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Franklin County Tourism Network
Planning Team Conference Call 4/8/08
Participating: Bruce Hazard and Shaunacy Cobb, Mountain Counties Heritage; Marc Edwards, Franklin County Cooperative Extension; Alison Hagerstrom and Sylvie Boisveirt, Greater Franklin Development Corporation; Dina Jackson, Androscoggin Valley Council of Governments; Evelyn McAllister, Rangeley Lakes Region Chamber of Commerce; and Betty Gensel, Coastal Enterprises, Inc. 

Project Timeline
1. Business interviews (April & May)
2. Customer surveys (Summer)

3. Releasing data from business interviews and customer surveys (September & October)
4. Business workshop series (September & October) 
5. Formalizing Network (October)

6. Product Development (October & November)

7. Marketing (December)
Upcoming Meeting Dates
May - Review business survey results

July - Plan workshops

August /September – Review customer survey results (if preliminary data is available) and determine how to present to businesses

October - Workshop outcomes, facilitating product development and formalizing the network (4 hour)
November – Formulate a marketing plan

Meeting Notes

The meeting began with an update on the current project status. The intern is almost done with the tourism provider inventory. Shaunacy has completed her first interview with Aardvark Outfitters and will begin scheduling the rest this week. The business interviews will be complete by mid-May. The information from these interviews will be useful to a variety of non-profits and government agencies. Shaunacy will create a workgroup on the MMHN website and will post the interview documents on the site.
The Franklin County Cooperative Extension will be conducting a survey of visitors to various nature-based tourism enterprises throughout Franklin County. This research will gather demographic and psychographic information about visitors engaging in nature-based tourism activities. Marc has agreed to expand his survey base to include the business sectors represented on the original list of businesses. The businesses representing the different sectors will be randomly selected to avoid bias. Since the survey is conducted through a website, the approximately 2,000 postcards that are being distributed to drive visitors to the site can be coded for different locations and business sectors. Marc will offer the Network the opportunity to review, comment, and suggest changes to the survey but the group must be conscious of his timeline. Descriptive data should be available by October. This collaborative effort has increased capacity in the Network and also freed up some funds for other uses. 
There are some other opportunities for collaboration between planning team members. Franklin County Cooperative Extension is planning a marketing workshop that the FCTN could partner with them on. There are hurdles of competition between businesses that must be surpassed to develop a shared marketing effort. The Franklin County Community College is working on a customer service/hospitality certificate curriculum. Marc has explored a customer service program similar to the Master Gardner’s program. All agreed that employees must see opportunities for advancement in the tourism realm to attain the level of customer service this project demands. 

Bruce mentioned the Survey of Overnight Visitors that CenTRO is conducting. This information is intended to develop profiles of overnight visitors to each of Maine’s tourism regions including spending levels, purchasing patterns, length of stay, places visited, return frequency, and trip satisfaction. Shaunacy has requested a copy of this survey and is waiting for approval from the director. Dina offered to share the information she has on this survey. Shaunacy will mail that out to the group once it is received. There is some information about the survey on the CenTRO website, click here to view. 

The process of Social Network Analysis was introduced to the group but without visual aids, it was hard to explain. Shaunacy will email out supporting documents to clarify the process. Bruce explained that SNA is a process that maps the relationships between survey participants to illustrate the exchange of goods and services. This information can be used to determine how this social network is structured and what the flow of information between the participants is. It is an illustrative way to see who is currently communicating and collaborating with each other to show where there are gaps. Once these gaps are surfaced, the team can determine the best strategy for filling them and improving the efficiency of the Network. Bruce Hoppe is working on this portion of the project with Shaunacy and Bruce. He also had some interesting ideas about the value of customer service and how to incorporate it into the survey. Shaunacy will share these insights with the group once they are received.
The Franklin County Tourism Network is the county level prototype for the Northern Forest Rural Destination Tourism Initiative. The overall purpose of this initiative is to develop a new business model for rural tourism that increases the wealth flowing through local economies that creates living wage jobs; fosters a more meaningful, enduring and sustainable connection between people and the landscape; aligns existing and emerging efforts in the field for the purpose of more efficiently attaining shared outcomes and improving customer experience of place; and is scalable to other regions. This model of tourism development would function at three different scales: community, county, and multi-county. FCTN and Coos County in New Hampshire are the county level prototypes and there is a Maine Woods RDT Network forming as a multi-county effort.
An interesting idea arose from conversations about packaging. Dina was struck by Aardvark’s willingness to package tourism products but their expressed need for a third party to organize, market, and handle these packages. It would be a great opportunity for a travel agent to earn commission for putting these together. Marc agreed that this was an entrepreneurial opportunity and that the cost of the commission could be paid from the visitor. 

The planning team now has $1,000 to use now that the Franklin County Cooperative Extension is doing the market research aspect of the project. Marc suggested using it to leverage more marketing money with the Maine Office of Tourism but unfortunately, Dina had already submitted her grant request for Maine Lakes and Mountains. It was suggested that reimbursing workshop attendees for mileage or offering meal tickets would be a good idea. All agreed that it should have a direct benefit to the businesses to help gain buy-in.






