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Overview: 

The Greater Fort Lauderdale Chamber of Commerce’s Council of Economic Advisors (CEA) held its first quarter 2016 

meeting at the Fort Lauderdale Chamber of Commerce.   

Heiko Dobrikow, Chamber Chairman, along with Dan Lindblade, President and CEO of the Chamber, and the Chair 

of the CEA, Dr. Daniel Gropper, Dean of the College of Business at Florida Atlantic University, welcomed Council 

members.  

The Council of Economic Advisors is comprised of 29 CEOs, C-suite Executives, and senior management of 

companies throughout South Florida who represent over eighteen market segments.  Members are strategically 

selected for their industry expertise, executive positions and broad knowledge.  Their thoughts enable the Council 

to have insight regarding the direction of the economy within South Florida, highlighting factors that affect 

expansion strategy, business development, job growth and the economic environment.  An accurate forecast of the 

economy in our region is instrumental in driving initiatives that continue to encourage growth, and support 

government policies to sustain a vibrant economy. 

Council Chair Dean Gropper welcomed Karen Gilmore from the Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta.  Council members 

were presented with questions provided by the Federal Reserve that touched upon workforce and pricing issues, 

among others.  A general discussion among Council members regarding our current economic climate was 

conducted, with a special focus on the outlook regarding the labor force, hiring decisions, wages, prices, and other 

issues in their respective business areas. Of particular interest was the effect, if any, of the increase in the Fed’s 

interest rate target since the last CEA meeting. 
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Are you seeing any changes in business or consumer 
behavior as a result of the recent change in interest 

rates?

Yes No
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The FOMC is looking for reasonable confidence that 
inflation will rise toward the committee's 2 percent 

objective.  How confident are you that your business's 
pricing power will improve?

Very Confident Somewhat Confident Not confident
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Please describe your Q4 sales activity.
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What is your outlook for the rate of growth in your 
business over the next three to six months compared to 

current rates?

Much Higher Higher About The Same Lower Much Lower
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What is your medium-term outlook (over the next two 
to three years) for the rate of growth in your business 

compared to current rates?

Much Higher Higher About The Same Lower Much Lower
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Executive Summary  
 
Opening commentary made reference to Governor Rick Scott’s recent attendance and participation at the Broward 
Workshop, where he noted that the economy in the State of Florida experienced a very strong 2016.  While Florida 
relies heavily on tourism and construction, our region also focuses on healthcare, financial services, and retail.  
Technology, aerospace and aviation, manufacturing, and life sciences were all mentioned as growing areas going 
forward.  Given Broward’s location, with great international accessibility, another focal area can be global logistics, 
with emphasis on Port Everglades and our international airport.  All of these sectors have an enormous impact on 
our economy.  
 
Florida has an unemployment rate lower that the nation as a whole, resulting from the tremendous activity and 
dynamism in our business community. With 800 new residents moving to Florida each day, we have an obligation 
to capitalize on that population growth. 
 
Council members were asked to discuss the current state of their respective market segments and provide their 

individual prognosis for 1Q and their outlook on 2016, particularly in the wake of the increase in the Fed’s 
interest rate target, which occurred since the last CEA meeting. 
 

CHAMBER of COMMERCE 

This past year was perhaps the best year ever at the Fort Lauderdale Chamber.  Broward County and all of South Florida 

saw strong growth, and this region serves as a major economic driver for the state.  
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The Fort Lauderdale International Airport is doing well and will be going through some leadership changes on the 

executive level, as will the Convention and Visitors Bureau and the South Broward Hospital District.  National searches 

are underway to fill those important executive leadership positions, and the resulting choices may alter the fabric of our 

robust business and community cultures as these positions are filled in the near future.  The Chamber is looking forward 

to and foresees an even better 2016. 

WORKFORCE and MILLENIAL INFLUENCE 

The younger people graduating and entering the labor force and working their way further into the labor force have 

created an interesting need to acknowledge a potential clash of workforce cultures, between the millennials and those 

who have been working for many years.   While this has been and is expected to be a major trend in next 20 years, 

addressing the issues are important.  Millennials want to live life to the fullest in and outside their work and family, 

reflective of an emerging workforce that has a clear division between themselves and those before them.  From a 

leadership standpoint, it will be interesting to see how they work together.   

For millennials, their careers are all about work/life balance.  Many of them care if companies have strong social and 

corporate responsibility and a community service mantra.  Gen X and Y appear more focused on their careers, working 

hard, moving up, and assuming leadership roles, while millennials are more about compensation and work/life balance.  

Retention becomes an issue, since work and jobs are viewed more as a stepping stone rather than a permanent life 

choice.  Annual salary increases were historically in the 2-5% range, but now companies are facing increases in salaries 

much more - even 15-20% - to capture top millennial talent, especially with a global labor pool and mobile work 

environments.   As labor markets accelerate expansion, preparedness for the cultural difference of millennial thinking is 

crucial for our future success, as work from home, flexible hours and big bumps in salary can clash with the entrenched 

workforce priorities from prior generations.  

Moderating factors on the outlook on hiring and salary increases include the effects of salary compression or even 

inversion, with newer hires commanding salaries in excess of existing productive workers in some industries.  Some 

businesses are also noting increasing uncertainty once again, which has given way to caution with regard to expansion.  

Contributing factors include an unsettled world economy (including China and their impact on everyone else) and the 

uncertain political landscape this year with our upcoming Presidential election.  

HOSPITALITY 

2015 was a banner year for Broward County for visitation and tourism.  We are beginning to see some softness in 

January in terms of transient/leisure visitation.  When speaking with hoteliers, factors including better-than-normal 

weather in the northeast, along with security issues affecting travel, are contributing to softer occupancy in January.  

The weight of the devalued Canadian dollar has impacted visitation, and has not had enough time to become 
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normalized, needing a 6-9 month grace period for people to accept.  The same is true for the Euro, where the decline in 

value may lower visitation to our area. 

While the fourth quarter showed strong numbers, much was attributable to the strength of the International Boat Show.  

There was higher occupancy but flat room rates, and now for the first time since 2009, we are looking at a possible 

downturn in occupancy, where the trend for major increases in RevPAR and other economic indicators for hospitality 

has now stabilized.   

Reservations for hotels in Broward appear down slightly for the transient/leisure segments.  The prognosis is that 

occupancy will remain roughly stable from 2015 to 2016.  Companies are still conservative about putting on mega-

events.  Instead, we are continuing to welcome more regional versus national meetings.  The emerging growth market is 

incentive markets, rewards programs together with their companies. 

Our region has tremendous development with new capacity coming to completion, including 1200 room nights added to 

the luxury portfolio, which could contribute to softer occupancy rates. Fort Lauderdale has 800 new room nights 

constructed and expansion of the Convention Center will be from 700-1200 room nights.  The infrastructure and 

transportation capacity needs to be there to ensure visitors have a great experience from the airport/highways to their 

destinations. 

The question was asked if there was more downward pressure on room rates.  Some segments are experiencing 

pressure to reduce room rates due to softening demand.  Broward continues to be roughly 20-25% below Miami Beach’s 

room rates for luxury properties, which keeps Broward County competitive.  We will watch the convention hotel 

expansion, the cost, and how will it impact existing hotels.   In looking at the supply of hotel rooms, the window of hotel 

financing is very small, and with no less than half-dozen proposed in downtown Ft. Lauderdale, not including select 

service scattered around the county, there may be 3-4 deals which will add 1000+ rooms.  Added supply is thus expected 

to change occupancy stats. 

BUILDING and CONSTRUCTION 

Building and construction are sensitive to interest rates and the Federal Reserve policy.  We have been on an upward 

and strong building trend for a number of years, and when the industry benefits from such a robust pace, it is just a 

matter of time, with the business cycle, that we begin to see a change.  We are bullish about the apartment market 

nationally and regionally, but while vacancy rates are below 4-5% now, a lot of supply has been or will soon be added.  

Some markets with additional supply are already starting to soften with lower projected lease rates, which is good for 

renters.  There is a backlog of contracts, which are as big as ever, but we wonder about the slowing condo market in 

Miami and with the apartment supply coming online in the next year, 2017 might be affected from the 

construction/development standpoint.  While still not cheap, some of the rates projected for financing are not achieved, 
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which reinforces and guides us to focus on the most high profile locations. When markets soften, we look to solid 

performers and long term leases, such as office construction. 

Demand for office is strong, although technology changes the office market significantly, in terms of upgrades, virtual 

work places, and less space requirements.  Retail continues to do well, but the dilemma of our South Florida market is 

construction and land costs are greater than rents received, worsened by stricter government regulation and mandates.  

The government was ebbing with regulations and mandates for some years, but is increasingly becoming more 

aggressive with regulations and exactions, including the costs related to rezoning, mandates to help workers with 

affordable housing, and too much time to rezone for projects.  Bad policy stops construction and development of 

centers for lower-wage workers, the unintended consequence of trying to ensure jobs are growing and housing is 

affordable. 

There is continual pressure to increase wages in construction, and it is extremely competitive to attract people.  Internal 

and external equity is an issue and there is a need to evaluate how hard a company can stretch to keep someone, even if 

the worker receives 30% more, but is let go once the job is completed. 

Construction is now more about remodeling than new for residential development, and even though there is a lot of 

work and backlog of contracts, for the first time in a few years, we are cautiously optimistic, treading lightly with new 

hires.  We have done much for retention and raises, but with heavy regulations and building permits, the cost to 

produce a job and do business is more difficult.  These costs become the consumer’s to compensate, which has led to 

the biggest challenge we face - competing with unlicensed contractors.   

Codes are harder and tougher to comply so unlicensed contractors are increasing.  Even though homeowners’ lost 

deposits and jobs completed without permits have brought business, it is still costly to complete a project.  We are 

cautious with new construction, as we are not seeing as many “snow birds”.   

Business was stronger this time last year, but continues to grow as people stay in their homes longer and do larger 

remodeling projects.  We have seen some of the biggest projects in 34 years, but the per-square-foot cost is much 

higher, with increases in every area of business.  The cost of materials are higher, using higher-quality materials to 

mitigate service calls.  We are seeing 5-10% increases from manufacturers for all commodities. 

Construction of new buildings has overall increased from 1-2% a month in construction costs for labor and material.  

Concrete and steel is not down, which is interesting because some condo projects have been shelved for 2016. 

MARKETING 

Echoing the uncertainty, we are seeing a lot of businesses asking for proposals for strategic marketing, but not signing 

and making the commitment when they see the cost.  Staffing marketing and advertising companies requires senior 

level strategic thinkers, the core people that drive and deliver.  We outsource others, relying on pay based on AGI from 
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clients they control.  Marketing business is becoming more and more difficult in the digital environment, where the work 

is much harder for less compensation.  One of the most common discussions is “on demand marketing”, the day-to-day 

tracking, measuring and managing clients’ marketing plans.  

RETAIL AND MANUFACTURING  

Expansion nationally continues for retail chains, but the requirements for remodeling in some markets are too much to 

continue.  Prices in general are increasing for a standard 900-1200 SF retail space, with prime spots at double the cost.  

Mediocre space is readily available, and retail sales are in double digit growth.  We are seeing salary increases while it 

continues to be more difficult to do business and deliver within timeframe.  There is now a minimum 6-9 months in the 

planning stage to expand retail, so if not completed by March, new stores will not open before the end of 2016. 

The increases to attract and retain retail workers is 3-10%, including base and incentives.  Millenials want to receive 

their compensation now, not at the end of year.  Wage and retention pressure is strong, with competition rising.  The 

managerial positions have the highest wages we have seen and we are attempting to trade off dollar increases with 

benefits and incentives. 

The fastest growing retail sector is the outlets/overruns who secured contracts with first-run manufacturers when big 

box could not afford it in 2007-08.  A surge of customers continues in this segment, increasing sales in hardware and raw 

materials.  High-end retailers are dropping inventory, but secondary retailers are increasing, just as we saw in 2007-08.  

Now with the market surging, the talent hired at a good price is demanding higher salaries, and the market is right for 

these kinds of employees.   South Florida’s cost of living is higher than the national average and most millenials we hire 

want to work from home. 

The US market for high tech has been growing and the wage pressure is also present.  South Florida is a tough market 

for the high tech industry. Incentives for Florida are good, but compared to other states, they could be stronger.  South 

Florida is the ideal location for access to a growing South American market.  The average median income for high level 

workers is nearing $90K, with costs increasing for incentives and relocation packages. 

75% of the employee base is local and manufacturing is seeing 30-40% increases in salary, reflecting the higher cost of 

living here compared to other states.  Because the education side of high tech is changing so fast, the younger workforce 

with current expertise is making more money starting out than the tenured workforce of 25 years. 

Cloud-based developers and architects will average over $175K per year.  Software and buildouts for retail and hospitals 

are adjusted on a monthly basis because wages are increasing to a rate higher than in the contracts. 

Working for a machinery sales tax exemption is important for the manufacturing sector to grow, since Florida is perhaps 

the only state in the US with a sales tax of 6% when investing in a company.  Adding $100 million to a facility and adding 

more $90K jobs would be wonderful, but the 6% tax on top of $100m is a disincentive to invest. 
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Balance is more important for manufacturing to attract the highest paying jobs.  We are seeing roughly a 30% increase in 

pay across the board, especially with our higher cost of living and finding quality talent, which may require relocating 

people from out of state. 

Manufacturing had its best year ever in 2016 in terms of profits, as commodities continue to stay down 30-40% of where 

they were a year ago.  Steel prices are down, and educated buyers are pressing for pricing reductions.  We are beginning 

to see higher pressure on pricing as China’s manufacturing is down and a lot of manufacturing has returned to the US.  

As China devalued its currency, there is pressure to reduce pricing and because of technology, equipment replacements 

are necessary, but expensive.  A temporary tax exemption to save the 6% would help keep material costs stable, even 

decrease, along with continued reduction in oil and gas prices.  Regulatory compliance costs continue to hurt economic 

growth.  Customers have learned to keep their inventory to a minimum, which we do not foresee changing this year. 

Manufacturing is a group with higher skilled employees, unlike some parts of the service sector with lower paid 

employees, so we are seeing upward wage pressure.  Projections of wage pressure are going up, but not at the level 

expected given our 5% unemployment rate. 

For some, healthcare costs are up over 20%.  This is important to the manufacturing workforce, but less so for the high 

tech side.  Regardless, our companies still must find ways to absorb this enormous cost.   

REAL ESTATE 

Since 2012, South Florida has seen housing prices rise, but by the end of 4Q2015, we appear to be witnessing a plateau, 

where deals with local and international buyers and relocations exhibited a slower buying pace.  The residential luxury 

home sector has more residents remaining in their homes.  Major building projects in multi-family are well underway, 

adding to future capacity in some areas, and price increases seem to be softening. Inventory with flips appears up, while 

other markets are down or lower than in recent years.  A “waiting game” appears to be emerging among buyers who are 

now renting, believing prices will drop.  Millenials are also renting, and they appear to be less willing to establish housing 

roots as they are a more transient, mobile generation.   A major part of the South Florida economy is residential real 

estate and a push for a more building-friendly permitting and regulatory environment would have a positive impact on 

re-modeling efforts and new construction, as well as housing affordability in general.  The demand from international 

buyers overall, specifically seen in Canadians, Brazilians and other South Americans, appears to be slowing because of 

the dollar’s strength, which is increasingly impacting international buyers over the last few months. 

The interest rate increase has lengthened average closings from 30 to 60-days. 

HEALTHCARE 

Healthcare costs across the industry appear to be rising fast, in some cases as much as 20-25%.   For members of the 

healthcare industry, technology is a significant part of the reimbursement model.  Insurance companies are driving 
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doctors from small practices into larger groups because the reimbursements are 2-3 times more.  There is a 22% 

increase in reimbursement for service providers, but more efficiencies are not gained, just mandates for providing 

insurance and/or buying insurance.  

Benefits are a major issue for companies because 22 million are newly insured.  There are also real price increases from 

non-FDA approved drugs, which have increased 27-30%.  This has driven the cost of non-covered healthcare to 

employees who are seeing it across all industries 

Widespread use of electronic medical records holds the promise of increased efficiency, but they are sometimes 

negatively impacting doctors who may spend 20-30 minutes inputting data from patient encounters.  Big data was 

supposed to garner cost savings, but has sometimes created more work.  Innovation to streamline electronic medical 

recording is a positive result of this mandate. 

LEGAL 

There is increasing pressure to find efficiencies in producing legal services, sometimes by relocating back-office work to 

lower cost areas.  Millenials are seeking more out of their lives and are leaving the legal profession to pursue other 

careers.  We continue to see staffing legal secretaries 10:1, lawyers to secretary.  While we don’t see many firings, there 

is less hiring and more reassignment.  A good legal assistant with benefits is earning $80-90K. 

There is an increase in alternate fee arrangements.  Law school graduates in many cases are now having a harder time 

finding jobs in the legal profession.  Demand for law school graduates has declined in the downturn and has not 

rebounded. 

Legal paperwork for transactions in business is in many cases becoming more complex; the regulatory field lengthens 

time between deals. 

FINANCIAL SERVICES 

The prognosis for 2016 is flattening demand for financial services.  The opening of 2016 with variability in international 

markets, combined with swings in the financial markets throughout last year, has people more leery of uncertainty and 

perceived instability.  For many, while there were ups and downs in 2015, there was less than a 10% difference over the 

course of the year, with no great increase or loss to many people’s investments.  “Stay the course” is the mantra, and 

more people are working longer for financial security.  Uncertainty about the markets for the coming year is back, not as 

bad as a few years ago, but it’s there. 

Raising rates by the Federal Reserve has not appeared to have any major impact on the financial markets, as this was 

widely expected.  

SUMMARY and CONCLUSION 
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Members of the Council conclude that economic drivers continue to exhibit primarily positive factors across almost 

all industries, but for the first time in recent years, concerns about continued positive growth rates are beginning 

to emerge.  Factors including rising wage pressures, millennial expectations and cultural differences, cost of living 

and an increasingly burdensome regulatory environment are beginning to weigh on opportunities to reach our full 

economic growth potential.  The coming election year also adds some political uncertainty to the outlook. 

Of particular interest is the effect of the increase in the Fed’s interest rate target since the last CEA meeting; this 

increase seems to have had little, if any, effect on the experience or outlook of CEA members. 

With tourism still a major economic driver in South Florida, softening occupancies and subsequent reduction in 

room rates to compensate for decreased demand has created an air of cautious optimism for 1Q2016 and into the 

spring.  The prognosis for 2016 overall is still positive, but some signs that growth rates may be slowing are 

beginning to emerge.  In spite of healthcare costs, limited labor pools, concern about the stronger dollar reducing 

visitors from abroad, pressure for salary increases, rising material costs in some industries, and rising costs from 

regulations, South Florida businesses continue to show strong profitability and offer good jobs, with wage increases 

and an excellent quality of life for employees.   

Overall, confidence in economic growth remains relatively strong, but with the above highlighted factors, we add 

caution to temper our optimistic outlook. The Council of Economic Advisors has accurately predicted the progress 

of South Florida for the past three years and continues to trust these forecasts. 


