lincoln being 
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the largest .  The High Count ry area has 1,705 room s (m ost ly in the Lake Tahoe region) , and the 

Gold Count ry area of the county includes 494 room s.1 1  

T o u r i s m  P e r f o r m a n c e  

Placer County visitors spent  approxim ately $837 m illion in 2011, which was an increase of 

approxim ately 6 percent  from  the year before.  Figure 1 6  shows total visitor spending in the 

county from  2000 to 2011.  As shown, visitor spending has been gradually increasing, except  for 

a small decline that  occurred observed in 2009.  Overall, v isitor spending has increased by nearly 

50 percent  (or 3.4 percent  per year)  from  2000 to 2011. 

 

Table 1 7  shows visitor spending in Placer County by spending category in 2011, as com pared to 

1992.  As shown, spending com posit ion has remained relat ively stable dur ing this period, 

although som e shift s in the allocat ion am ong spending to different  categories have occurred as 

pursuant  to changes in consum er preferences.  The m ost  prom inent  shift  that  occurred is an 

approxim ate 3-percent  decline in the proport ion of spending in the Retail category, and a 

corresponding increase in the Ground Transportat ion and Motor Fuel category.  This reflects the 

autom obile-or iented nature of t ravel to Placer County and likely incorporates the r ising cost  of 

gasoline and autom obile- related t ravel.  Other m inor changes include a sm all increase (2.5 

percent )  in the percentage of spending among Food and Beverage establishments, and a small 

                                            

1 1  As of 2009.  From RTP 2035. 
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decrease (2.1 percent )  in the percentage of spending among Arts, Entertainment , and 

Recreat ion. 

 

Table 1 8  shows visitor spending as arranged by the type of accom m odat ions at  which the 

visitors are staying ( including day t ravel) .  As shown, day t ravel accounted for 13.1 percent  of 

v isitor spending in 2011, which is slight ly less than the percentage that  occurred in 1992.  The 

vast  m ajorit y of v isitor spending in Placer County occurs from  those staying in hotels/  m otels, at  

52.6%  of total spending in 2011, which was up from  45.7 percent  in 2011.  The large and 

diverse geographic area of Placer County should be considered in this instance, as the hotel-

or iented spending shift  has likely occurred in the urban Sacram ento- region cit ies such as 

Roseville and Rocklin, which offer a m uch greater supply of hotel product  than in other areas of 

the County. 

Table 17

Bay to Basin Tourism and Recreation Market Study

Visitor Spending, By Spending Category - Placer County

1992 - 2011

Spending Category Spending % of total Spending % of total % "Shift"

(millions $) (millions $)

Accommodations $69.1 20.1% $167.7 20.0% 0.0%

Food and Beverage $87.5 25.4% $233.8 27.9% 2.5%

Food Stores $15.9 4.6% $35.9 4.3% -0.3%

Ground Transp. And Motor Fuel $37.8 11.0% $116.1 13.9% 2.9%

Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation $70.6 20.5% $154.1 18.4% -2.1%

Retail Sales $63.3 18.4% $129.2 15.4% -3.0%

Air Transportation $0.0 0.0% $0.0 0.0% 0.0%

Total $344.2 100.0% $836.8 100.0%

1992 2011
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As shown in Figure 1 7 ,  overall TOT collect ions in Placer County have experienced relat ively slow 

and steady growth from  2001 to 2007 ( r ising by approximately 8 percent  dur ing this per iod) , 

and then saw an ext rem e one-year “spike”  in 2008, in which the County’s annual TOT increased 

by 20 percent  year-over-year, followed by a 12 percent  decline the following year.  After the 

2008 “spike,”  county-wide TOT levels returned to relat ive norm alcy, but  have shown im pressive 

growth rates since, growing by 20 percent  (or nearly 7 percent  per year)  over the past  three 

years.  

Table 1 9  shows each jur isdict ion’s annual TOT revenues in 2012, as com pared to 2002, which 

further dem onst rates the varying growth rates in various cit ies and the unincorporated area 

during this period.   

Table 18

Bay to Basin Tourism and Recreation Market Study

Visitor Spending, By Accommodations Type - Placer County

1992 - 2011

Spending Category Spending % of total Spending % of total % "Shift"

(millions $) (millions $)

Hotel, Motel $157.2 45.7% $440.4 52.6% 7.0%

Private Campground $15.5 4.5% $21.0 2.5% -2.0%

Public Campground $14.2 4.1% $18.8 2.2% -1.9%

Private Home $52.7 15.3% $144.6 17.3% 2.0%

Vacation Home $52.8 15.3% $102.4 12.2% -3.1%

Day Travel $51.9 15.1% $109.8 13.1% -2.0%

Total $344.3 100.0% $837.0 100.0%

1992 2011
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Figure 17
Placer County TOT Collections (thousands $)
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Table 19

Bay to Basin Tourism and Recreation Market Study

Summary of TOT Collections, 2002 - 2012 (thousands $)

Avg. Ann.

Geography 2002 2012 % Change Change

Unincorporated $7,451.1 $10,196.2 37% 2.9%

Auburn $207.9 $212.2 2% 0.2%

Colfax $10.3 $16.0 55% 4.1%

Lincoln $44.6 $193.3 333% 14.3%

Loomis $17.5 $29.6 69% 4.9%

Rocklin $422.8 $395.7 -6% -0.6%

Roseville $1,086.6 $1,897.4 75% 5.2%

Total $9,240.8 $12,940.4 40% 3.1%

2002 - 2012
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Figure 1 8  shows annual taxable sales in Placer County and it s const ituent  jur isdict ions.  As 

shown, the county experienced a m ajor increase in taxable sales from  2001 to 2006, followed by 

a prom inent  decline from  2006 to 2009.  More recent ly, taxable sales have been t rending upward 

since 2009, and prospects for future growth are prom ising, barr ing any m ajor setbacks. 

 

F u t u r e  P r o s p e c t s  

Outside of the Tahoe Basin, Placer County tour ism  perform ance and future visitat ion is likely to 

experience m odest  growth in future years, and the magnitude of change is likely to vary 

significant ly by region of the county.  To EPS’s knowledge there are no significant  pending 

tour ism -based developm ent  projects or program s that  are likely drast ically  alter visitat ion to the 

county’s tourism  areas outside of the Tahoe region.  As such, any change in visitat ion throughout  

the county is likely to occur on a m ore natural and gradual basis, and is likely to be sim ilar to the 

levels of growth that  have been seen over the past  decade. 

The valley region is likely to cont inue to see m oderate increases in visitat ion, as the Sacram ento 

region cont inues to grow and m ature over t im e.  However, Lincoln is unlikely to match its 

ext rem ely rapid growth it  has experienced over the past  ten years, and visitat ion levels are likely 

to tem per as the city m atures over t im e Rocklin and Roseville are established and appealing 

tourism  areas that  are likely to experience increm ental growth sim ilar to previous levels. 

The “Gold Count ry”  area (defined above)  has fewer hotel room s than other areas of the county, 

but  its recreat ional am enit ies, it s st rength in agri- tour ism  and vit iculture, its m any historical 

$0

$1,000,000

$2,000,000

$3,000,000

$4,000,000

$5,000,000

$6,000,000

$7,000,000

$8,000,000

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

Figure 18
Placer County Taxable Sales (thousands $) 

Unincorporated Auburn Colfax Lincoln Loomis Rocklin Roseville Total



Market  Study for the Bay to Tahoe Basin Recreat ion and Tourism  Travel I mpact  Study 

Draft  Report   Decem ber 6, 2013 

 

 

Economic & Planning Systems, I nc. 46  P: \ 122000\ 122155 Bay to Basin Tour ism and Recreat ion Study\ Reports\ 122155 r3 12-06-13.docx 

sites, and its abundant  outdoor recreat ional possibilit ies make it  a viable tourism  area that  has 

potent ial for future tourism  growth.  Visitat ion to other areas in the High Count ry (outside of the 

Tahoe region)  is likely to rem ain the sam e as years past .  The Lake Tahoe region does have a 

num ber of pending projects which have the potent ial to signif icant ly influence tourism  act iv ity 

(such as the proposed expansion at  the Squaw Valley ski resort  area) .  The implicat ions for the 

Lake Tahoe area within Placer County are evaluated separately in Chapter 7 below. 

Overall Tourism  Assessm ent  

The overall assessm ent  for Placer County tourism  perform ance and expected levels of future 

visitat ion are shown below, based on the inform at ion presented in this chapter:  

 Visitor spending in Placer County has shown fair ly  steady growth over the past  12 years, 

except  for a decline in 2009.  Overall,  visitor spending has grown at  an average annual rate 

of 3.4 percent  per year from  2000 to 2011. 

 Placer County’s TOT collect ions have shown a sim ilar rate of appreciat ion, growing at  an 

average annual rate of 3.1 percent  per year for the county overall,  although the rates have 

varied quite significant ly for the various jur isdict ions in the county, as summarized below:  

— Roseville has shown very healthy growth in visitor spending, growing at  an average 

annual rate of 5.4 percent . 

— Lincoln has shown a rem arkable rate of growth in TOT collect ions, growing at  an average 

rate of 14.9 percent  per year.  This is surely due to the fact  that  Lincoln had very lit t le 

overnight  visitor act ivity up unt il the addit ion of the Thunder Valley casino and a new 

Holiday I nn Express hotel in late 2007. 

— Other cit ies in the county have demonst rated varying rates of TOT growth, ranging from  

0.6 percent  annually in Rocklin, to 4.9 percent  annually in Loom is. 

— The unincorporated area has shown m oderately healthy growth in visitor spending, 

growing at  an average annual rate of 2.9 percent . 

 Placer County’s com pet it ive posit ion is expected to m ature organically and is not  likely to 

change dram at ically in the near future, save for an unforeseen new at t ract ion or am enity 

that  is added to the tour ism  product  and becom es a m assive success, or other external 

factors great ly influence the area’s appeal for tourism . 

 Given Placer County’s cont inued enhancem ent  in posit ioning itself as a visitor dest inat ion, 

EPS expects visitat ion to increase by approximately 3 to 4 percent  per year, assum ing no 

m ajor econom ic “shocks”  occur or other significant  threats to visitat ion in the county 

m aterialize, which have a m arked im pact  on future tourism . 
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7.  THE LAKE TAHOE BASI N 

The Lake Tahoe Basin is a pr im ary tourism  area in Northern California, drawing vacat ioners from  

throughout  the ent ire U.S., as well as internat ional visitors.  The basin comprises a fragmented 

geography of jur isdict ional boundaries, com prising port ions of five count ies and one incorporated 

city across two states.  At  a basic level, the basin essent ially  is split  into two primary 

dest inat ions:   North Lake Tahoe and South Lake Tahoe.  Because these areas are separated 

geographically, capture different  market  segments, and are independent ly organized in term s of 

available tourism  research, they are analyzed separately in this chapter. 

N o r t h  L a k e  T a h o e  

The North Lake Tahoe area is a popular visitor dest inat ion that  consists of a variety of sm all 

com m unit ies spanning from  the Tahom a area on the west  shore of the lake, up to Tahoe City and 

Squaw Valley resort , east  over to Kings Beach and the I ncline Village com m unity on the Nevada 

side of the state line.  The North Lake Tahoe region com prises several unincorporated 

com m unit ies in Placer and Washoe Count ies, including Tahoe City, Kings Beach, Hom ewood, 

Olym pic Valley, and others.  The North Lake Tahoe area in the Tahoe Basin is hom e to 

approxim ately 12,500 residents, as shown in Table 2 0 .   This permanent  populat ion base has 

actually been shr inking for many years and declined by 17 percent  between 2000 and 2010. 

 

There also is a st rong cont ingent  of “absentee”  hom e-owners in the North Lake Tahoe area, who 

live elsewhere but  use hom es owned in North Lake Tahoe on an occasional basis for recreat ional 

Table 20

Bay to Basin Tourism and Recreation Market Study

Population Trends in Tahoe City and Surrounding Areas

2000 2010

Community Population Population % Change

Tahoe Basin Communities

Carnelian Bay 1,928 1,170 -39%

Dollar Point 1,539 1,215 -21%

Tahoe City 3,997 3,161 -21%

Tahoma 1,282 1,037 -19%

Homewood 840 744 -11%

Kings Beach 4,802 4,414 -8%

Tahoe Vista 669 788 18%

Subototal 15,057 12,529 -17%

"community_pop"

Source:  Placer County, TBCP Background Report dated April 23, 2013.
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or vacat ion purposes.  As shown in Table 2 1 ,  more than 65 percent  of North Lake Tahoe 

residences are designated as vacat ion hom es or second hom es. 

 

Tourism  Profile 

Tourism  is the pr im ary econom ic driver of the North Lake Tahoe area, which experiences 

approximately 3.1 m illion visitor-nights per year (not  including I ncline Village or other 

com m unit ies on the Nevada side) .1 2  

Most  visitors to the area com e from  the “drive-up”  m arkets of the Sacram ento/ Cent ral Valley and 

San Francisco Bay Area.  Southern California residents also are a sizable m arket  segm ent , which 

has great  prom ise for future growth.  Tourism  businesses and m arket ing organizat ions are 

working to enhance North Lake Tahoe’s appeal to dest inat ion visitors from  across the U.S., as 

well as from  internat ional markets.  Recent ly, the North Lake Tahoe Resort  Associat ion enhanced 

its market ing efforts to these markets and is reportedly gaining some t ract ion.  A visitor survey 

adm inistered in the sum m er of 2012 indicated 21 percent  of visitors cam e from  the San 

Francisco-Oakland/ San Jose m et ropolitan area, 12 percent  were internat ional visitors, 10 percent  

cam e from  Los Angeles, and 8 percent  cam e from  the Sacram ento-Stockton, Modesto 

m et ropolitan area.1 3  

                                            

1 2  The Econom ic Significance of Travel to the North Lake Tahoe area, DRAFT report , Septem ber 2013, 

Dean Runyan Associates. 

1 3  North Lake Tahoe Visitor Survey, Summer 2012, RRC Associates. 

Table 21

Bay to Basin Tourism and Recreation Market Study

Absentee Ownership of Residential Units, 2012

Owner Absentee Total Percent

Area Occupied Owner Units Absentee

Carnelian Bay 2,932 3,127 6,059 52%

Homewood 125 933 1,058 88%

Tahoma 31 153 184 83%

Kings Beach 421 1,623 2,044 79%

Tahoe City 4,202 7,586 11,788 64%

Olympic Valley 267 1,579 1,846 86%

Tahoe Vista 145 642 787 82%

Total 8,123 15,643 23,766 66%

Source:  DRAFT Economic Significance of Travel to the North Lake Tahoe Area,

       prepared by Dean Runyan Associates, 2013.
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Day- Trip vs. Overnight  

According to Dean Runyan and Associates, approxim ately 42 percent  of the t r ips to the North 

Lake Tahoe area are from  those that  are t raveling just  for the day (and not  staying overnight ) .  

However, Runyan also reports that  just  14 percent  of the spending to the North Lake Tahoe area 

com es from  these day t ravelers, while the rem aining 86 percent  comes from  overnight  t ravelers 

who are staying at  a variety of accom m odat ions types. 

Air  Versus Ground Transportat ion 

Approxim ately one- third of the North Lake Tahoe visitor spending com es from  visitors who 

t raveled by air , while the other two- thirds are from  visitors who t raveled using ground 

t ransportat ion. 

Special Events 

Special events are a large driver of visitat ion in North Lake Tahoe, and the area has been 

successful in at t ract ing m any popular events such as the I ronman Tr iathlon, Tough Mudder, and 

Am gen Tour of California.  These events have helped to fill hotel room s and at t ract  visitor 

spending—often during the “ lean”  shoulder m onths of the Spring and Fall.   The athlet ic events 

especially have been beneficial to the local area because they fit  well within the local culture, are 

popular with visitors and locals alike, and tend to foster “m ult iple”  visits from  com pet itors as 

they seek to conduct  their  t raining in the high-alt itude environm ent  the region offers. 

Older clientele, including many boaters, seem to prefer the sum m er season in North Lake Tahoe, 

according to local stakeholders interv iewed.  European and Asian tourists typically prefer the late 

sum m er.  Overall,  younger tour ists appear to be m ore likely to depend on t ransit .  

Tourism  Perform ance 

Tourism  is a m assive econom ic dr iver in North Lake Tahoe, and Figure 1 9  shows visitor 

spending perform ance in the Tahoe Basin port ion of Placer County over t im e.1 4   As shown, 

visitor spending has been slowly and steadily growing over the past  10 years at  an average 

annual rate of 4 percent .  This constant  growth is quite rem arkable, considering m ajor declines 

in spending and econom ic act ivity associated with the Great  Recession beginning in 2007, and 

points to the North Lake Tahoe area’s popular ity, st rength, and resiliency as a visitor dest inat ion. 

                                            

1 4  I t  should be noted that  Figure 1 9  does not  include the visitor spending from  other im portant  

tourism  areas in the “ region,”  such as Truckee, I ncline Village, or other areas outside the Tahoe Basin 

port ion of Placer County. 
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Accom m odat ions 

There are approxim ately 2,000 accom m odat ions in the North Lake Tahoe area, which span the 

full range of pr ice and quality:   from  very low-cost , aged, and poor quality  m otels to very high-

end, luxury hotels located near resort  areas.  I n addit ion, pr ivate hom es or condom inium s are 

often rented out  to visitors and represent  im portant  lodging property types in the North Lake 

Tahoe area.  I t  is est im ated that  m ore than 1,500 condom inium  and other types of short - term  

rental propert ies are available in the North Lake Tahoe area.1 5  

Future Prospects 

There are m any planned developm ent  projects in the North Lake Tahoe area that , once 

com pleted, are likely to have substant ial influence on the am ount  of future visitat ion the area will 

capture.  Som e of the m ost  prom inent  developm ent  projects are described below:  

 Hom ew ood.  Homewood Mountain Resort  ski area has proposed and received all necessary 

approvals for a m ajor expansion to its on-m ountain resort  infrast ructure and a program  of 

developm ent  that  would add up to 100 condom inium  units, 48 ski- in ski-out  chalets, 

13 workforce housing units, 15,000 square feet  of com m ercial space, and a five-star hotel 

with up to 75 room s. 

                                            

1 5  From  the DRAFT “Econom ic Significance of Travel to the North Lake Tahoe Area,”  prepared by Dean 

Runyan Associates, 2013. 
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The Hom ewood is the first  serious at tem pt  to bring a substant ial investm ent  to the 

Com m unity Plan’s lake shore in m any years.  Although the Hom ewood project  was approved 

by all required governm ent  bodies, including the county and Tahoe Regional Planning Agency 

(TRPA) , it  was fraught  with challenges, including a r igorous ent it lem ent  process, exhaust ive 

environm ental review and m it igat ion, lawsuits, and other obstacles.  Given these difficult ies, 

the project  is fortunate to have a pat ient  and well-capitalized developer com m it ted to seeing 

the project  through to com plet ion.  Many less experienced or financially secure investors 

would be unable or unwilling to accept  these challenges and m ay have abandoned the 

expansion project  long ago. 

 Village at  Squaw  Valley.  The owners of the Squaw Valley ski resort  are in ear ly planning 

phases for a m ajor expansion to the ski area base and surrounding area.  The Village at  

Squaw Valley Specif ic Plan proposes to add new development  on 100 acres of land, which will 

include up to 1,295 units, consist ing of a variety of hotel, condom inium -hotel, fract ional-

ownership residences, and t im eshares, and potent ially some single- fam ily home sites, as well 

as retail/ restaurant  uses, an aquat ic center, and a variety of environm ental restorat ion 

efforts and parking facilit ies. 

 Boulder Bay.  The Boulder Bay project , located on the site of the Biltm ore Casino/ Hotel on 

the Nevada side of the state line, will include the four-story, 275- room  Boulder Bay hotel, 

60 resident ial condom iniums, 14 affordable housing units, 20,000 square feet  of retail/  

restaurant  space, and a 10,000-square- foot  casino.  This project  was approved by the TRPA 

Governing Board in 2012 and is reportedly wait ing to secure financing before commencing 

const ruct ion within the next  1 or 2 years. 

 Kings Beach Tow n Center .  From  2006 to 2008, a private real estate firm  known as BB, 

LLC, began acquir ing parcels located between Fox and Coon St reets along State Route 28 in 

Kings Beach to const ruct  a new m ixed use developm ent  known as the King Beach Town 

Center.  This four-acre project  was envisioned to include a variety of uses, including offices, 

retail shops and restaurants, resident ial units ( including som e affordable housing) , and 

various st reetscape and parking amenit ies.  The project  ult im ately ran into financial 

difficult ies associated with the Great  Recession that  impaired its prospects for development .  

The project  cont inues to rem ain in the planning stages under a new ownership st ructure.  

This and other projects in Kings Beach are expected to receive a substant ial boost  from  the 

$24 m illion “ com m ercial core”  project , which will convert  State Route 28 to a “ com plete 

st reet ”  through town and set  the context  for a substant ial investm ent  response from  the 

pr ivate sector. 

 State Route 8 9 / Fanny Bridge Com m unity Revita lizat ion Project .  A current  proposal to 

realign a port ion of State Route 89 in the Tahoe City area is seen as a way to relieve heavy 

t raffic congest ion that  exists in this area and allow the western area of Tahoe City to funct ion 

as a m ore appealing tourism  dist r ict .  Along with m onum entat ion, signage, program m ing, 

and other am enit ies and programs, this project  has the potent ial to encourage 

redevelopm ent  of key parcels and increase Tahoe City ’s com pet it ive posit ion as a tourism  

dest inat ion. 
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Overall Tourism  Assessm ent  

Overall, tour ism  and visitat ion to the North Shore is very st rong.  As shown in Figure 1 9  above, 

visitor spending has been growing steadily, even dur ing the very difficult  econom ic period 

associated with the Great  Recession, when m ost  tourism -oriented com m unit ies were seeing 

substant ial declines in visitor spending:  

 Visitor spending in the North Lake Tahoe area has grown at  a rate of 4 percent  per year from  

2003 to 2012. 

 EPS expects future increases in visitor spending will be sim ilar to previous rates, and growth 

in visitor spending is likely to range between 3 and 5 percent  per year. 

 Changes to North Lake Tahoe m ay affect  it s com pet it ive posit ion for future visitat ion.  These 

changes could facilitate a short - term  “spike”  in annual visitat ion, which could range from  5-  

to 7-percent  growth per year. 

 This assessm ent  assum es that  no m ajor econom ic “shocks”  occur or other signif icant  threats 

to visitat ion m aterialize that  have a m arked im pact  on future tourism  perform ance. 

S o u t h  L a k e  T a h o e  

South Lake Tahoe lies on the other side of the lake and consists of the basin’s only incorporated 

city (South Lake Tahoe) , as well as several unincorporated communit ies on both the California 

and Nevada sides of the state line.  The South Lake Tahoe populat ion is declining at  a fair ly rapid 

rate, and the City of South Lake Tahoe in part icular has lost  2,250 perm anent  residents 

(10 percent  of its populat ion)  from  2000 to 2012.  Sim ilar to the Lake Tahoe Region in general, 

South Lake Tahoe has a high rate of housing vacancy, which was m ore than 40 percent  in 2012. 

Tourism  Profile 

Visitors are at t racted to South Lake Tahoe for m any reasons.  Skiing is a pr im ary at t ract ion in 

the winter m onths, as the Heavenly, Sierra-at -Tahoe, and Kirkwood ski resorts are very popular 

at t ract ions and a pr im ary draw for tourism .  While these are pr im arily winter-season 

dest inat ions, these resort  areas are expanding their offer ings to allow for som e sum m er- t im e 

recreat ion as well.   The passage of the federal Ski Area Recreat ional Opportunit ies Enhancem ent  

Act  of 2011 allows addit ional recreat ional act iv it ies on publicly owned land, and many ski resorts 

are st rategically planning to int roduce new am enit ies to enhance their sum m er- t im e operat ions.  

Heavenly Ski Resort  m ay be the furthest  along in this endeavor and is const ruct ing ropes 

courses, a canopy “zip- line”  tour, addit ional hiking and m ountain bik ing t rails, and other 

amenit ies. 

I n the sum m er m onths, the lake and beach prim ary are at t ract ions for visitors who enjoy 

boat ing, parasailing, kayaking, paddle-boarding, or just  relaxing.  Fest ivals and events are 

growing segm ent  that  helps to drive visitat ion.  Popular South Lake Tahoe events include the 

Harvey’s Summer Concert  series, 4 th of July Fireworks, the Am erican Century Celebr it y Golf 

Tournam ent , Snowglobe Music Fest ival, and m any others. 

Other popular act iv it ies that  South Lake Tahoe visitors engage in include hiking, bicycling, 

shopping, dining, photography, and a variety of other pursuits. 
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Gam ing histor ically has been a m ajor dr iver of tourism  in South Lake Tahoe, but  this indust ry 

has been hit  hard by recessionary forces and changes.  Gam ing revenues at  South Lake Tahoe 

casinos are down from  $335 m illion in 2005 to $210 m illion in 2011, a decline of m ore than 

35 percent .1 6   The ways in which the gam ing indust ry evolves to recapture lost  m arket  share will 

be a key dr iver on South Lake Tahoe’s tourism  perform ance.  One m ethod that  appears to have 

prom ise is holding concerts, fest ivals, or other types of events to bring visitors to the area.  

Harvey’s Casino has const ructed a tem porary outdoor am phitheater, which hosts concerts to 

crowds up to 7,000 people.  These events have been noted as being successful in dr iv ing 

visitat ion to the Lake Tahoe area and bringing addit ional gamblers to local casinos. 

Visitor  Profile  

Visitors to South Lake Tahoe com e from  a variety of locat ions but  are m ost ly from  Northern 

California m et ropolitan areas of Sacram ento, the Cent ral Valley, and the Bay Area.  According to 

St rategic Market ing Group’s “South Shore I ntercept  Survey,”  more than 55 percent  of South 

Lake Tahoe visitors em anate from  Northern California.1 7   These are som e addit ional pert inent  

facts from  this survey:  

 60 percent  of visitors to South Lake Tahoe are repeat  visitors (as opposed to first  t im e 

visitors) .  This percentage varies depending on where the visitors com e from , with closer 

or igins report ing higher rates of repeat  visitat ion.  For exam ple, 24 percent  of visitors from  

Sacram ento/ Stockton reported being a first - t im e visitor, whereas 69 percent  of visitors from  

out  of California denoted this dist inct ion. 

 64 percent  of survey respondents were overnight  visitors, while 36 percent  were only visit ing 

for the day. 

 The average length of stay was reported at  3.2 nights. 

 35 percent  of South Lake Tahoe visitors reported arr iving by air , either from  Reno/ Tahoe 

Airport , Sacram ento I nternat ional Airport , or San Francisco Airport .  The rem aining 

65 percent  arr ived by pr ivate vehicle, rental car, RV, or chartered bus. 

Tourism  Perform ance 

Unlike other geographic areas analyzed in this report , a historical account  of visitor spending 

over the long term  does not  exist  for South Lake Tahoe.  Som e of the best  indicators of tourism  

perform ance that  exist  are rooms rented and TOT revenue.  Figure 2 0  shows room s rented in 

South Lake Tahoe ( including both the California and Nevada port ions)  from  2001 to 2011.  As 

shown, the num ber of annual room s rented has declined from  1.1 m illion in 2001–2002 to 

720,000 in 2009–2010, a reduct ion of m ore than 35 percent .  More recent ly, a slight  upt ick has 

been observed in 2010–2011, and reports have indicated that  m ore recent  years have shown 

improvements.  However, these figures are st ill substant ially lower than the levels seen in 2001–

2002 and before. 

                                            

1 6  According to data from  the Nevada Gam ing Com mission. 

1 7  Data from  this survey were collected in the winter of 2011. 
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Figure 2 1  shows annual TOT collect ion over the past  decade for South Lake Tahoe.  As shown, 

while the City of South Lake Tahoe enjoyed TOT gains from  2001 to 2006, it  suffered a fair ly 

sizable loss in 2009 (a decline of approximately 18 percent ) , from  which it  is st ill st ruggling to 

recover.  While TOT revenues were significant ly stronger in 2012, they were st ill approxim ately 

17 percent  lower than seen at  the “peak”  in 2006. 
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Accom m odat ions 

South Lake Tahoe has no shortage of accom m odat ions.  As noted in the South Shore Vision 

Dest inat ion Econom ic I m pact  Analysis, the num ber of hotel/ m otel room s in South Lake Tahoe 

has been quant ified at  m ore than 11,000 units.1 8   This high num ber of room s was perhaps m ore 

suitable dur ing the boom ing years of Tahoe gam ing, but , as the gam ing indust ry has st ruggled 

and these propert ies have becom e aged and of m arginal quality, they ham per the abilit y of 

South Lake Tahoe to m arket  it self as a first - rate dest inat ion.  The m otels and hotels in the South 

Shore current ly exhibit  m uch lower average daily rates and occupancy rates than the state 

average or than those found in other com pet ing tourism  areas.  The average hotel occupancy in 

the City of South Lake Tahoe was a dism al 43 percent  in 2011. 

Recent ly, some new lodging product  has been added at  the Marr iot t  Tim ber Lodge and Grand 

Residence Club propert ies at  Heavenly Village (const ructed in 2000 to 2002) .  Some older 

propert ies also are undergoing renovat ions to enhance the quality of the lodging stock at  the 

South Shore.  Notable exam ples include the Basecam p Hotel and The Landing Resort  and Spa 

(current ly under const ruct ion) .  The approved Edgewood Lodge project  at  the Edgewood Golf 

course will provide 154 addit ional units of high-quality luxury lodging, which is expected to begin 

const ruct ion in 2014. 

Future Prospects 

There are a variety of planned init iat ives in the South Lake Tahoe area that  have the potent ial to 

influence the am ount  of visitat ion the area receives.  Som e of the m ost  notable init iat ives are 

described below:  

 U.S. Highw ay 5 0 / South Shore Revita lizat ion Plan.  The Tahoe Transportat ion Dist r ict  is 

evaluat ing the potent ial to reroute a port ion of U.S. Highway 50 near the California/ Nevada 

state line, which will allow a large proport ion of the fast -m oving through- t raffic to avoid the 

downtown core and allow for a sm aller “ com plete st reets”  project  to take shape with 

enhanced bicycle and pedest r ian lanes, st reet  furniture, t ransit  am enit ies, and other 

at t r ibutes.  Having studied this project  in detail,  EPS believes the project  has the potent ial to 

substant ially  increase the am ount  of v isitat ion in South Lake Tahoe by tapping into indust ry 

best  pract ices.  EPS believes the project  has the potent ial to be catalyt ic and could spur 

substant ial increased visitat ion.  I f these eventualit ies com e to fruit ion, EPS has determ ined 

that  through a com binat ion of increased visitat ion and capture of a m ore affluent  clientele, 

this project  has the potent ial to significant ly increase visitor spending by as m uch as 20 to 

30 percent  over the long term . 

 Chateau at  Heavenly Village.  The “Chateau at  Heavenly Village”  project  near the 

California and Nevada state line was planned and approved for the const ruct ion of 365 hotel 

and condom inium  units, 30,000 square feet  of retail, 16,000 square feet  of spa and 

recreat ion space, and 95,000 square feet  of convent ion and m eet ing space.  While init ial 

const ruct ion on the project  began in 2007, m arket  condit ions cratered short ly thereafter, and 

the project  was halted and ult imately placed into bankruptcy proceedings.  More recent ly, an 

init ial phase of the project  has begun to move forward, which more closely reflects the more 

                                            

1 8  St rategic Market  Group. 
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m oderate m arket  condit ions of today.  As of publicat ion of this report , the 30,000 square feet  

of highway- front ing retail was under const ruct ion, with the possibilit y for future phases 

planned for more tourist -serving development . 

 Edgew ood Lodge.  As described above, the approved Edgewood Lodge project  will br ing 

154 units of high-quality, luxury lodging product  to the South Lake Tahoe area.  This project  

is est im ated to cost  $100 m illion and is slated to begin const ruct ion in 2014. 

 Horizon Property.  The Horizon Casino property includes 539 hotel units and a 

30,000-square- foot  casino.  The property has been under-perform ing for several years and is 

slated to revert  back to the or iginal land owner in 2014, who may move forward with 

const ruct ion of an as-yet  undeterm ined redevelopment .  The Horizon property is a large and 

very well- located asset  near m any other tourism  am enit ies and could have the potent ial to 

accom m odate a very com pelling at t ract ion, which significant ly could im pact  South Lake 

Tahoe’s com pet it ive posit ion for visitat ion in the years to com e. 

Overall Tourism  Assessm ent  

While South Lake Tahoe cont inues to see m any annual visitors, visitat ion has been t rending 

downward for several years, based on the area’s loss of m arket  share associated with the decline 

in gam ing, over-supply of accom m odat ions, and blight  that  has affected the area’s visitor 

appeal:  

 TOT revenues and the num ber of annual room s rented in South Lake Tahoe have been 

t rending downward generally over the past  decade, although the past  2 years appear to be 

more favorable. 

 Proposed and ongoing changes to South Lake Tahoe m ay affect  it s com pet it ive posit ion for 

future visitat ion.  Projects such as the U.S. Highway 50 realignment , Edgewood Lodge, 

Horizon redevelopm ent , and others could in future years. 

 Visitor spending in South Lake Tahoe is likely to remain relat ively flat  but  could grow at  a 

modest  rate between 1 and 3 percent , if cont inued gradual enhancem ents to the com m unity 

are m ade.  I f a substant ive change to the area’s com pet it ive posit ion is achieved, based on 

som e of the m ore t ransform at ive projects and am enit ies described above, annual growth in 

visitor spending could perform  m uch bet ter than recent  years and possibly increase by as 

much as 4 to 6 percent  per year.  As with other project ions shown in this report , this 

assessm ent  is based on the assum pt ion that  no m ajor econom ic “shocks”  occur or other 

significant  threats to visitat ion in the county m aterialize that  have a m arked im pact  on future 

tourism  perform ance. 

 


