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Arkansas Department Parks & Tourism (ADPT) Goals for the Arkansas Regional Tourist Association Program


Wade Williams reminded attendees the reason for the committee meeting was to think through what the committee felt the Regional Tourist Association Program was trying to accomplish. When the overall goals of the Regional Tourist Association Program are established, Mr. Williams stated the committee and regional members could work on how to accomplish those goals. Nancy Clark stated the Regional Tourist Association Program was established for each of the 75 counties to be represented with a grassroots effort, through a matching fund program that is provided by the Tourism Division to promote the counties and attractions within each region to the best of their ability. When the State is in need of assistance with a project, the regions are turned to for support, but the basic goal of the Regional Tourist Association Program is to promote the attractions and draw visitors to the 75 counties as they fall within those regions. Richard W. Davies stated originally, before the Internet, the Regional Tourist Associations were the grassroots network. The grassroots network was used to gather support for the benefit of the Tourism industry; and for the networking of individuals for promotional purposes. Mr. Williams stated those reasons sounded like the purpose of the Regional Tourist Association Program, and as far as he was concerned, the matching funds are a derivative of the program. He inquired if the sole purpose of the Regional Tourist Association Program was for the grassroots network, or another reason. Mr. Davies stated there was another promotional reason – many of the smaller businesses could not afford to advertise in a statewide publication. When the regions started printing the regional guides, the smaller businesses could afford to have their advertising, through Parks and Tourism, be seen across the region, state, and possibly nationally as well. The regional guides were a way to allow twelve publications that would help the “little guy” advertise, and get distribution by the State. Shelby Woods stated people found that by pooling their marketing resources, they could get extra attention whereas individually they could not. Mr. Davies added the first region wasn’t even an Arkansas region but the Ozark Playgrounds. The idea was to create a recognizable region, the Ozarks, because at that time there wasn’t an organization to bring people to the Ozarks. 
Montine McNulty stated she felt the regions were doing a tremendous job at the local level, and the Arkansas Hospitality Association (AHA) couldn’t complete some projects with the industry without the help of the Regional Tourist Associations. Mr. Williams stated he felt the Committee was still focused on how the regions came about; he would like the focus to shift to what the Regional Tourist Associations’ goals are today. 
Maryl Koeth, Western Arkansas Mountain Frontier representative, stated that their mission is still the same; most of this region is comprised of smaller communities and businesses, and the only way for promotion for these industry partners is through the Regional Tourist Association advertising, (the printed brochure, the advertising placed by the region and the Web site maintained by the region). The region is looking into making Web site ads sales available to the smaller companies who can’t afford the brochure ads. Ms. Koeth said she wasn’t sure what the smaller businesses would do without the Regional Tourist Association co-ops.

Bob Purvis stated one of the problems (or advantages) is the Regional Tourist Associations consist of twelve different mindsets with different ideas on how to promote their individual regions. Mr. Davies requested Jim Shamburger explain how Pulaski County works to help the surrounding smaller counties. Jim Shamburger stated the Heart of Arkansas Regional Tourist Association does not participate in ad sales; instead deciding the best way to help the “little guy” was to fill up Little Rock so that surrounding cities would receive business as well. The local communities send money and the Regional Tourist Association spends the funds going after groups that have not been to the state. The Heart of Arkansas Region tries to help the group coming into Little Rock entice more attendees to the event by purchasing ads to help promote the event (in the hopes that members of the group come a little earlier or stay a little longer). Mr. Davies inquired if the Heart of Arkansas Region tried to use local facilities when tournaments are held in outlying cities. Mr. Shamburger replied the Heart of Arkansas Region is currently working on a facilities list available throughout the region for distribution to potential groups (sporting events are the main attraction at this time). Many members of groups aren’t always looking for the higher priced hotels but also the $50 per night rooms (which are usually in the outlying areas of Little Rock). 
Jay Bunyard inquired as to how the Heart of Arkansas region raised the local funds match if the region doesn’t sell memberships. Mr. Shamburger stated the Advertising and Promotions Commissions in Little Rock and the surrounding larger cities are requested to “pitch in” money. Wade Williams inquired if the Heart of Arkansas region was going after hotels and other properties for memberships. Jim Shamburger responded the facilities guide would have a section in the back, listing members who have advertised with the region in the past. Mr. Williams inquired how membership to the region was evaluated, to which Mr. Shamburger replied the listing in the back of the guide would be the members’ benefit. He went on to explain the region is still in contact with everyone who previously advertised with the region, and at this point, the Heart of Arkansas region still considers those individuals as members. Mr. Williams commented from that standpoint the Heart of Arkansas region appears to have “moved away” from the grassroots effort. Angela Rogers stated the Heart of Arkansas region’s approach to the Regional Tourist Association guidelines is different; however, the approach has been successful. In the past few months, the fulfillment process has increased (in large part due to the Web site). Mr. Williams inquired if, based upon experience, did the change of approach affect the purpose of the overall goals for the Regional Tourist Associations. Jim Shamburger replied the purpose of the Heart of Arkansas region is to bring visitors to the region, and the best way to do that is to bring in visitors through groups instead of one to two visitors at a time. 

Mike Mills inquired as to what the Tourism Division could do to help the regions get additional members. Angela Rogers stated a better interaction among the Regional Tourist Associations and the Tourism Division might be of some help; an annual meeting that allowed the different regions to consult with each other on new ideas, practices and challenges; and any suggestions in the area of acquiring sponsors for advertisements as those have become increasingly difficult to come by. Mr. Mills felt the regions needed more “grassroots,” meaning more “mom and pop” members in the Regional Tourist Associations. Ms. Rogers replied her region did not have the staff required to do the necessary footwork; without having staff, the contacts that need to be made in the smaller towns do not happen. Mr. Shamburger inquired if any of the regions had ideas or suggestions on different ways to spend their matching funds, but were unable to pursue those ideas (due to the matching regional grant guidelines and regulations). Mr. Shamburger stated he felt the purpose of the Regional Tourist Associations was already established – to bring tourists to the area. Marilyn Heifner, Northwest Arkansas Tourism Association, stated she felt that her region was going through an identity crisis. The region consists of four counties (Benton, Carroll, Madison and Washington) and it has been difficult to get people involved, and the ones that are becoming members are not the “moms and pops,” but rather multi-chain industries with corporate headquarters located in another state. There has been additional difficulty in selling advertisements for the regional guide as well; there is not enough money to fund the projects the region would like to participate in. She felt that due to the population explosion and internet usage, the Regional Tourist Association is unsure of its place. 
Mr. Purvis questioned the catalyst behind the evaluation of the Regional Tourist Association program. Jay Bunyard responded twice a year a discussion is held regarding where promotional expenditures are made, and the Regional Tourist Association Program came up as a large expenditure in the overall promotional budget. Many of the Commissioners felt the need to take a look at the Regional Tourist Associations, considering the amount of money being disbursed; hence the creation of the Regional Association Sub-Committee. There were no designs made to effect changes among the various regions. 

Wade Williams stated that the Committee recognized each of the regions is different, and as such each region’s goals would be different as well. The common ideas seen among the replies of the regions included: 1) Bringing overnight visitors to region and 2) using grassroots involvement by providing networking opportunities and affordable promotion opportunities to the “little guy.”
Brian Clark suggested re-evaluating the matching grant program, because the program is several years old, and the world of communications is being transformed on a daily basis. Mr. Clark suggested changing the program to disburse funds on a pro-rated basis, based upon each region’s 2% Tourism Tax collections. Giving those regions larger budgets would allow them to do more projects besides the regional brochure. The regions have a much stronger position in the overall corporate branding than ever before. Bob Purvis countered, stating if the regional budgets were to increase, then the Regional Tourist Associations should be required to increase the amount invested by the industry for the matching grant program, so as to prevent the regions from being solely supported by the State. 

Connecting the Visitors to the Regional Tourists Associations through Arkansas.com

Leslie Burm (Aristotle) explained that, through the use of the regional and city listing pages, a hyperlink list of tourism contacts is available. One project already completed includes a regional association map that overlays the twelve regions over the geography of the state. Aristotle suggested having the twelve regions of the regional map be hyperlinked to each of the regions Web page, thereby connecting visitors to the Regional Tourists Associations through Arkansas.com. The pages would be set up similar to the Attractions, Lodging and Dining Database listings, but with the ability to add pictures, links, driving directions, and a description of what the Regional Tourist Associations do. Wade Williams commented that according to the regional map, the Ozarks goes into seven different regions. It appeared as if the Regional Tourist Associations were not defined geographically. Jim Shamburger stated he felt the regional map didn’t make a difference; it still comes down to the ability to advertise events and activities.  

Regional Tourists Associations Feedback - Current Best Practices

Wade Williams reminded Committee members of the decision at the last regional meeting to send out a regional questionnaire to establish what the regions felt were their best practices; greatest challenges; ideas on how the program could be improved. The regions would also include the missions of the individual Regional Tourist Associations, and ideas on future annual meetings between the Tourism Division and the Regional Tourist Associations.

Donna Perrin reported questionnaires were distributed to all the Regional Tourist Associations at the end of July. The majority of the regions agreed their best practices included promotion of their regions, funding for each county to promote projects at the grassroots level, boards being well represented, and good membership recruitment. Wade Williams commented, after looking over the synopsis, he felt many of the regions felt their best practices included Web sites, leveraging of funds, providing free hospitality training to members, assisting festivals, and making funds available throughout the regions for projects. There were a few regions who did not really explain what their best practices were. The answers they provided to the questionnaire raised more questions than answers. 

Brian Clark suggested going through the goals, objectives, strategies, tactics (GhOST) program. Before the regions can get to tactics, they need to be able to identify the goals, objectives and strategies. Mr. Clark stated he felt many of the regions were tactical in nature and felt they should back up a little bit more; as the GhOST analysis was important for all the regions. Mr. Williams tabled the discussion to allow members time to look over the material and stated the topic would be re-visited again at the next Regional Association Sub-Committee meeting.

Regional Tourists Associations Feedback - Greatest Challenges

Wade Williams stated the greatest challenges were diverse in nature: from concerns about not having a destination within the region itself; increasing membership; the geographical size of the regions, and corporate issues where the businesses are not local but owned by larger chains. Richard W. Davies commented he has heard numerous times about the local businesses being replaced by corporate ones, and he couldn’t help but think maybe the regions (Parks and Tourism) should be talking to a person at corporate instead of the local level. Wayne Woods stated it has become a challenge for the regions to sell value to members, advertisers, and business communities within the cities. It is the value part that has become difficult as there are more choices when it comes to advertising.  The number one challenge the regions face is selling value of their product, service, and/or organization.  Mr. Williams tabled the discussion to allow members time to look over the material and stated the topic would be re-visited again at the next Regional Association Sub-Committee meeting.
Improving the Regional Matching Grant Program and Regional Associations
Wade Williams stated the main points he got from the questionnaire regarding how the program and regions could be improved included: 1) having the state use the regions more; 2) encouraging interaction between regions (allowing them the opportunity to learn from each other); 3) rethinking regulations and procedures of regional matching funds; 4) providing incentives for smaller cities; 5) finding different partnership opportunities; and 6) having better communications between the regions and the Tourism Division on how to better market themselves. 

Debbie Haak stated she felt the guidelines regarding distribution of grants should be re-evaluated to eliminate the same people from receiving grants year after year. Marilyn Heifner stated in the Northwest Arkansas Tourism Association, the disbursement of funds is not given to individual events or projects within the region, but rather everything is based upon the whole regional effort. When individual tourism grants are done in Northwest Arkansas, the grants are only good for 3 consecutive years, after which the organization or activity is ineligible for future monies. Brian Clark stated the common denominator seems to be selling ads, and he challenged everyone to allow the brochures to run their course. Bob Purvis stated there was nothing in the guidelines stipulating the money raised to meet the match had to come from selling ads. Jim Shamburger agreed, stating the various regions needed to decide the best ways to spend their matching grant funds. 

Regional Tourists Associations Annual Meetings

Wade Williams said the suggestions submitted for annual meetings were as diverse as the various regions within the state. One suggestion was to have the meeting combined with the Arkansas Hospitality Association (AHA) tradeshow (perhaps the last half day of the AHA show). Mike Mills commented the one thing that all the suggestions had in common was the desire to combine the meeting with a function that required the Regional Tourist Associations to be at the same location anyway. Mr. Williams stated there appeared to be a strong opinion that a time period would be set aside during the meeting for the regions to be able to get together and share ideas. Richard W. Davies suggested allowing the Regional Tourist Associations to get together with the Department for one afternoon to deal with any issues the regions may have. The session could be monitored by a professional moderator. Mr. Davies commented he was curious if the regions should play a role in helping the State with the “big issues” that are brought about as a result of research performed to identify our weak areas. The Commission has asked the Department to look into more research on what needs to be “fixed” in Arkansas, and when the results come back, what is the best way to use the network of people (regions) to help “fix” the problems.  Bob Purvis commented he thought the annual meeting was viewed by most participants as a meeting to go over guidelines and regulations (a formality that has to be gone through) as opposed to an “idea” session. 

Wade Williams stated the September Commission meeting will be held in Little Rock. Richard W. Davies said if the Sub-Committee meeting were to be held in September, it would need to be held mid-afternoon on Wednesday. 

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

1. Feedback/review by Committee members on discussions regarding the Regional Tourist Associations responses to the questionnaire. 
2. A proposal from the Tourism Division for the regions’ annual meeting.
3. Funding guidelines/amounts (necessity of equity in spending).
4. Regions’ roles in fulfilling the State’s priorities

Kim Williams stated one of the biggest challenges the Regional Tourist Associations’ face is that the regions are very different from each other; making it almost impossible to compare them.  Jim Shamburger stated if one looked at the 2% Tourism Taxes, you can tell which regions are up and which regions are down. Ms. Williams suggested giving money to the regions that are down in the hopes of helping those regions more instead of giving extra funds to the regions that are doing well. 

Montine McNulty stated since many members of the regional associations would be in attendance at the Arkansas Hospitality Association tradeshow; she would like the Sub-Committee to revisit the idea of having a regional meeting at 3:30 p.m., even if for only an hour. She suggested letting the regions share their ideas as part of the process before the meeting started, and offered to provide a moderator to help facilitate the meeting. Mr. Williams stated as there were no objections to the idea of a 3:30 p.m. sub-committee regional meeting on Wednesday, September 27, then the meeting would stand. 
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