
Walworth County resorts struggle
to find workers amid the busy
season
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XAVIER WARD
Sunday, July 2, 2017

If you're sitting dockside
drinking mimosas on
Geneva Lake, the person
who buses your table when
you’re finished might be
the manager.

A shortage of workers is
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ANTHONY WAHL
Skipper Rob Eckert and crew members Allie
and Kay Rusher lean back to counter the
boat's angle as they compete in a C-Scow
race during the 2015 Inland Lake Yachting
Association's Annual Championship Regatta
at the Buddy Melges Sailing Center in
Fontana. Walworth County businesses are
having a hard time finding enough workers to
serve tourists during the busy season.
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 Lake Geneva bed
and breakfast owner
says Airbnb room tax
would 'level playing
field'  Sunday, July 2,
2017Sunday, July 2, 2017

causing some summer hot
spots to take extraordinary
measures during the
summer tourist crush, said
Becky Connolly, marketing
manager at Lake Lawn
Resort in Delavan.

Most resorts have a
shortage, but restaurants and resort kitchens is
where you’ll find the biggest need.

“Anywhere in the culinary department is where
we are really struggling to find (employees),”
she said.

Cooks, dishwashers, preparation and bakery are all hurting at Lake
Lawn, Connolly said.

“We have directors that are preparing meals for guests instead of
doing their director job,” she said.

Lake Lawn recently hired a recruiter to find more workers,
Connolly said.

Marci Barr, business solutions manager at the Walworth County
Job Center, said resorts across the county have worker shortages.
By the time they can fill openings, the busy season might be over.

“The last few years have been extremely challenging," Barr said.

According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, the
unemployment rate is down to 3.6 percent in Walworth County,
and that can make finding workers difficult for area resorts or
restaurants, Barr said.

Barr is setting up a hospitality and retail recruitment week in
August, when many businesses lose college and high school
students returning to school.

Luckily for job seekers, there are openings in nearly every
department in hospitality, Barr said.

Walworth County ranks sixth in the state for visitor spending,
grossing $528.9 million in 2016, according to a tourism economic
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impact report from the Wisconsin Department of Tourism.

Additionally, the tourism industry provides nearly 7,000 jobs in
the county, according to the report.

From 2015 to 2016, visitor spending grew by 3.8 percent, and total
labor income grew by 5.7 percent, according to the report.

But tourism employment grew only 1.03 percent, according to the
report.

The lack of available employees has been an issue for the past few
summers, and the lack of public transportation in the county
worsens the problem, said Kathy Seeburg, executive director of the
Walworth County Visitors Bureau.

The county's population of just over 100,000 is fairly spread out,
making it difficult for people who don’t have access to vehicles to
get to jobs in somewhere such as Lake Geneva if they don’t live in
the community, Seeburg said.

“It seems wherever I go there’s a 'help wanted' sign in the window,”
Seeburg said.

The county has discussed creating public transportation, but it
would be a huge financial commitment, Seeburg said.

“I still think that we’re blessed. As tourism grows and we need
more workers to support the growth, I think the businesses are
going to have to start getting creative,” she said.

Some businesses have found ways to make it work.

Grand Geneva Director of Human Resources Mary Sue Gallagher
said that although Grand Geneva has had issues finding employees
in the past, it has generally remedied its issues.

“We put a timeline in place of how we were going to advertise and
when we were going to advertise,” Gallagher said.

They’ve set up job fairs, advertised for prospective employees
online and planned ahead. There’s really no one secret to how they
have found enough workers, Gallagher said.

“We do utilize the J-1 work and travel program to a small degree,”
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she said.

The J-1 travel visa is a federally sponsored program that allows
foreigners to work and study in the U.S., but fewer than 2 percent
of Grand Geneva’s employees are in the J-1 program, she said.

Grand Geneva also offers tuition reimbursement programs for
workers who want to study hospitality, she said.

Grand Geneva is in a slightly different position than many other
area resorts. It has a ski hill and can offer more year-round work,
Gallagher said.
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