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I. World-class Ambitions – Modest Assets
Interior Maine has a venerable tourism tradition, extending back to H. D. Thoreau’s Maine Woods sojourns of the mid-19th century. In its heyday at the turn of the 20th Century, the Moosehead Lake region alone had twenty resort hotels accessed by three rail lines. Although the Great Depression and automobile touring ended that golden age, the post-WW II decades were marked by renewed tourism growth. The traditional mix of hard and soft outdoor adventures with hospitality services was supplemented by new attractions, such as alpine skiing, snowmobiling, white water rafting, and fall “leaf peeping.”
Like much of rural America, Maine’s “rim counties” face chronic social and economic distress, marked by low per capita incomes, high poverty rates, high unemployment, youth emigration, and a rapidly aging population. (Cervone) In the face of these adverse patterns and trends, Maine’s governor and legislature have accorded tourism an unprecedented level of priority in the loose collection of programs that pass for a rural development strategy. (Colgan & Barringer) The State’s tourism ambitions are captured by the following 2005 Maine State Planning Office statement:
“The goal….is to provide Maine visitors with….opportunities to experience the state’s world class natural, historical and cultural resources.” (Italics added)

In pursuit of “world-class,” the State has recently launched numerous tourism ventures, ranging from the Maine Nature Tourism Initiative (MNTI), to a new a university Center for Tourism Research and Outreach, increased support for cultural heritage trails, and addition of two hundred thousand more hectares of protected lands. Maine’s five rural tourism regions (numbered 1 to 5 in the map below) have their own development ambitions and plans.
The private and non-profit sectors, with state support, have also been innovating. As in many parts of rural America, theme-based recreational trails have proliferated in rural Maine.  A sampling illustrates their range: the four state Northern Forest Canoe Trail, the Kennebec-Chaudière International Heritage Corridor, the Maine Birding Trail, the cross country skiers’ Maine Huts and Trails, the Maine Fiber Arts Trail, the Piscataquis County Waterfall Trail, the Maine Ice Age Trail, and the fast-growing all terrain vehicle trails network. Several major resort developments and resort upgrades are also in the works. Most widely publicized are the proposed Big Moose Mountain and Lily Bay resorts, core components of Plum Creek Timber’s Moosehead Lake development plan. 

Many of these ventures show promise. However, for the most part they are piecemeal, geographically scattered, and too small to create the “buzz” of a world-class destination. As the State’s tourism consultants put it,

“The nature-based and cultural and historic offerings in the [MNTI] pilot regions do not function as any sort of thematic group and are largely just a disconnected collection of sites.” (Fermata 2)
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Moreover, the state’s world-class ambitions must confront two sobering realities. First, participation in several outdoor recreation mainstays is stagnant or declining. That holds true for sporting heritage activities like fishing, hunting and camping as well as newer ones like skiing, snowmobiling and rafting. (The exceptional winter 2007-08 snowfall gave skiing and snowmobling a reprieve from adverse trends.) Below, we expand on the demographic and market trends that are affecting Maine Woods tourism. 
Second, competing destinations are promoting their own tourism with increased vigor and sophistication. In this era of Internet bookings and widespread international leisure travel, the Maine Woods competes for visitors not only with nearby rivals, such as the Adirondacks and White Mountains, but also with world-renowned destinations like Canada’s Rockies and Norway’s fjord country. Further, Maine’s cultural and historic attractions are modest compared with competing regional destinations, like the Hudson River and Lake Champlain valleys. In sum, the Maine Woods’ nature and culture may have world-class potential, but “we’re not there yet.” The Northern Forest region must re-invent itself as a tourist destination and re-conceive its brand image to meet 21st Century conditions. 
Maine is of course not alone in its tourism ambitions and challenges. Basic features of the rural Maine story will be familiar to students of chronic economic distress and policy responses in other post-industrial societies. Indeed, this paper is part of a comparative investigation that includes rural Sweden’s Jämtland-Härjedalen region.
II. Nature and Culture in a Big Push to World-Class 
If tourism is to fulfill its potential for revitalizing Maine’s rural economy and communities, we believe “big push” strategy is imperative. Given the stagnation of several traditional recreation activities, changing tourist demographics and demand patterns, and the sophisticated strategies of competing destinations, the current piecemeal initiatives, though laudable, are not likely to reverse the region’s declining share of the Northeast tourism market. They are even less likely to capture the imagination of affluent, discriminating tourists from farther afield, as the “world-class” designation implies.
The big push strategy we propose has three core components. First, the Maine Woods’ widely dispersed mountains, lakes, wild rivers, trails and other natural attractions must be more effectively woven together into a region-wide whole, renowned for rich and outstanding recreational experiences. Second, the region’s cultural amenities, broadly defined, must be expanded, upgraded, networked and integrated with outdoor recreation to shape compelling itineraries. Third, tourism service quality needs to reach a standard of excellence that is widely recognized by quality-conscious tour arrangers and travelers. (That is also the key to creation of more livable wage tourism jobs.) This section sketches the big picture, while section IV explores two big push prototypes.
The Great Maine Woods Recreation Area: An “Emerald Necklace” 
The four million hectare Maine Woods is the largest contiguous forest east of the Mississippi. In addition to scores of lesser attractions treasured by Mainers, it contains several regionally and nationally recognized destinations: the northern terminus of the Appalachian Trail on 5260 ft. Mt. Katahdin, the Allagash Wilderness Waterway, Moosehead Lake, and the 2000km Interconnected (snowmobile) Trail System. Fifteen years of public and NGO land and conservation easement purchases have brought the total area protected lands to more than 800,000 hectares. Building on these assets, we believe it is possible to shape a Maine Woods destination, where the “world-class” whole is greater than the sum of many not-quite world-class parts. 

A strategy for creating a Great Maine Woods Recreation Area is described in detail elsewhere (see Vail 2007). Here we set out some of the core tactics:
· Create an “emerald necklace” of prime recreation lands by making several additional key acquisitions, for instance Plum Creek’s 160,000 ha. in the Moosehead Lake, Moose River and 100 Mile Wilderness regions.

· Expand and upgrade “green infrastructures,” such as scenic byways, visitor centers, trails, signage, and parking areas.

· Brand a “twin attractions” destination, with the Great Maine Woods as the inland component and world renowned Acadia National Park (with its 2.2 million annual visitors) as the coastal component. The city of Bangor, with its international airport and rail links to the Maine Woods would serve as a hub.
“Emerald Necklace” of Protected Lands
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Space allows just a brief mention of investments in transportation infrastructure that are also critical if the Great Maine Woods destination is to be sustainable. Gas prices may top $5/gallon this summer and there is no persuasive reason to expect a long term trend reversal.  More than 90% of Maine Woods tourists currently travel by personal vehicle.  This will become an increasingly serious vulnerability. We are convinced that within the next few years it will be crucial to establish scheduled luxury motor coach service from coastal tourism gateways and Maine’s two international airports to Maine Woods gateways. A variety of smaller land- and water-based “people movers” will also be needed facilitate energy-efficient travel among the region’s natural and cultural attractions. Before long, we need to re-establish excursion train service to the Maine Woods. 
Cultural Heritage: The Maine Woods on the National Stage
Realistically, what the Maine Woods region currently offers in the way of historic landmarks, arts, crafts, and events pales in comparison to neighboring destinations such as Vermont’s Champlain Valley, New York’s Hudson Valley, and Acadian New Brunswick. Nonetheless, the region possesses the raw material to shape a compelling cultural heritage destination and brand: Wabanaki lore and crafts, Benedict Arnold’s ill-fated Revolutionary War expedition, Thoreau’s wilderness sojourns, stories and places surrounding the forest industry (Paul Bunyan’s birthplace, river drives, logging camps, etc.), and an inter-mingling of Franco- and Anglo-American cultures. The region is dotted with somewhat run-down but potentially charming 19th century farm and mill towns. And an art, crafts, and culinary revival is well underway. 
Despite efforts to pull cultural and heritage attractions together into themed trails, like the previously mentioned Maine Fiber Arts Trail and Kennebec Chaudière International Heritage Corridor, sites tend to be isolated and thinly scattered across several thousand square miles of Northern Forest landscape. Further, in terms of quality and sophistication, many are “not ready for prime time.” 

The most ambitious proposal to ratchet up the variety, quality, connectedness, and visibility of cultural and heritage offerings is to seek Congressional designation of a Maine Woods National Heritage Area. In addition to bringing in technical assistance and several million dollars of Federal financial support, the National Park Service logo is like “the Good Housekeeping Seal of Approval” with prospective tourisms. (McIntosh) A campaign to seek NHA status has not been formally launched, however. The idea faces political obstacles even before it reaches a Congressional committee. Rural Mainers have a general wariness in rural Maine about Federal involvement and, among some, there is a mistaken conviction that NHA designation leads inevitably to Federal land use regulation. The Maine Woods Coalition, described in section IV, is a first step on the path toward a coherent cultural heritage strategy – and possibly National Heritage Area designation.
Service Excellence (and Quality Jobs)

Using tourism to help revitalize the rural economy and spread prosperity requires that tourist business offer not just more jobs but more livable wage career opportunities. We know that is possible, because rural Maine’s best practice guide services, outfitters, sporting camps, hotels and restaurants already do just that. Making the Northern Forest a world-class destination will require hundreds more tourist service providers, most very small, to upgrade their service quality. But offering excellent customer service means improving frontline workers’ skills and, just as important, their attitudes and motivations. This is the foundation of a win-win strategy: top quality service leads to both greater business profitability and better employee satisfaction and compensation. As a side benefit, more quality jobs would reduce rural tourism’s recruitment problem and its notoriously high labor turnover. Elsewhere, we explore several models of small business outreach and frontline worker training that have met with success in Vermont, Minnesota and Maine itself. (Vail 2007: 99-103) 

One tool for branding a destination as world-class is a market-vetted quality label. There is growing interest in creating a distinctive Maine quality label that would give highly motivated tourism businesses the incentive and technical assistance they need to adopt best industry practices. Indeed, the Maine Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) has created the Environmental Leader label for lodgings; with its comparatively non-rigorous standards, it has certified over 50 lodgings in its first two years of operation. In addition, the Maine Office of Tourism’s 2008 Strategic Five Year Plan calls for “Establishment of a tourism provider rating system.” Government support will undoubtedly be important in creating a tourism quality label, however, our analysis of the creation and spread Sweden’s successful “Nature’s Best” ecotourism label strongly suggests a different model from the those adopted in Maine by the DEP and MOT. (Vail 2005) In the Swedish model, the process was initiated, led, and ultimately “owned” by a coalition of  tourism trade associations, exemplary tourism businesses, and conservation organizations. In this private-NGO partnership, state agencies and the European Union play a support rather than directive role. A similar model is being explored by the Maine Woods Destination Tourism Network and discussed in section IV.
III. Conceptual Framework: The Logic and Limits of Collective Action
Widely used concepts from political and economic theory provide lenses to sharpen our focus on the challenges confronting rural Maine tourism. This section’s title is a riff on Mancur Olson’s path-breaking 1965 study, The Logic of Collective Action. Core social science concepts about collective action that we apply to rural Maine’s tourism strategy include public goods, the free rider problem, club goods, exclusion mechanisms, evolutionary cooperative games, social capital formation, reciprocal externalities, and economies of scale and scope.

Destination Brand as Public Good
Enhancing the visibility and reputation of a tourism region – branding the destination -- benefits several different types of actors. They include private tourist service providers, like nature tour operators and hospitality businesses; indirect private sector beneficiaries, like real estate brokers and gas station owners; and host community residents/taxpayers whose livelihoods are not dependent on tourism. (Some actors may, of course, experience negative externalities from successful destination development, for instance traffic congestion, restricted access to natural areas, and loss of affordable housing.)
Tourism planners seeking to strengthen their regional brand face a free rider problem. Typically, beneficiaries cannot be excluded from the positive effects of a regional marketing campaign and its enhanced reputation with tourists, whether or not they contribute to the branding effort. Thus they have an incentive to free ride on others’ expenditures and efforts. Unless social norms or government powers prevent free riding, investment in the public good will be sub-optimal.

Clubs as an Instrument to Limit Free Riding and Build Commitment
Countless mechanisms have been devised to mitigate free rider problems in the production of public goods. In the annals of Maine Woods recreation, the most prominent example is an outstanding 13,000 mile snowmobile trail network, the product of a thirty year State-NGO collaboration. The State’s licensing and taxing powers are the key financial tools and 280 local snowmobile clubs are the key implementing organizations. In the 1970s, the State forged an incentive for club formation and voluntary trail maintenance by transferring snowmobile registration fees and a fraction of gasoline taxes to the clubs. Their part of the deal was to negotiate rights of way with landowners and to build and maintain trail segments. But even in this highly developed case there is slippage. All “sledders” pay the mandatory fees and gas taxes, but most do not join clubs. They free ride, quite literally, on trails that are maintained through the club members’ volunteer labor. This points to a general challenge in club formation: membership is voluntary, so it is crucial to design and enforce mechanisms to exclude opportunists who are not willing to “pay their dues.” 

Potoski and Prakash summarize the logic of clubs as follows:

“Clubs promulgate standards of conduct targeted to produce public benefits by changing club members’ behaviors. In return, club members receive excludable…club benefits, such as affiliation with the club’s positive ’brand name.’ Successful clubs induce members to voluntarily undertake progressive…action beyond what they would have taken unilaterally. This is because the costs of joining the club are offset by the tangible and/or intangible benefits.” (235)

Although social norms evolve slowly through time, club formation can modify behavior relatively quickly. (North) In designing the Maine Woods Rural Destination Tourism Network, one way to change behavior is to invent something like a club, where membership incentives and exclusion mechanisms are strong enough that stakeholders be willing to  bear some cost to join. Among the recruitment challenges are:

· Building cooperative attitudes among agents with no history of collaboration;

· Reducing distrust, for instance between real estate developers and conservationists;

· Offsetting competition among economic interests like the lodging owners in a town. 
Ideally, club participation is a process of “learning by doing,” through which members overcome mutual ignorance and mistrust and recognize win-win opportunities, notwithstanding their underlying competition. 
In game-theoretic terms, club formation can be viewed as an evolutionary cooperative game. It evolves from prior expectations of win–lose outcomes to an expectation of win – win outcomes through cooperation. Positive outcomes from cooperation in “early rounds” build the club’s reputation with the “rest of the world” while also reinforcing individual members’ expectations of positive future payoffs from cooperation. Cooperative games may prove fragile, however. For example, if expected payoffs fail to materialize or if there is no robust mechanism to exclude non-members from club benefits, then members will gradually defect and free ride on the efforts of remaining club members. In the extreme case, club arrangements can collapse.

In the Maine Woods Destination Tourism Network (DTN) case, described below, we anticipate that the main incentives for tourism business operators to “join the club” will be:

· Promotional benefits from inclusion in a high quality regional branding campaign. (To the extent that reaching a large market has significant overhead costs, there are economies of scale in promotion.)
· The opportunity to qualify for a distinctive market-proven quality label. 

· A voice in the organization’s strategic decisions. 

· Members’ enhanced civic reputation in their communities. 

Early “rounds” of the organizing game entail some risk for the charter members, since payoffs typically are realized only in the future and their magnitude is uncertain .

The  Maine Woods DTN’s principal exclusion mechanisms will be:

· Club dues, in the form of monetary contributions, time commitments, and other in-kind resources; 

· Costs required to upgrade business practices to gain quality label accreditation. This might include improved environmental practices, product quality, and worker compensation. (Note that the club as a whole also incurs costs to monitor and enforce these high standards.)

Strategic Dilemma: An Inclusive or Exclusive Club?
The pioneering participants in the Maine Woods DTN’s formative stage are a heterogeneous lot. They include private, public and non-profit players who have some convergent goals but also distinctly different constituencies and agendas. Even among the private sector participants, quite diverse interests are represented, for instance motorized and human powered recreation, sporting camps and ski resorts, craftspeople and museum managers. If anything, successful club building will broaden the range of participants still further. 
In organizing for tourism destination development, diversity presents club builders with a dilemma. One the one hand, inclusiveness has clear benefits. Broad stakeholder participation enhances the effort’s local legitimacy and is likely to be helpful in mobilizing financial support from the State and philanthropic organizations. There are significant economies of scope in networking a broad array of tourism activities that all tap into a core set of inputs, namely the region’s natural resources, gateway town amenities, and “green infrastructures.” From this viewpoint, the more club members, the merrier. An inclusive organizing strategy imposes minimal membership requirements and creates a flexible network among participants. In community planner Bill Traynor’s imagery, networks have a more “open architecture” than highly structured organizations; their “fundamental characteristics, low-level affiliation, value and choice driven, flexibility, informality, responsiveness, etc., are more organic to the experience of most people and therefore more accessible as a form of belonging.” (Traynor)
On the other hand, revitalizing the Maine Woods’ reputation as a destination of choice among discriminating, high-spending tourists requires significant – and highly visible -- improvements in the quality of tourist products and services. Absent such an upgrade in product quality, the regional branding effort is likely to have little impact in the marketplace. This argues for creation of an exclusive quality label, backed by rigorous  membership standards and monitoring, plus organizational competence in small business outreach and employee training.
The Maine Woods DTN might attempt to resolve this dilemma by developing two-tier membership. It can be made easy and attractive for a wide range of stakeholders to affiliate loosely with the effort.  And a market-proven quality label, with rigorous accreditation standards and significant prospective financial rewards, can be used to recruit a core of best practice service providers. If the expected financial rewards pan out, then it should be possible to recruit more conservative and risk-averse businesses would for the exclusive club. 
Social Capital Formation and Reciprocal Externalities in Destination Building
Development, to ecological economists, results from investing in four kinds of capital: natural, manufactured, human, and social. Social capital, centering on collective capacities for organization and cooperation, is a critical ingredient in effective coordination and allocation of the other three types of capital. Building the Maine Woods DTN is an investment in social capital formation which, if successful, will mobilize the region’s natural and human capital assets more effectively.
One of the Maine Woods DTN’s major tasks is to actualize latent complementarities among the region’s diverse tourism amenities and attractions. Economists describe relationships where each participant’s actions confer benefits on all the others as reciprocal externalities. The DTN’s destination strategy seeks to strengthen reciprocal externalities in both a specific and a general way. Specifically, successful branding efforts, for instance ecotourism quality labels, have shown that each individual participant’s market advantage is enhanced by its peers’ reputations for excellence. (Vail 2005) Generally, a destination is a network of diverse attractions, each of which reinforces the others to create a compelling whole. Clustering multiple attractions into enticing itineraries is especially important in this era of growing baby boomer “experiential tourism.” The DTN strategy emphasizes reciprocal externalities linking outdoor recreation activities, dining and lodging establishments, heritage attractions, contemporary arts and crafts, and gateway town amenities.

Clubs, Networks and Maine’s Industry Cluster Strategy
The Maine Woods DTN’s networking strategy echoes the state economic development strategy that was advocated by the Brookings Institution in its influential 2006 study, Charting Maine’s Future.  The Brookings recommendations have dominated Maine’s economic policy discourse for the past two years. They urge the state to focus its limited support capabilities on a relatively small number of “emerging industrial clusters” that show exceptional growth potential. (Brookings 103) Following this advice, recent State development initiatives have prioritized high-technology and manufacturing clusters, for instance a boat building and composite materials cluster. The clusters are club-like. They offer members exclusive benefits, such as coordination between upstream (producer) and downstream (user) industries, cost-effective research targeting, collaborative R&D fund raising, joint marketing, pooled back office operations, and more effective political lobbying. Membership requires participating businesses to collaborate, innovate and adopt best management practices.
The Maine Woods DTN aspires to create a unique business cluster focusing on tourist services and amenities, rather than manufacturing and technology. 
IV. Organizing Maine Woods Destination Development
The Maine Woods Consortium

In 2001, Maine Woods entrepreneurs and community groups, facing an uncertain economic future, recognized an opportunity to increase the impact of their respective local initiatives by organizing a regional network to share information and coordinate experiments and investments in asset-based development. The network, then called the Maine Mountain Heritage Network and centered in Maine’s Western Mountains region, sponsored market and community asset studies and conceived several strategic initiatives. 

An enlarged network, called the Maine Woods Consortium (MWC), now encompasses the five rural tourism regions, spanning Maine’s six “rim counties.”   Following the tenets of open organizational architecture and inclusivity, businesses, non-profits, and government agencies are partnering around three shared common interests:

· Landscape planning to sustain Maine’s long tradition of multiple use land management for maximum benefit;
· Physical and institutional revitalization of towns and villages;
· Development of production networks (what the State calls “industry clusters”) to generate economic value through sustainable use of natural and cultural assets.

Production networks have emerged as a key Consortium interest. Although a few large businesses, such as paper mills and ski resorts, remain from an earlier era, today’s Maine Woods economy is characterized by small, geographically dispersed enterprises. On their own, these enterprises often struggle to gain production efficiencies and market reach. The Consortium goal is to tap economies of scale and scope in production and marketing by aggregating enterprises into networks.

MWC members concluded early in their discussions that long term regional prosperity requires complementary investments across many sectors, such as wood products, agriculture, manufacturing, and the creative economy. However, tourism occupies a central strategic position as the only “export” sector that is actually growing in revenues and employment. As indicated, tourism, especially outdoor recreation, has a strong tradition in the region. 

Analysis by Longwoods International, the Maine Office of Tourism’s former research contractor, shows that, although the Maine Woods region draws proportionally more than the statewide average of outdoor recreationists, it lags in the percentage of “general touring” and “experiential” visitors, those whose interests typically include outdoor recreation but also cultural activities. To a great extent the Maine Woods’ cultural character derives from its natural features – forests, mountains, lakes, rivers, remoteness -- and from the history of natural resource use by Franco, Anglo, and Native Americans. MWC members see an opportunity to create new, multi-dimensional visitor experiences that include both outdoor and cultural components, thematically connected by the Maine Woods landscape and seasonal cycles. 

The Consortium has launched several tourism development projects that network recreation, culture, and landscape (broadly defined to include the built environment). For example, when it became clear that several communities were proposing new visitor information centers, the Consortium convened community representatives to exchange project information and participate in collective training in interpretation and business planning. The Consortium has devised a plan to integrate the centers into a regional visitor information system with a common theme: the idea that all aspects of Maine Woods life draw on the natural landscape.

The Consortium also helps community groups develop tourist itineraries. With its collective influence, MWC convinced The National Trust for Historic Preservation to offer training program in visioning and planning. It yielded an array of itineraries to match diverse tourist preferences and pocketbooks. Every itinerary links outdoor recreation with cultural activities, visitor services, and amenities in ways that engage visitors with the region’s central themes. The trainers’ ideas about type and quality of visitor experiences revealed a need for more effective local organizing.. It is one thing to sketch an itinerary in the abstract, but quite another to create it in the “real world.”
The Maine Woods Destination Tourism Network
In 2006, Consortium representatives began meeting with tourism interests from across the four state Northern Forest region to explore emerging opportunities and challenges in the larger geographic area. Fueled by a shared interest in the concept of “production networks,” a small group began to re-conceptualize destination development in rural areas. This initiative is called Rural Destination Tourism, or RDT.
Rural destination tourism is place-based, multi-day, and oriented toward appreciation and use of a locale’s authentic natural and human-made assets. Key elements of the model include:

· Local networks of tourism operators collaborating on:

· Shared high standards of customer service

· Seamless handoff of visitors from one proprietor to another

· Development of marketing materials with a unified message
· Use of common themes and itineraries
· Creation of a shared data base to support customer-oriented, web-based search tools

· A regional branding and marketing strategy to distinguish participating tourism destinations in the marketplace.

· Use of customer feedback to inform service improvement.

The RDT group believes that these network-based innovations will position Northern Forest communities and sub-regions to compete more effectively for discriminating travelers.  The Northern Forest RDT group and the Maine Woods Consortium have identified two Maine pilot projects to test and refine the networking concept. The first is organizing a county tourism council. The second is creating a producer network around outdoor sporting heritage. 

The Franklin County Tourism Network intends to be an inclusive “club.” It focuses on improving communication and collaboration among tourism service providers, private, public and non-profit.  Activities to date have included organizing a steering committee, interviewing approximately 40 prospective network members, and designing a visitor survey. Anticipated near term outcomes are:

· Building a communications platform to support collaborative development of visitor itineraries, 

· Educating business operators and site managers about best management practices in their specific product areas, emphasizing product design and service excellence, and 

· Implementing visitor tracking and evaluation procedures to inform future management and investment decisions.

The prototype organization is broadly inclusive (no significant “dues” are exacted). However, some participants have raised questions regarding the weakness of inclusivity in ensuring high standards of product quality to enhance the county’s reputation with tourists: “How can I be sure that other network members will strive for the outstanding customer service I require of myself and my employees?” In other words: how can the DTN minimize free riding on the efforts of others?

The second Maine Woods DTN prototype responds to this challenge by adopting a more “exclusive” approach. Organizers have identified and begun recruiting outdoor recreation leaders, both private businesses, such as sporting camp owners, and non-profit projects, such as the Appalachian Mountain Club’s Maine Woods Initiative. “Club members” share an interest in creating high quality visitor experiences across the Maine Woods region. They have agreed to establish core principles and high product quality standards.  First phase activities include exploring the lead organizations’ shared interests and establishing criteria to use in selecting potential partners in their local provider networks. Many view the ultimate goal as a regional nature-based tourism brand based on these principles and quality standards.

The founding members of this more exclusive group are currently discussing actions to capture economies of scope -- destination packages that combine the members varied products – and economies of large scale -- cooperative purchasing and training programs for business managers and frontline workers. Some members are ready to break a taboo by sharing customer information, with an eye to cross marketing. As one put it, “A prospect may see my product and decide against it, but they might have an interest in something another member is offering – and we don’t want to lose that opportunity to bring them to the region!” 

A few more words are in order about training, marketing, and sustaining access to the Maine Woods landscape. A recent tourism education and training “summit” organized by the University System’s Center for Tourism Research and Outreach indicated how disjointed current tourism education opportunities are. The discussion pointed to a clear need for a stronger working relationship between higher educational institutions and the industry’s outdoor recreation and hospitality branches. In particular, outreach programs for managers of small tourist businesses and frontline employee training are exceptionally weak. (CenTRO) The Maine Woods DTN planning team believes that its quality standards initiative can become the model for outreach and training. 

Both the Consortium and the Destination Tourism Network are exploring more effective  marketing of destinations and specific tourism products. Discussion has focused on Internet media and a distinctive Maine Woods brand. Since tourism marketing worldwide now emphasizes Web-based marketing, we concentrate here on the branding initiative. The DTN planning group recognizes that the Maine Office of Tourism and the five individual rural tourism regions are already making large branding investments. However, the emerging pattern is unnecessarily complex and redundant. The Maine Woods RDT is determined to maximize complementarities with existing branding efforts, but at the same time, it offers the Office of Tourism and tourism trade associations a chance to support the development and promotion of a potent quality label. 

As previously mentioned, the Consortium has assessed the feasibility of seeking Congressional designation of a Maine Woods National Heritage Area. The National Park Service’s imprimatur would undoubtedly raise the region’s profile in the national tourism market. The near term strategy is to develop the Maine Woods’ cultural heritage brand through regional initiatives that create, upgrade, and network attractions. 

The Consortium identifies investment in downtown revitalization and recreational access to multiple use landscapes as keys to sustainable tourism. These priorities predated the recent release of recommendations by the Governor’s Council on Maine’s Quality of Place. They stress the need for much more public investment in natural and community assets and argue for a reorientation of state programs from “needs-based” allocations to an “asset-based” development strategy. (QOP) The Maine Woods DTN initiative offers an excellent pilot project for just such a realignment. 

Historically, State support for Maine tourism has largely been devoted to marketing. Only in recent years has much attention been given to product and destination development. As we deepen our understanding of market trends and customer preferences, in particular the growth potential of “experiential” tourism, we more fully recognize the need for collaboration across the lines of government-private and outdoor recreation-cultural heritage. There have been encouraging developments, such as the creation of a “tourism sub-cabinet” coordinating policies and actions of several state agencies that affect tourism. Nonetheless, we have a long way to go in strengthening collaboration of all kinds. Ultimately, shaping a “world class” Maine Woods destination will depend as much on how well we cooperate to create rich visitor options and high quality visitor experiences as it will on our wonderful natural endowments. We are confident the Maine Woods Consortium and DTN can help blaze that path.
V. Parting Thoughts
Organizing the Maine Woods’ hundreds of small tourism operators is a bit like herding cats. They are dispersed across a landscape as large as the combined area of the three southern New England states. Their services range from whitewater rafting to upscale lodging and from snowmobile rentals to white table cloth dining. Most tourism entrepreneurs come from a tradition of rugged independence and many respond to their uncertain economic futures with risk averting conservatism. Of necessity, then, the underlying strategy and organizing tactics described in this paper are experimental, as well as unprecedented in rural Maine.

Participant observers in this trial-and-error process, we use insights from the theory of collective action as a check on our intuitions and plans. As we invent new organizational forms and interpret feedback from successes and failures along the way, scholarly insights about incentives and behavior may keep us from wandering too far off the path toward that ineffable “world-class”  destination.
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