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Join the Conversation

Northeast Kingdom Collaborative



Northeast Kingdom Collaborative

Tourism Forum Notes
Monday, April 27th, 2009

9:00 a.m. to 11:00 a.m.

Community Room, the Barton Memorial Building
Notes recorded by:  Kenn Stransky, vice-chair, NEK Collaborative

Panelists:

· Walter Medwid – Executive Director, Northwoods Center
· Gloria Bruce – Executive Director, Northeast Kingdom Travel & Tourism Assoc.

· Gray Stevens – Exec Director, Vermont Outdoor Guide Association
· Alex Aldrich – Executive Director, Vermont Arts Council

· Bob Whittaker, Dean of Institutional Advancement, Lyndon State College

· Steve Wright, Vice President of Marketing, Jay Peak Resort

· Tim Tierney, Executive Director, Kingdom Trails

· Steven Cook, Deputy Commissioner, Vermont Department of Tourism & Marketing
· Darcie McCann, Executive Director, Northeast Kingdom Chamber of Commerce
There were approximately 50 audience participants in addition to the NEK Collaborative Board members and panelists.  

The panelists were asked to speak to the identity and key components of the Northeast Kingdom product relative the region.  Below are the resources most mentioned by the panelists:

· A unique brand yet with small pockets that do not intercommunicate well
· The NEK is a retreat from a fast paced world 
· Truly unique communication needs and challenges
· A regional marketing organization that relates to tourism, recreation and the arts

· Marketing needs to be targeted to niche markets
· The NEK is quirky and that as the world gets weirder, the NEK remains authentic and comfortable.

· Tourism equals Economic Development in this region
· A regional workforce that is in need of improvement and training which will improve the local economy through better wages and return on investment
· Residents are real, supportive and are able to deliver a strong and authentic product to visitors

· Visitors purchase Vermont branded products, take them home and continue to buy them at home.

· A truly authentic product (Church Street vs. Newport’s Main Street)

The panelists were then asked, ‘What are the challenges that face tourism partners with marketing the NEK and what are strategic solution suggestions?’
· End the struggle between the regional marketing organization and the chambers of commerce
· Stop being something that is not authentic to this region

· Promote that this is a one-day-drive-to location

· The region needs to become proactive, as it is always reactionary

· The region needs to establish and maintain a toll free/online central reservation booking system for lodging, and possibly arts and events, that can also distribute and organize the NEK product information for visitors
· Build consensus for building the Northeast Kingdom regional brand

· Devote resources to build the regional Northeast Kingdom brand

· Publicize that tourism will help the Northeast Kingdom region economically

· Involve local students to be involved in crafting the solutions to the regional circumstances
· Market individual unique regional stories

· $pend money on marketing, fine tune those efforts, then $pend more on marketing

· Track what works, what does not and then share the information regionally

· Identify the sacred places that we treasure and then share that with our visitors
· Market personal experiences

· Duplicate the positive press that Hardwick is getting nationally

· Decide and eliminate confusion once and for all. Are we: The NEK, Northern Vermont or a Geotourism destination?

The last question posed to the panelists was, “What are the needs of the hospitality workforce, what resources are available and what are the priorities for the actionable work-plan addressing tourism in the Northeast Kingdom?”  Following are the responses:

· Implement and expand the regional Geotourism grant awarded by USDA Rural Development
· Train front line staff to be more fully informed of what their guests (potential and current) want during their stay AND then have the information within easy reach of all front line staff.
· Service the Canadian tourist better so that they have less problems with border issues
· Direct the workforce to Lyndon State College as it is the regional hub for workforce development.
· Create exit interviews for guests then share their experiences (good and bad) with staff to retool service delivery

· Share, Share, Share inventories of local places of interest 

· Pay hospitality staff to get out and experience the larger variety of local community resources and destinations
· Change thinking to become more customer centered. “What do THEY want to know about the region?” What is there to do on a rainy day? What is there for families with pets? Where are the creamy stands located? Where are the antique stores?
· Encourage workers to return to school or training workshops to learn better methods of serving the customer 
· Encourage hospitality development through the Incubator Without Walls program

· PARTNER WITH OTHERS: LSC, North Country Career Center, Northern Forest Partnership, Tillotson Foundation, internships (paid and unpaid), Kingdom Trails, Catamount Arts, etc.

· Work with downtown organizations

· Eliminate all maps except the Official Geotourism map.

· Cooperate and investigate shared advertising and marketing costs

· Adjust and improve the regional attitude and regional self-image. This region offers the truly real New England vacation experience.
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