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By DANIEL CARSON / News Herald Writer

PANAMA CITY - Florida State University-Panama City got an
endorsement from one of the state's highest ranking officials
Thursday, as Lt. Gov. Jeff Kottkamp called the idea of closing
the campus "a huge mistake."

"I can't imagine that would be a serious consideration,"
Kottkamp said, as he delivered the keynote address at the
Florida Restaurant & Lodging Association's inaugural Bay
Chapter meeting in Panama City Beach.

The hospitality trade association represents more than 10,000
members statewide, and Thursday's meeting included
representatives from both Bay County chambers of commerce,
as well as several area hotels and restaurants.

FRLA president and CEO Carol Dover said that Bay County's
hospitality industry has more than 450 restaurants and
employs nearly 10,000 people.

Panama City Beach Chamber of Commerce president and
CEO Beth Oltman said her organization's bylaws require that
the majority of it members be involved with the hospitality
industry.

"We feel very connected to this organization," Oltman said
before Thursday's meeting.

Thursday's inaugural meeting was held at the Majestic Beach
Resort.

In addition to voicing his support for the local FSU campus,
Kottkamp also addressed the state of Florida's economy and
his optimism for the future.

The lieutenant governor pointed out the importance of
restaurant and lodging to Bay County and said that being a
part of the trade association would be beneficial in dealing with
the Florida Legislature.

"There is strength in numbers," Kottkamp said.

Kottkamp said that, in spite of the economic downturn, he saw
glimmers of positive news statewide with increased home
sales and growth in industries like aerospace, life sciences,
and renewable energy.

Right before he declared his support for Panama City's FSU
campus, Kottkamp said that the first question businesses ask
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campus, Kottkamp said that the first question businesses ask
before they move to the state is "where will I get the workers?
"

The lieutenant governor said he and Gov. Charlie Crist
understood the importance of public education, both K-12 and
higher education, and would do what they could to limit the
impact of state budget cuts.
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