
 
 

May 11, 2020 
 

The Honorable Ralph S. Northam 
Office of the Governor 
Patrick Henry Building 
1111 East Broad Street 
Richmond, VA 23219 
 
Dear Governor Northam: 
 
On behalf of the Virginia Restaurant, Lodging & Travel Association, we want to impart that our industry is 
troubled by your announcement last week to limit Phase One of reopening to merely outdoor dining for food 
service establishments. This approach seems to run counter to your intent which is avoid “picking winners and 
losers.” Virginia restaurants who do not currently offer outdoor dining are certainly the “losers” in the first 
phase of reopening. 
 
VRLTA worked with your administration to create statewide guidelines that focus on social distancing, safety, 
and cleanliness, and were surprised that the first phase of reopening was limited solely to outdoor seating. We 
encourage you to allow restaurants to have the option to offer indoor dining with physical distancing.  
 
Furthermore, we were perplexed that you did not allow beaches to open as other nearby states--including 
Maryland and North Carolina--are doing. We implore you to allow beaches to reopen in Phase One. Jurisdictions 
like the City of Virginia Beach has outlined a process that helps protect public health.  
 
We have concerns that big box stores have been able to continue to remain open and operate very safely; 
however, restaurants—which are predominately small businesses—have seen greater restrictions than many big 
businesses. We ask that you show us how restaurants are less safe than these other businesses including “non-
essential retail” which is allowed to open at 50% capacity. As you may know, many restaurants chose to 
voluntarily close early in this crisis out of an abundance of caution and to protect the public and their 
employees. While we don’t think that restaurants should be forced to open, we do believe they should have the 
option to do so.  
 
You may think that federal assistance has brought relief to hospitality and tourism businesses, but this couldn’t 
be further from the truth. Unfortunately, many restaurants, hotels, attractions, and campgrounds are having 
challenges obtaining federal relief from programs that are rigid and difficult to utilize. This is creating significant 
hardship for these small businesses and their staff who have few other options at this point to assist them. As 
the ability to reopen has been delayed this is now a crisis and there is need for immediate help to survive.  
 
We understand that a grant fund was created that would tax Games of Skill and appropriate the revenue to 
create a COVID-19 grant relief fund; however, this relief program would not be available to impacted businesses 
until July 1st at the earliest. This is far too late to help hospitality and tourism businesses many of which rely on 
a strong travel season during the summer months.  
 
In the interest of bolstering Virginia's hospitality and tourism industry, we call on you to immediately create a 
COVID-19 relief grant fund until these businesses can fully reopen. You should utilize the federal funding Virginia 
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has received to finance this grant fund. This relief is needed to help shore up these businesses until they can 
fully reopen, and it is needed now as meaningful reopening is delayed.  
 
Until you determine it’s safe to fully reopen, it’s critical that Virginia’s hospitality and tourism industry—the 
second largest in Virginia in terms of GDP, and sixth largest employer—has appropriate economic support from 
the Commonwealth. We urge you follow the path of twelve other states that have used federal relief funding to 
assist businesses, allow restaurants to offer limited indoor dining in Phase One, and allow beaches to reopen 
beyond current limitations. 
 
Sincerely, 
       

      
Eric Terry       
President       
Virginia Restaurant, Lodging & Travel Association  
 
cc: Clark Mercer, Chief of Staff to Governor Ralph S. Northam 
 The Honorable Aubrey L. Layne Jr., Secretary of Finance 
 The Honorable R. Brian Ball, Secretary of Commerce and Trade 

The Honorable Cassidy Rasnick, Deputy Secretary of Commerce and Trade for Rural Economic 
Development 

 
 


