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Remarks by Chairman
Wade Williams opened the meeting stating the Regional Association Committee was formed due to some issues that were brought forth from the June Advertising Committee meeting. The purpose of the Committee was to look at how the regional association matching grant program works, the purpose of the program, and to get an overall view of the program to find out what works and what doesn’t. 

History of the Regional Tourist Association Program
Donna Perrin reported the regions were formed in 1969. The regions are all non-profit volunteer marketing and cooperative organizations designed to improve the economy of the regions through promotion of travel and tourism. In 1984, the number went from 14 regions to 12. Richard W. Davies explained the original boundaries of the regions were based upon the planning and development districts that were established during Governor Rockefeller’s term. Ms. Perrin reported the regional association’s original purpose was to enrich the citizens’ quality of life that lived in the counties of the region.  
The regional associations are financed through the state matching grant program (requiring a two for one match), advertising revenues from printed brochures, membership fees, partners in tourism, and fund-raising projects/events.  Mr. Davies explained part of the theory behind the creation of the regions was not just the “grass roots” advertising but also the “grassroots” organization and political support for the larger idea of tourism, which at that time wasn’t much of an idea.  Many people didn’t give tourism much credit, hence one of the ideas the originators had in mind was a network of people across the state that the Department and tourism industry could use for political purposes. 
Wayne Woods distributed a compilation of research regarding the origins of the regions, the changes and/or merges of regional boundaries since the beginning of the program, the outstanding characteristics for marketing promotions, memberships, and major funding areas. The contents of the packet also included a detailed history of each of the regions and how the different associations have advanced in the past 20-25 years. 
Enabling Legislation for Program

Richard W. Davies stated if memory served him correctly, there have been several adjustments of regions. Nancy Clark clarified stating the boundaries of the regions may be changed by mutual agreement among or between regions (i.e. a county could not leave a region without the region in question agreeing to it and the receiving region agreeing as well). Mike Mills commented it was his opinion this meeting was being held because questions were raised regarding if monies designated for the regional matching program might not be better spent elsewhere. 
Montine McNulty expressed her appreciation of the attendance of the regions’ representatives at the meeting. Ms. McNulty suggested a list of pros and cons as seen by the regional associations as to the challenges and accomplishments of each region, at some point in the future. Richard W. Davies expressed his agreement and stated he felt this meeting was more of a review of the program, while allowing the regional associations the chance to voice opinions and concerns as to what seems to work and what doesn’t. 
Program’s Mission(s)

Wade Williams inquired as to the original need that necessitated the creation of the regional associations. Shelby Woods replied in 1967, people found that by pooling their marketing resources, they could get extra attention whereas individually they could not. Before 1971, there was no funding and the grassroots network was used for political purposes. State Representative Cecil Alexander was instrumental in gaining funds for use by the regions. 
Wade Williams reiterated the “genesis” of the program as: first, the regions were pooling marketing resources and secondly creating a grassroots political organization system for the benefit of tourism.  Richard W. Davies stated a side benefit of the region was to get people in the tourism industry to communicate or “cross-pollinate” and have collaborative conversations. Regional meetings were held to get people with similar interests together to discuss what works and what doesn’t.
Current Situation
Kelley Linck, Ozark Gateway Region, addressed the Committee regarding the use of conversion studies as part of the matching grant program. Mr. Linck stated his region could show a business the value of advertising with the regional guide through the use of internet conversion studies; however it was his understanding that the matching grant program would not fund the conversion studies. Joe David Rice stated there must be some misunderstanding as the regional matching fund guidelines clearly states funds can be used for research programs. Richard W. Davies inquired as a regional executive, what was the hardest thing about getting things going and keeping them going. Mr. Linck responded to prove the value of the regions beyond marketing, and measuring the success as a region compared to other regions. Marcel Hanzlik stated one of the more difficult challenges he faced with his region (Delta Byways) was the size of the region. Due to the size of the region (15 counties), three different groups meet to make decisions and then representatives of the three groups would get together to make decisions based upon the decisions of the three group meetings. In contrast, one of the strength’s of the Delta Byways region was grant writing, and how to use those funds to leverage other projects. 
Cathy Drew suggested getting all the regions together and have a “best practices” session among the regions of what works and what doesn’t; examine each regions’ strengths and weaknesses and get the regions to “teach” the weaker regions how to evolve. Mr. Davies stated one of the many questions that has come up over the years is in regards to the number of regions, and if there were too many regions. Ms. Drew responded if her region were much bigger the advertising available in the regional guide would not be affordable to the smaller operators. Mr. Williams inquired from the consumer perspective. Mr. Linck stated if he were a consumer he would be confused as to why he would need to contact three different regional associations for information on Eureka Springs, Hot Springs, Mountain Home and Mountain View. Mr. Shamburger stated it sounded as if the whole region concept was confusing regardless of the number of regions. Ms. Drew responded her region was regularly asked for information on Mountain Home and Ouachita and her region generally forwarded the person requesting information to the appropriate region. 

Mr. Williams stated one of his concerns was the time involved in fulfilling requests for information. If a person contacts the state for a vacation planning kit, and a kit is mailed out, taking an approximate two weeks from the date of request before the vacation kit and green card for information on the regions was sent to the individual. An additional two weeks could pass before the additional information requested would reach the consumer. Mr. Williams expressed his concern regarding the number of requests needed to have access to all the information a person has requested. Mr. Davies inquired if it were possible on the Web site, to get the green card (requesting the vacation kit and information on regions as well), as part of the same electronic fulfillment piece. The request for regional information could be directed to the specific region thereby eliminating the additional time needed for the requested information. Marla Johnson Norris stated it could be done, adding the Ozark Mountain Region Web site made available, a PDF file of the regions brochure for immediate download. Mr. Williams inquired how the majority of requests for information came in (via the green cards included in the vacation kit, electronic or printed). Mr. Davies suggested the possibility of a “direct” Web site (via Arkansas.com) request to the regions for additional information. Ms. Clark asked for clarification regarding the process of the direct contact to regions. Mr. Davies stated he wanted the consumer to be able to fill out the online form (not unlike the green printed piece found within the vacation kit) and after clicking the link, the form would be submitted to the region(s) and/or the database for distribution of the requested information. Jonathan Eudy stated it could be done and would be highly trackable as well. Mr. Davies stated he wanted to eliminate the need for multiple requests and extended wait times. Mr. Eudy stated by including a link for information on the regions, the number of requests would be drastically increased and suggested each of the regions include a PDF version of the regional brochure available to download, to help offset the number of requests that would come into the regions’ offices. Jim Shamburger commented part of the problem appeared to be the time people used to plan vacations (months in advance), however, since the introduction of the internet, the time spent planning for vacations has decreased monumentally due to the researcher being able to access the information directly via the Internet. Mr. Williams stated while that may be the case, the state is still producing 750,000 printed Tour Guides and approximately 40% of the regions requests are coming from the green card included in the paper vacation kits. Mr. Davies commented the solutions for the issues facing the regions may have to have different solutions for different regions, however the point Mr. Williams made is still valid. The state is wasting time and effort with the consumers getting the information and there has to be an easier, faster way to fulfill the requests. Montine McNulty stated perhaps the suggested “best practices” session of the regions might help to find the answer to the time issues. Mr. Davies commented he would like to explore how to better interact the regions with the local hospitality chapters to the benefit of both organizations, as both organizations were based on “grassroots” and have many of the same goals. 
Jay Bunyard inquired how many of the twelve regions did their brochures through Cranford, Johnson, Robinson, Woods (CJRW). Shelby Woods replied eight of the twelve regions advertised through CJRW. Mr. Bunyard commented his region (Great Southwest) seemed to be “out of the loop;” although Donna Perrin does a great job keeping the information and education up to date. Mr. Bunyard stated he would feel better if all the regions worked under the same agency; inquiring if the monies were available, what could be done to combine the regional guides with the possibility of helping enhance the Tour Guide. Mr. Davies inquired as to the percentage of advertisers in the regional guide who did not advertise with the State Tour Guide. Ross Moore stated approximately 97% of the advertisers in the regional guide are not participating in advertising with the Tour Guide. Cathy Drew stated the percentage amount was similar. Kelley Linck stated approximately 4% of his regional guide advertisers are not in the Tour Guide. Mr. Bunyard suggested possibly expanding the Tour Guide, if all the revenues generated within the various regions’ were pooled together. Wayne Woods pointed out the Tour Guide consisted of state wide coverage; printing 750,000 copies of the Tour Guide compared to the 200,000 copies of regional guides on average explaining the cost difference between advertising in the Arkansas Tour Guide and a regional guide at approximately $2000 to $3000 dollars for a full page advertisement.

Mr. Williams stated he didn’t feel it was the Agency’s job to communicate to the regions; the regions are the responsibility of the Tourism Division and that may be an issue that needs to be discussed, the Tourism Division’s communications with the regions and the ability to get information to the right person within the regions. Steve Arrison inquired how many times a year the regions got together to report and update the Department and other regions. Ms. Clark replied one meeting a year, although the meeting did not happen this past fiscal year. Mr. Arrison suggested if the regions were told they had to have a representative at a quarterly meeting to update the Tourism Division or not get funded, he felt confident the regions would have the representatives at the meeting. Mr. Williams stated he felt the issue was going the other way, meaning there may be opportunities for the regions that were not always communicated to the regions from the Tourism Division. 
Ms. McNulty inquired if it were true that regions with more metropolitan areas and advertising and promotions commissions are virtually different compared to the more rural region areas; as she suspected the more rural the area the more important the regional guide could be to the advertiser. Steve Arrison commented if he were traveling, he would be more interested in the guide on the specific region or town he was visiting as opposed to the State’s Tour Guide. Jim Shamburger commented the regions have adapted within the policies and guidelines to do what needs to be done to benefit the whole region. 
Funding
Wade Williams reported the fiscal year budget for 2007 was approximately $1.3 million and the fiscal year budget for 2008 would be increased. Joe David Rice requested Nancy Clark to explain how the budgeting increases of the regional monies matching program were made. Ms. Clark explained prior to the 2% Tourism Tax in 1989, the only funds available were the general revenue appropriation, which at that time was approximately $316,263. Before the merger of Delta Byways from three regions to one, those funds were equally distributed among 14 regions, averaging approximately $27,000 per region. However, part of the agreement regarding the 2% Tourism Tax passing (largely thanks to the grassroots network of the regions) the regions would share in that wealth. Meaning, that as long as the tourism tax collections increased so would the regions appropriations. Since the passing of the Tourism Tax, the region appropriations have increased by $50,000 every biennium. In fiscal year 2008 the region budget would be approximately $1,178,753 divided evenly among the twelve regions for a grant amount of $97,979.04, of which 10% ($9797.90) is allowed for re-imbursements for administrative and management fees. Mr. Davies inquired if any of the regions did not spend their portion of the funding. Ms. Clark responded at the end of the fiscal year 2007 cycle, approximately $900 was not granted due to the timing before the fiscal year closed out. However, Ms. Clark did note this past fiscal year surplus of funds from the regional association remaining balance was the first time in many years. Mr. Davies clarified getting it spent has not been an issue. Mr. Rice clarified getting the funds spent in a timely fashion in the past has been an issue; trying to process checks the last week of the fiscal year has been difficult at times. Mr. Davies inquired if the reason for the lateness of processing the paperwork for the matching grant was due to the regions being negligent in getting the paperwork in a timely fashion or if the work was recently done and therefore the paperwork was filed at the end as a consequence. Ms. Clark and Mr. Rice agreed it was usually the latter case. 
Wade Williams stated his interpretation of the legislation when he read through it regarding the policies of monies distribution, stated if the monies were not spent by January 1 each year, the monies reverted back to the budget.

Nancy Clark explained the rules and guidelines of the regional matching grant program (which have been through the administrative procedures process) state: at the first of the year, each region is to submit a budget projecting what they anticipate spending their funds on. In December, the regions resubmit their budgets and can reallocate the funds. At that point, the monies that have not been expensed could be distributed to the remaining regions as needed/requested. Mr. Williams clarified the statement asking if the regions were required to have a budget submitted by the first of the year, to which Ms. Clark responded yes, the budgets are on file and monitored by Donna Perrin and her section. Ms. Perrin stated copies of past budgets for the various regions were included in the packets distributed by Mr. Woods. 
Membership

Mike Mills stated many of the younger generation fail to see the value of being a member of the regions and therefore are unwilling to commit their time and energy. Many of the regional meetings are still attended by the same people until such time as they no longer want or are able to participate. Mr. Mills felt some of the questions that should be asked should include what were the benefits of being a member of the region; and what should be done to increase the perception of value to the region. Mr. Mills stated he felt that many of the regions appeared to have outlived their usefulness.
Paperwork/Deadlines
Mike Mills stated in the earlier days of the regional associations the primary way to distribute information regarding the regions was through the use of the boat/sport/travel shows. While some of the regions have evolved with the times, it is his opinion there are some regions who continue to participate in the boat/sport/travel tradeshows and the printed regional guides. Mr. Mills inquired how well or how effective is the printed piece in today’s market, as he felt the printed piece was not what it used to be. Wayne Woods stated most regions have cut back the number of printed regional guides produced for distribution. Ross Moore, Little Red River Association, stated he prints and distributes 65,000 compared to the 100,000 printed pieces in the past. Wade Williams commented it appears the reason for the January first deadline was established (after looking through the older budgets) was to allow the time needed to print and invoice for the printed regional guide; adding it still appeared as though the printed regional guide was the single largest expense for each of the regions. Mr. Williams commented since the June Commission meeting, he has received three regional guides he assumes were recently produced and inquired as to the reason why the regions would not want the guides produced in January for distribution. Mr. Woods replied unlike the Calendar of Events, the regional guides produced are, in some regions’ case, the only way to raise funds and revenue. He also stated the brochures are not a dated piece and the information is good for more than a year.
Mr. Mills reminded the Committee members back in the late 60’s and 70’s, the printed regional guides matching grant program was the only way the “little guy” could afford to publicize. Jim Shamburger stated that times have changed and methods of advertising have changed as well. Mr. Mills stated it appears as if the industry itself seems to be leading the regional program into a different direction. Mr. Williams inquired if that conclusion was based upon the lack of participation? Mr. Mills suggested looking at the younger generation and to discover what needs to be done to increase the value of membership with the regions to attract the younger generation. Mr. Davies stated in the early days, the regions were recognized as all being different and were encouraged to each have their own board to “govern” themselves, as opposed to the Commission becoming a “big brother.” Albeit the Commission funds the regions, and there are rules established by both the Commission and Legislature that the regions must follow, the Commission has always been leery of how far to inject its opinions into the affairs of an association that was created to be independent.  Mr. Mills suggested the Commission should provide an avenue for every tourism operator (including the smallest ones) within the state to be able to advertise. 
Next Steps

Wade Williams stated he wanted the agenda set for the next regional committee meeting. According to Mr. Williams, the idea for the Regional Association Committee was for Committee members, regional associations, and staff to think about the ideas and topics discussed at one meeting with follow-up at the next Committee meeting; therefore allowing the Committee to move forward as opposed to going over the same details from month to month. 
Darin Gray suggested a quick survey from all the regional associations to help with considerations could prove valuable; although the Committee has heard from these four regions (Delta Byways, Ozark Mountain Region, Greer’s Ferry Lake/Little Red River, and Ozark Gateway), a quick survey might show some trends common throughout regions. Mr. Williams inquired if the Tourism Division could have the survey completed before the next regional meeting. Joe David Rice replied yes, and would start work on the survey this week. 

Wade Williams stated items to be discussed for the next meeting include:

1. Decide what the regions’ mission is today. The Committee is aware of what the mission was when regions were created, however the Committee needs to be able to decide what the mission of the regional association is today.

2. A survey (pre-questionnaire) of what the regions feel to be the primary issues.
3. Develop ways to show the value of regional association membership. 

Montine McNulty suggested taking the time to literally meet within the regional associations before any major decisions were made. Mr. Davies stated the regional Committee would be meeting in a region every time the Committee met and suggested it an opportune time for representatives from that region to come forward and discuss issues, ideas, suggestions with the Committee. 

The Regional Association Committee meeting adjourned at 4:38 p.m.
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