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to jh, me, Deborah, David, Kate, Ken, Gwen, Kameron, Thomas, Kelly, Elle, Christian 

 
 

 I was looking forward to the meeting on Friday, but I am unable to attend on Monday, so I'm sharing my 
thoughts in this email for your consideration in your Monday discussion. 
  

1.       The information collected via the roundtable discussions and the survey should be used 
“directionally” only – i.e. if there is clear triangulation across these sources on a small number 
of topics.  Here’s why: 

a.       Attendance at the discussions was inconsistent and somewhat sparse (for some 
meetings) – for example, there were 7 attendees at the first afternoon session and 9 at 
the evening session.  Those numbers are too small to be considered “representative” of 
the feelings of the community. 
b.       The tables/groups in the roundtable discussions were not set up to be equal in their 
representation of various constituencies or POVs.  Some of the tables from the Nov 14 
sessions were heavily weighted toward the B&B / Inn industry, which means their 
opinions will lean in one direction compared to other tables.  For this reason, counting 
the number of tables that said one thing vs. another does not make sense. 
c.       At the Jan 20 session I attended, the questions posed to the audience were very 
biased against STRs (and Jim mentioned in one of his emails that this occurred in a 
previous session as well).  By having a biased discussion with attendees, the “results” 
from these meetings (e.g. those “vote” counts) will be biased and should not be 
considered anything but directional. 
d.       As I mentioned back in Dec, the survey was VERY BIASED against STRs, so results 
should be considered as higher-than-they-should be against STRs (more about that 
later). 

  
2.       That said . . . there are definitely a few topics that seem to consistently rise to the top, if 
we consider all those sources as directional: 

a.       “Fairness” for how STRs are regulated – but this needs to be defined clearly.  From 
the lodging industry perspective, there’s a frequent comment of a “level playing field” – 
which seems to imply exactly the same rules for STRs as for B&Bs or Inns; on the other 
hand, many other attendees and survey respondents specifically talk about how hosts of 
STRs do differ from B&Bs and should have different regulations.  The Commonwealth of 
MA has something to say about this (e.g. the definition of a B&B), but the committee 
will have to get comfortable with how to differentiate between STRs and other lodging 
entities. 

On this topic:  The 2 big areas of discussion - Occupancy taxes (which are being dealt 
with by the State of MA) and safety concerns - are out of the purview of the Planning 
Board.  Discussion of these topics should be discontinued, as they are irrelevant to the 
committee’s responsibilities.  Moreover, in the meeting I attended, residents who 
currently are STR hosts supported these ideas, so they are not controversial and do not 
warrant continued discussion. 



b.       Protecting neighborhood “character” – this is extremely ambiguous but came 
across most specifically as “discouraging investors” from buying up houses and using 
them for STRs.  The issue is, there is NO data about this at all – how often has this 
happened in Lenox to-date, and why do we expect this to be a big issue moving 
forward?  More importantly . . . how would we design by-laws to address this in a 
constructive way that is not discriminatory? 
 
c.       STRs bring value to Lenox – this came across from multiple groups in the 
roundtables and through the survey, e.g. “STRs do add to the tourism base of the 
community”, “people discover Lenox” through STRs, etc. 

  
3.       Some additional observations / reactions to the info packet 

a.       I agree with points made by others about a lack of DATA – where is the data to help 
guide the committee in its decision making?  Data that can be provided to town 
residents to substantiate the reasoning behind the recommendations the committee 
will be making?  Right now, there seems to be very little actual and reliable data here – 
even the count of the number of “listings” is unreliable, and a simple count of listings 
doesn’t tell us as a town to do one thing vs. another. 
 

b.      It appears that there has been no information collected from constituents other 
than residents - have we asked how STRs impact restaurants and retail establishments 
in town?  Has the Chamber of Commerce or anyone else tried to gather input from town 
businesses?  The 10+ businesses to whom I talked all believed that STRs benefit their 
businesses by bringing in incremental tourists, but they were SCARED to publicly declare 
this and risk the wrath of the town B&B’s and Inns (or town officials) – I was told this 
directly by a few. 

Overall, there is little data and a LOT of fear-mongering in the comments presented in this packet – 
including the hysteria-inducing PowerPoint from Jack North / The Bed & Breakfast Assn in Virginia and 
other highly inflammatory commentary from town lodging professionals.  Obviously, the committee 
needs to listen to all viewpoints, but I believe the committee also needs to decide to IGNORE – or even 
challenge - unfounded comments that have no basis in fact.  For example: 

•         Scott Shortt shared a situation in which he lost a “whole mansion booking” to a “large 
AirBnB property” due to the competing location not having the 11.7% room tax.  If a large party 
chose an AirBnB property over the Kemble Inn, it also means they decided they did not need 
housekeeping, an on-premise bar or restaurant (and, in fact, they may have preferred the idea 
of having a full kitchen to use themselves), or any other on-site management / services.  There 
are big differences in the experience, so complaining that the reason these visitors chose an 
AirBnB rental is due to the 11.7% room tax is unfounded, unless he was told that was the 
exclusive reason for him losing the booking (which he did not state). 

•         The comment from Kam Spaulding that restaurant tax revenue was higher in 2016 than 
hotel tax revenues for the first time has no context:  Why is this a negative?  What is the annual 
trend of rooms in Lenox over the past 5-10 years – is the room count increasing or decreasing 
each year?  What about the trends of restaurants / seating in Lenox, how has that 
trended?  Maybe more tourists are eating out in Lenox than in surrounding 
communities?  Maybe food prices have increased faster than room prices?  There’s not enough 



information provided surrounding Kam’s comment for it to actually mean anything, though he 
stated it as if it were a negative thing for the town. 

•         The comment one (or two?) people made in the sessions that “there are plenty of rooms 
available”, including one person stating this because his B&B “only has 28% occupancy” – what’s 
the basis for this?  Where is the Lenox occupancy trend data – room change year-over-year 
against occupancy rates?  Perhaps this gentleman’s B&B has low occupancy because his prices 
are too high, or his online ratings aren’t strong, or the amenities provided aren’t competitive . . . 
his own personal experience is not a sufficient data point to be TRUE broadly across the 
town.  Is there data showing that AirBnB rental listings and/or room nights have grown over 
the years, while hospitality occupancy rates have declined? 

•         Some comments by attendees – e.g. one mentioned being “concerned about single family 
homeowners renting out to transients” and another expressed concerns about neighborhood 
disruption because “in Lee – one unit [had]14 cars parked outside” are not only HEARSAY but 
also unfounded and irrelevant.  If the Planning Board wants to address these kinds of concerns, 
the town should enact a noise ordinance or a similar regulation.  And, by the way, I have been 
told that there have been no reports to the police about short-term renters disturbing the peace 
in town. 

Finally, even though the survey was biased AGAINST STRs, 61% of all respondents said they “have no 
concerns with [STRs] happening in their neighborhood” (Question 2), when you add the first and fourth 
options that both make this statement (and this is true for ALL 4 “groups” – including 60% of full-time 
residents and 67% of part-time residents).  Given that the survey had a negative bias, the likely support 
for STRs is higher than that. 

  

Thanks for listening! 

 


