MINUTES

State Parks, Recreation & Travel Commission

Lake Dardanelle State Park

 Russellville, Arkansas

July 17, 2008

Commissioners Present:

Steve Arrison



Ness Sechrest

Jim Gaston



Debbie Haak

Danny Ford



Billy Lindsey

Mike Mills



Darin Gray

Jim Shamburger


Bill Barnes

Jay Bunyard



Bob Knight

Wade Williams
Commissioners Absent:
Montine McNulty
Department Staff Present:

Richard W. Davies, Executive Director

Cynthia Dunlap, Director of Administration

Gloria Robins, Executive Assistant

Greg Butts, Director, Arkansas State Parks

Renee Robison, Administrative Assistant

Joe David Rice, Tourism Director

Nancy Clark, Assistant Tourism Director

Joanne Hinson, Research & Information Services Manager

Mac Balkman, Operations Manager

Stan Graves, Planning & Development Manager

Joseph Jacobs, Marketing & Revenue Manager

Jon Brown, Region I Supervisor

Jim Cannon, Region IV Supervisor

Tony Perrin, Region II Supervisor

Andy Thomas, Superintendent, Lake Dardanelle State Park

Jill Rohrback, Travel Writer, NW Arkansas

Mike Hall, Superintendent, Mount Nebo State Park

Sarah Keating, Assistant Superintendent, Lake Dardanelle State Park

Ralph Donnangelo, Chief Ranger
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Guests

Dennis Tracy, Little Rock Convention & Visitors Bureau

Jean Reehm, Russellville

Jane Malton, Little Rock Convention & Visitors Bureau

Ron Knost, TriPeaks River Valley Tourism Association
Claude Legris, Fort Smith Convention & Visitors Bureau

John Cadle, Russellville
William Cox, Russellville

Kathy Holt, Governor’s Office
Kelly Linck, Ozark Mountain Region Tourism Association



Joel Epperson, Corps of Engineers

Brenda Ringhardt and Gene Ringhardt, The Ritz, Inc.
Bob Hiegle, The Ritz, Inc. and Bob Hiegel, Architect

Anna Stiritz, Russellville

Gabriel Stiritz, Russellville

Adam Frances, Russellville Courier

Jeff Pipkin, Russellville Chamber of Commerce
CJRW






Aristotle

Wayne Woods





Jonathan Eudy

Shelby Woods

Karen Mullikin

Amy Frazier
Roll Call

Chairman Steve Arrison called the meeting to order at 8:30 a.m.  Thursday, July 17, 2008.  Gloria Robins called the roll.

Approval of Agenda

Billy Lindsey moved to approve the agenda as presented.  Debbie Haak seconded the motion and the motion carried.

Presentation of Minutes from Previous Meeting


Ness Sechrest moved to approve the Minutes for the June 2008 meeting.  Jim Shamburger seconded the motion and the motion carried.
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Financial Report


Cynthia Dunlap presented the financial report for the FY2008 period ended June 30, 2008. Fiscal year-to-date expenditures were: Parks Division, $71,878,768; Tourism Division, $15,149,159; Keep Arkansas Beautiful, $608,383; Administration Division, $2,793.044; and History Commission, $1,733,316.  Expenditures for the Department totaled $92,200,255, which included construction and grants.   FY2008 operating revenue for the Parks Division totaled $22,626,177, an increase of 3% over the same period in FY2007.  


Ness Sechrest moved to approve the Financial Report as presented.  Bob Knight seconded the motion and the motion carried.
Executive Director’s Report
Flood Damage Recovery


Richard Davies reported the state has been inundated with a series of tornadoes and extensive flooding that has yet to recede in many places. Sixty-two of Arkansas’s 75 counties have been declared federal disaster areas. Despite the devastation, many tourist destinations have recovered and are ready to welcome guests.


A letter from the Arkansas Congressional members of the House and Senate, to Carlos Guiterrez, Secretary of Commerce of the U.S. Department of Commerce, was sent to support legislation to offer help with tourism recovery efforts similar to what resources were provided to New Orleans following the Katrina disaster and to New York for 9/11.  The Governor’s office, county judges and other state officials are taking the lead to address these issues.  Donna Kay Matteson and Joe David Rice will be meeting to review the pre-application process; getting a letter out to the industry and fielding questions.

August Commission Meeting


Mr. Davies reported there has been a change in the Commission meeting dates for August and October. Next month the State Parks, Recreation and Travel Commission will meet jointly with the Arkansas Economic Development Commission on Aug. 21 at Mt. Magazine State Park. On Monday, October 13, there will be a staff appreciation dinner at DeGray Lake Resort State Park with the Commission meeting on October 14. The Governor is planning an economic summit for October 15th in Little Rock.  In addition, budget meetings for Parks and Tourism will also be held that day which is the reason for all the changes in the schedule.  The September meeting will be in Little Rock on the 17th and 18th and will include the advertising presentation and Arkansas Hospitality Show.
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Billy Lindsey advised he had been contacted about hosting legislators again at his resort.  The dates are September 24-25.  Mr. Davies mentioned the Superintendent’s Meeting will be at DeGray Lake Resort State Park on September 23-25 and arrangements will need to be made to cover all events.  

TOURISM DIVISION
Tourism Development Section: Monthly Report


Joe David Rice gave a report on the Tourism Development section due to Donna Perrin attending the Southeast Agritourism Council meeting July 17-18, 2008 at the Winrock Rockefeller Institute.  Mr. Rice reported that agritourism is coming on strong and Arkansas is getting a lot of attention about it. The Tourism Development section is active in the growing agritourism trend. On July 12, Donna Perrin, section manager, and representatives from five other agencies took part in “Take a Back Road: Discover Rural Arkansas” at the River Market in Little Rock. The purpose of the event was to announce the partnership between the agencies and organizations. They are working together to promote awareness of agricultural tourism across Arkansas and unveiled the initiative’s new Web site, www.arkagritourism.org. The Arkansas Agritourism Initiative partners have been collaborating over the last year to develop strategies that will help the agritourism industry grow into a catalyst for rural economic development across the state. The partnering agencies/organizations are Arkansas Agriculture Department, Arkansas Department of Parks and Tourism, Arkansas Farm Bureau, National Agricultural Law Center, University of Arkansas Division of Agriculture and Winthrop Rockefeller Institute of the University of Arkansas system. 


Joe David Rice thanked Nancy Clark, Donna Perrin and Felisha Rice for preparing the fiscal year end paperwork to meet the May 28 deadline for the Regional Matching Fund program. All regional budgets were reviewed and approved for FY09. The grant amount for each of Arkansas’s Regional Tourist Associations is $100,229.25. 


 


Commissioners received the ninth edition of the “Living in Arkansas” retirement/relocation publication by Arkansas Business Publishing Group. The magazine is now in stock and 75,000 copies were printed.

The Tourism Development section assembled the contents for the Fall/Winter 2008-2009 edition of the Calendar of Events. The cover was prepared by CJRW and submitted for approval in April. Events for Spring/Summer 2009 will be collected throughout the month of August.
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Research and Information Services Section: Monthly Report


Joanne Hinson reported the Research and Information Services section processed 102,320 requests for information during June 2008. The year-to-date total is 284,458, down 8.4 percent compared to the same period in 2007. There were 733 requests for retirement/relocation information in June 2007. Arkansas State Welcome Center visitation was 94,951 in June, down 13.6 percent from June 2007. January to June visitation is 351,891, down 12.7 percent.


Ms. Hinson also provided local visitation and demographic data for ERA, and tax data for Longwoods International, in support of the research project currently underway. Shelby Woods commented that Scott Hanson of Longwoods, whose company works for about 30 tourism-related businesses, advises that the fly-in destinations are suffering; consumer confidence is low and while people are still choosing to travel, they are staying closer to a 50-100 mile radius.


The Blytheville Welcome Center report is still projecting a January 2009 opening.  Ms. Hinson reported that the Lake Village Welcome Center was visited by the TV Show Stars of Little People, Big World who supposedly had been vacationing in Arkansas.

Communications Section: Monthly Report

Jill Rohrbach, Northwest Arkansas Travel Writer gave the communications section report.  Jana Greenbaum, Communications Manager, was attending the Arkansas Broadcasters Association conference in Little Rock.


The Communications Section staff lead several familiarization tours throughout the state June 1-18. Articles from those tours are beginning to appear in various publications. A photographer on the trip produced more than 800 photos of Arkansas for purchase by media through his Web site and his photography agencies. The section began work on the 2009 Tour Guide, updating each entry and writing new copy. 

Group Travel Section: Monthly Report
Nancy Clark advised that staff member Felisha Rice prepared the responses this month since Kimberly Rowe has been promoted to a position in the State Parks Division. There were 52 inquiries for the month of June 2008 compared to 111 for June 2007. The majority of the requests were from group travel leaders, reunion planners and other sources. 
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ERA/Longwoods Research Project: Update

Joe David Rice thanked Joanne Hinson for taking Dick Starr around to visit with Scott Henderson, Dan Flowers, Mayor Hays and others to get a perspective on the state’s tourism industry product. This gave him a point of view from the outside vs. the tourism industry direct.  Richard Davies commented that there seems to be a theme throughout the meetings statewide that hospitality training is a priority; that we need to cross-sell our regions; solidarity is very good.  The question of “Do you know your town?” is still there.  If the tourism industry members can’t brag on themselves, then who will?  We have a lot more urban destinations than we think we do.  Urban and cosmopolitan differences were discussed and Shelby Woods concluded this may be more of a lifestyle instead of urban vs. cosmopolitan.

Internet Related Items


Visitors increased slightly (2.9 percent) comparing June ’07 to June ’08. Unique Visitors increased 18.6 percent comparing June ’07 to May ’08. Visitors have increased 9.2 percent comparing fiscal year 2007 to fiscal year 2008. 


Arkansas.com ranked #3 among the 50 state tourism Web sites in June – below only Michigan and Virginia. Arkansas.com ranked #1 among contiguous states. “Places to Stay – Cabins” was the most visited page after the home page in June. “Maps” remained the second highest entry page to the site after the home page with 26,500 visitors. 


E-mails were sent to 38,813 Missouri e-mail addresses on June 6 as part of a campaign targeting Missouri residents. The e-mail directed people to a landing page containing information on lodging, lakes, activities and other vacation ideas in the Arkansas Ozarks. The e-mail was viewed 3,469 times and 1,754 people clicked through to the landing page. In relation to the e-mail campaign, Aristotle also began a keyword buy campaign to drive traffic to the landing page through search engines.

Special Summer Email


The “Splash In to Summer” email blast sent on June 18th targeted 83,312 email addresses in our general e-newsletter database.  It had a 15.2% open rate and created 3,866 clicks to the Arkansas summer landing page.  The email blast was also sent to 375,464 e-mail addresses on July 13.  The open and click rates will be reported at the August meeting.
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Hitwise: June Highlights


For all categories www.Arkansas.com  ranked 5,765 of 554,568; Travel category-251 of 10,373 and Travel-Destinations and Accommodations-107 of 6,800.  Arkansas is ranked #1 in the Contiguous State Tourism Sites for June 2008.  Arkansas is ranked #3 in “All 50 State Tourism Sites” in June.  Hitwise: Clicktream-Upstream for June, Arkansas State Parks ranked #3 in the upstream share and State Parks ranked #1 in the downstream share.  

Web site revisions during July included: Weddings site updated; Virtual Tour updated; Celebrate our History debuted, Travel Blog revisions were posted and the iconoclast was updated. The private campgrounds and outfitter directories in the Adventure Guide and on the Web site are currently being updated. Additional production completed in June included the encoding and posting of a new flash movie on the weddings landing page; posting of the new motorcycle brochure on the motorcycling landing page; encoding and posting of the new cycling video produced by CJRW on the biking landing page, and exporting the Longwoods survey results to the database. Aristotle also provided ongoing support to CJRW with cost per inquiry data and conducted a usability study on the Calendar of Events on Arkansas.com.

Marketing/Advertising Items


Karen Mullikin of CJRW advised that although the Fall/Winter campaign is already approved, there are two media opportunities that needed to be brought before the commission.
Comcast Video on Demand Opportunity


The Commission voted to purchase a full-page ad at a cost of $19,584 in Southwest Airlines’ “Spirit” magazine. The publication recently introduced a new travel-related section named “Your Adventure In [city].” This September, Little Rock will be the feature destination in this six-to-eight-page section. Readers will take a short quiz that will direct them to editorial coverage of approximately one or two paragraphs reflecting various areas of interest pertaining to Little Rock and its surrounding area. There will be four different itineraries for the city, and only one of the four is linked to the readers’ answers. The quiz can be taken repeatedly, and each time readers may find they are directed to a different area of interest within the Little Rock area. The full-page ad will complement the editorial.

Ness Sechrest made the motion to budget $19,584 for a full page ad in the Southwest Airlines Spirit magazine from the overall contingency funds for the September media buy.  Jay Bunyard seconded the motion and the motion carried.
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The Commission voted to allocate $18,000 (for 6 months) to place a 10- to 13-minute video on Comcast Video-On-Demand in 16 markets in surrounding states, plus Memphis in a month or two. The Travel On Demand section will house multiple videos from markets in the South. Viewers can access the video at their leisure using their Comcast digital cable remote. In addition, Comcast has agreed to air all of Arkansas’s VOD videos in the travel section. Any additional videos submitted would run at no charge to the Arkansas Department of Parks and Tourism and would run across all the markets listed below in the Arkansas section of Travel On Demand: Little Rock, AR; Chattanooga, TN; Knoxville, TN; Huntington, WV; Huntsville, AL; Florence, AL; Tri-Cities (East TN – Bristol, VA/TN, Johnson City, TN); Tuscaloosa, AL; Mobile, AL; Jackson, MS; Nashville, TN; Paducah, KY; Elizabethtown, KY; Monroe, LA; Hattiesburg, MS; Tupelo, MS; Memphis, TN. 
Billy Lindsey moved to approve reallocating from the Fall/Winter Pay-Per-Inquiry Television budget, $18,000 to participate in the Comcast On Demand Campaign.  Jim Gaston seconded the motion and the motion carried.


The Commission also voted to allocate up to $7,000 of ads to promote the fact that Arkansas is on Video on Demand with Comcast Cable.


 Bill Barnes made the motion to allow a budget up to $7,000 for the $1 promotion spots, with staff and agency recommendations and allow for production costs.  Jim Shamburger seconded the motion and the motion carried.

Interactive Tour Guide Update


Karen Mullikin reported on the Interactive Tour Guide that was put on the Internet in January.  It has been up for 6 months and the second quarter stats (April 1-June 30, 2008) show 9,850 visits (up 40.33%); with an average of 20 pages viewed per visit.  The bounce rate is holding at 6.27%; visitors are going there and staying there, liking what they see, enough to get past the first page.  They spend 7.29 minutes average time on the site and 92.23% are new visitors.  The top source of referring sites in order is:  Arkansas.com; hotsprings.org; nwatourism.org; seearkansasfirst.com and webmail.att.net.  The main states where visitors are coming from are Arkansas, Louisiana, Missouri and Texas. 


Karen Mullikin also reported the advertiser’s links that are in the tour guide can link from the interactive tour guide to their Web sites.
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Miscellaneous


Joe David Rice advised he had visited with representatives from Horseshoe Bend.  They are promoting Legends Tour of Professional Lady Golfers. Jan Stephenson will be a spokesperson for the charity event for Arkansas Children’s Hospital.  


The Department is also assisting representatives from the community of Gassville who are trying to bring the National Horseshoe Championships to Arkansas.  They are currently in competition with the City of Cedar Rapids, Iowa. 

PARKS DIVISION


Greg Butts presented the CY 2008 Fees and Rates and the approval process schedule for July through December 2008. Legal notices will run in the Arkansas Democrat-Gazette August 16-18, 2008, followed by the commission’s tentative approval of the fees and rates at their August 21 meeting.  The September 18 commission meeting will serve as the public meeting on fees and rates.  Once approved in September, it will go before the Administrative Rules Committee of the legislature the first week of October.  Once reviewed by the committee, the fees and rates will be incorporated in the 2009 park guide and the Web site.


Statistical and historical rate information was provided to the commission.  Mike Mills asked that staff review the cabin cancellation policy and possibly consider a 2-week requirement. Greg Butts advised it is two days out on rooms at the lodges for individuals; 30 days for groups and five days for cabin guests.  Jim Gaston asked how the pet policy was working.  Greg Butts reported that the pet policy pilot study has been extended and a report will be given at the next commission meeting.
2008 NASPD Annual Information Exchange

Greg Butts reviewed the statistical information from the National Association of State Park Directors which reflects the following in ratings and comparisons for Arkansas to other states as follows:
Acreage


Ranks 42nd

53,569

Attendance


Ranks 25th

8,857,367 visitors

Number of Cabins

Ranks 23rd

131

Cabin Nights Rented

Ranks 19th

30,018 nights rented

Revenue From Cabins

Ranks 9th

$3,371,078 cabin revenue

Campsite Inventory

Ranks 34th

1,799 campsites

Campsites Rented

Ranks 27th

179,555 rented

Revenue from Campsites
Ranks 29th

$2,887,218 campsite revenue
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Number of Lodge Rooms
Ranks
9th

278 lodge rooms

Lodge Rooms Rented

Ranks 9th

54,312 rooms rented

Revenue of Lodge Rooms
Ranks 7th

$4,491,763

% State Operation Expenses  
Ranks 14th

.29% (tied with Maine)


Revenue All Operations
Ranks 13th

$21,631,973

Revenue per Visitor

Ranks 13th

$2.44 average per visitor

Operating Expenses

Ranks 15th

$42,467,404

Capital Expenses

Ranks 14th

$21,449,186

Support Groups

Ranks 26th

15 (tied with North Dakota)

VCR Golf Course Update

Greg Butts advised he had a long conversation this past week with Dana Feneck, Chief Operating Officer of VCR regarding contractual requirements that must be completed in order to open August 1.
Stan Graves showed a slide presentation of the golf course taken during a site visit by Mac Balkman, Marcel Hanzlik, Superintendent Mike Brawner, and himself on July 9, 2008 with a comparison on the progress from June 12, 2008.  There had been some improvement on the golf course, however, the main concern is the danger dead trees and washed out culverts pose to golfers. The temporary club house is still being evaluated and proposed to be located in a doublewide trailer at State Highway 284 course entrance.  Stan Graves advised that an overall resort site plan has been reviewed with comments and returned to VCR.  A meeting is set for August 1 to review ABA plan requirements and an onsite visit with parks staff and VCR officials.  

Greg Butts presented VCR’s proposed rates and reduced rates for a soft opening of the golf course effective August 1, 2008 – March 31, 2009.  Given course condition, Greg Butts had advised Dana Feneck the rates may be too high.  Greg Butts recommended the rates be approved and Mr. Feneck noted they may be adjusted lower depending on demand.  
Wade Williams moved to approve the pre-view Village Creek Golf Course rates of $32.50 for 9 holes, $55.00 for 18 holes; including a twilight rate of $27.50 for Weekday (Monday through Thursday); Weekend (Friday through Sunday) of pre-view $49.00 for 9 holes, $75.00 for 18 holes; including a twilight preview rate of $32.50.  All rates include one-half cart fee.   Mike Mills seconded the motion and the motion carried.
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CIP Quarterly Report -April, May, June

Stan Graves reviewed the Capital Improvement Projects Report (CIP) and during this last quarter $11.4 million in projects were closed out.  For Amendment 75, in progress and underway are $24 million in projects and completed $93 million for a total of $118 million as of June 30, 2008.   

Stan Graves showed the commission last week’s Arkansas Business article confirming the shortage of architects in Arkansas.   Stan Graves advised we have not received an application for the licensed architect position or one registered engineer position due to salary restraints.  It continues to detrimentally affect the planning and development section’s project schedules and workload by not filling these positions.

Lake Dardanelle State Park Riverboat Project

Greg Butts re-introduced Brenda and Gene Ringhardt and Bob Hiegel with The Ritz, Inc. who proposed establishing a riverboat restaurant at the May15-16, 2008 commission meeting.  An overview of the results of the public comment time period were reviewed with the commission in which responses were collectively 52 for the project; 91 opposed and 2 undecided. 

At the May commission meeting, the commission voted to proceed with the evaluation process for the riverboat project.  A public listening session was held June 12th, at the park with 49 in attendance and the comment period concluded July 11th.   

Greg Butts summarized the comments for the project including: that it will be beneficial to the community; grow tourism in the region and be a great attraction; and offer diverse dining opportunities; one of a kind unique attraction; provide an outlet for group business, weddings, family reunions, park visitors and conventions, etc.; and add more jobs benefiting the community.  Some reasons why citizens’ comments opposed the project are that: it is not a good fit for the park-does not fit the park’s mission; serving alcohol brings with it issues (park security, endangerment to other visitors); obstructions of scenic views; changing park vistas; traffic congestion that will impact other park visitors’ experiences; noise and late night activities for closing down and cleaning up the facility; and it’s not prudent use of taxpayers dollars of park lands.  Six opposing comments were received after the 5 p.m. July 11th deadline.

Greg Butts noted option for the commission’s consideration are:  1) to advance the evaluation process, which would be proceeding with a lease/concession contract negotiations which would come back to the commission for review and approval; 2) this project is not the right fit for this state park and deny the request; or 3) to table a decision today to further evaluate it, gather additional information.
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Richard Davies had received questions about who actually owned the riverboat and what role Solid Ground Investments plays in the project.  Brenda Ringhardt confirmed that Solid Ground Investments owns the boat which is her husband, partner, Denise Sery and her.  A question arose as to how much expense will be incurred for infrastructure costs (i.e. breakwater, parking, utilities, etc.) and Brenda Ringhardt responded approximately $750,000.

Danny Ford commented that the commission is always looking for projects to encourage tourism in the state, however, with regards to a project of this magnitude being in the state park, its overall effects on park visitors plays a vital role in the decision process.

Billy Lindsey commented that he supports private/public partnerships but as a commissioner is not sure this one is the proper venue.  Were other sites?  Billy Lindsey feels this particular park does not appear to fit the demographics for the subject project like a state park with lodging and cabins would.  This park is known for camping and great fishing and serenity.  Why this state park?  Brenda Ringhardt commented that they have reviewed the tourism numbers for Pope County and region and the 500,000 visitors to this state park each year would provide an opportunity to capture that business as well as provide fees to the park through a lease agreement.

Jim Gaston commented on the business plan and that it does not completely show the financial structure that this project would require.  This commission has to deal with what happens if for some reason the project was not a success. 


Bill Barnes also questioned the park’s demographics and was not certain this was a good fit.  Steve Arrison asked how to respond to the people who are asking that question about the size of the boat and it obstructing the scenery.  Brenda Ringhardt suggested that this is not an unsightly boat; that it fits in with the marina and the other boats on the water; that you can also see a beautiful view from the boat as well as standing on the shoreline.


Debbie Haak advised that she is from South Arkansas and they love the lake, seeing the campers lined up and kids playing in the park.  She does not feel this is a good fit for the mission of this state park.


Debbie Haak moved to deny the request for allowing the riverboat project to be located at Lake Dardanelle State Park.  Jim Gaston seconded the motion and the motion carried.
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Miscellaneous

Joe Jacobs reviewed with the commission the new Ozark Folk Center State Park brochure.  In addition, a news release has been sent providing information on the State Parks’ Geocaching to celebrate the 75th anniversary of state parks in all 52 state parks.

Greg Butts highlighted several newspaper articles:

Arkansas Democrat-Gazette 

March 20, 2008 Hobbs State Park Conservation Area-Story on Turkeys



June 16, 2008 New Mountain Bike Trail at Cane Creek



July 3, 2008 Bull Shoals-White River State Park Dam Tours



July 7, 2008 Park interpreter story



July 9, 2008 Train wreck at Mammoth Springs State Park

                        July 13, 2008 Buck Island story at Helena-West Helena



El Dorado News-Times


June 26, 2008 Article on Moro Bay State Park Cabin Media Day 


Bill Barnes gave a review of the Lake Ouachita Vista Trail; the next 6 miles are almost complete.


With no further discussion, the State Parks, Recreation and Travel Commission meeting was adjourned at 2:45 p.m. on July 17, 2008 at Lake Dardanelle State Park.

