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The Speakers Assembly of Southwest Flor-
ida is accepting membership applications for 
the 2008-2009 season.   The Assembly, now in 
its 13th year, brings political leaders, industry 
experts, leading economists, journalists, and 
educational scholars to Southwest Florida to 
enlighten and empower its members on cur-
rent events.  The group meets generally on 
Fridays from November to March at the Hyatt 
Regency Coconut Point in Bonita Springs.

“Traditionally, 95 percent of our mem-
bers renew their membership from year 
to year, but we anticipate a few openings,” 
says Ross Roberts, current president of the 
Assembly. Membership is limited to 500 and 
a wait list is maintained and reviewed on a 
first received basis.   

The lineup for speakers this year is strong 
and includes: David Broder, political corre-

spondent for The Washington Post; Dr. Mark 
Rosenberg, chancellor, State University Sys-
tem of Florida; Roy C. Smith, professor of 
entrepreneurship and finance, Stern School 
of Business, John Rother, policy and strategy 
director, AARP; Michael Tobin, Senior War 
correspondent, Fox News; David Owen, staff 
writer and author, The New Yorker and con-
tributing editor, Golf Digest; Maj. General 
Paul Vallely (Ret.), consultant, media analyst 
and host of “Stand Up America”; and Karen 
DeYoung, associate editor of The Washington 
Post and author of “Soldier: The Life of Colin 
Powell”.

Anyone interested in receiving a member-
ship application should contact The Speakers 
Assembly Office at (239) 948-7909.  Informa-
tion and an application are also available at: 
www.speakersassembly.com ■
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around 6 p.m. nearby at The Cigar Bar, 
where happy hours lasts until 7 p.m. “I 
love my regulars,” Ms. Bifano said.

Another day, another dollar beer
The next day, Thursday, the economic 

news was grim again. And the scene at 
Hide-A-Way was the same — only busier. 
A full bar had spilled over onto the tables 
inside and to the sidewalk outside.

“Working people stop here this time of 
night and I enjoy seeing them,” said Joe 
O’Shea, a retired union officer who repre-
sented long-distance bus drivers. Now 70, 
Mr. O’Shea has been coming downtown 
for 15 years. “I started at the French Con-
nection,” he said before sharing his words 
of wisdom about drinking: “I’ll miss work 
because I drank too much, but I’ll never 
miss drinking because I work too much.” 
He was joking, but the saying has a ring 
of truth to it.

Tori Woodall, who makes deliveries for 
Wise Guys Subs & Stuff, added, “I think 
alcohol is the last thing to go out of your 
budget. You might skip lunch, but not 
your beers.”

Some beer drinkers, however, might 
buy a less-expensive brand at the bar 

or simply pick up a six-pack on the way 
home instead.

At bars and stores this August, the 
average person purchased $6.19 worth of 
alcoholic beverages per visit. That was 
up from $3.68 in August 2007, according 
to the Lee County Visitor & Conven-
tion Bureau. That’s only enough for a 
cheap six-pack or maybe three happy 
hour drafts with tip, depending on where 
you go.

“The economy has an effect on beer 
sales,” said Chris Bina, vice president of 
off-premise sales for Suncoast Beverage 
in Fort Myers. “We feel the pinch from 
the economy as well. What’s going on, 
there has been some trade down, where 
people trade down from Corona to Bud 
or Bud Light.

 “Also, there’s an increase in draft sales, 
because draft in the bars is cheaper than 
packaged beer. They’ve suffered as far as 
bottle beer sales, but increased as far as 
draft beer sales.”

Hide-A-Way owner Mr. Baker has seen 
a similar effect on liquor sales. “We’re 
selling about 50 percent liquor to beer,” 
he said. “But our domestic beers outsell 
premium beers quite substantially. Same 
with our liquor. Our call or well liquors 
outsell the premiums.”

He’s also noticed another trend: more 
credit card sales.

“I think it’s showing me that my cus-
tomers don’t have as much spendable 

cash right now,” Mr. Baker said. “We used 
to be only about 30 percent credit card. 
Now we’re closer to 70 percent.”

At Spirits of Bacchus downtown, man-
ager and bartender Ben Dopp said cus-
tomers who once drank $8 glasses of 
wine “are looking for cheaper stuff.” And 
as for his own off-work tendencies, he 
added, “I pretty much stick to beer or 
whatever’s cheap.”

Even though the economy is still bad, 
the good news is gas prices are almost 
$1.50 lower per gallon than they were 
a few months ago. And draft beer in a 
frosty glass at most happy hours down-
town is only $1 or $2. At least by that 
math, if your tank holds 10 gallons, you 
can treat yourself to a couple of beers 
every time you fill up and still come out 
ahead. ■
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