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Convention and visitors bureaus in

lesser-known destinations are embracing
their assets and scoring new business.

WHEN A CITY IS CHOSEN TO HOST THE BEARD TEAM USA

outdoor Les Schwab Amphitheater on the Deschutes River.
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Bend, located in the high
desert of central Oregon

is a bit off the beaten path,
but draws its meetings by
a combination of unusual
venues such as the his-
toric Tower Theatre, and
its astounding scenery and
outdoor activities, such as
hiking along Paulina Lake
in the caldera of an ancient
volcano (right).
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SOUTHWEST WASHINGTON
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“I think we’re just not that typical,” says Lynnette
Braillard, marketing director for Visit Bend. “We’re
not a convention and meeting place where people
always have their big meetings. We're something a
little different, and I think people who attend events
here appreciate that.”

Although Bend does have a convention center,
it’s the city’s more unusual venues that have proved
to be more popular. These include the High Desert
Museum, where guests can explore the nature, his-
tory, and culture of the region, as well as what
Braillard calls the “downtown model”—a group of
locations within a few blocks of one another that
together offer a variety of event spaces. “We have a
historic theater downtown called the Tower Theatre,
which can hold about 400 people and can be paired
with spots like the Oxford Hotel, the Phoenix Inn
Suites, and McMenamin’s Hotel and Restaurant
for meeting space. People can have a keynote at the
theater and then move for breakouts to other venues
around town within walking distance.”

For convention and visitors bureaus (CVBs)
throughout the Northwest, offering something dif-
ferent is of increasing importance when it comes to
attracting meetings and events to their destinations.
“Meeting planners are always looking for something
new and interesting and innovative in order to bump
up their meeting attendance and give their delegates
something that’s really valuable,” says Catherine
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Frechette, media relations manager at Tourism
Kelowna in Kelowna, B.C. “In that sense Kelowna is
really well positioned. People may not have heard of
Kelowna and then they find out it’s in wine country
and there’s 15 golf courses. It’s the surprise element,
and I think you just can’t underestimate that.”

Kelowna’s beautiful setting on the shores of
Okanagan Lake, surrounded by mountains, is a
major selling point. “Were in a really dynamic
valley. We have about 16 wineries, so pretty much
every group that comes in has some kind of wine
component to their program,” says Jennifer Horsnell,
director of sales for Tourism Kelowna. Also attractive
to planners is the easy access, with daily direct flights
from Seattle, Vancouver, B.C., Victoria, Edmonton,
Calgary, and Toronto. Kelowna has typically been
popular with corporate and incentive groups but has
also seen a recent increase in interest from profes-
sional associations. Along with large event spaces at
several hotels, the city offers nontraditional venues
such as executive houseboats that can be rented and
catered for smaller meetings.

Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, is another destination that
plays up its stunning location. “The fact of Coeur
d’Alene being on a lake but having a really great
downtown is really appealing,” says J.J. Jaeger, a
member of the board of directors at the Coeur
d’Alene Convention and Visitors Bureau and direc-
tor of sales and marketing at the city’s largest con-
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vention hotel, the Coeur d’Alene Resort, which
offers a mix of indoor and outdoor meeting space,
as well as a fleet of lake cruise boats for events on
the water. “Coeur d’Alene has great golf, including
the world’s only floating green. We have spas, we
have great water sports, seaplane rides, jet skiing,
parasailing, fishing, hiking, biking, skiing in winter,
shopping and antiquing. We also have a challenge
course at a local junior college, which makes an
excellent team-building activity.”

Since smaller destinations can’t always compete
with larger cities in terms of resources and facili-
ties, CVBs are making strategic decisions to go after
events suited to their destinations. “We have to be
realistic about transportation, getting here, and our
facilities,” says Braillard. “Part of it is figuring out
what events would work right here. Sporting events
that are looking for outdoor venues, that is some-
thing we’re a great fit for, just because of our diverse
terrain here.” Bend recently hosted the USA Cycling
Cyclo-cross Nationals, an event that Braillard says
“filled the town for a week.”

Many meeting attendees appreciate the charm
and friendliness of smaller destinations. Ken Hill,
convention sales manager for the Juneau (Alaska)
Convention and Visitors Bureau, explains, “In
Juneau we really have everything that you would
find in any larger destination, just at a smaller
scale. We still have all the services that you would
expect; it’s just in a more intimate setting.” Hill says
Juneau tends to draw a large number of Alaskan
professional associations attracted by the idea of
holding events in the state capital, as well as out-
of-state groups “looking for that unique Alaskan
experience,” which might include such activities
as sunset cruises, whale watching, glacier hiking,
skiing, ziplining or dogsledding.

Even some larger but lower-profile destinations
are concentrating less on selling their traditional
convention space and more on marketing unique
venues and activities. Richmond, B.C., prides itself
on having one-third of the total bed base in the
metro Vancouver area, but the city’s more unusual
event spaces are just as important, according to Gayle
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Ihe Coeur d'Alene Resort, a
four-season destination on
Lake Coeur d'Alene, boasts
a golf course with the only
floating green in the world.
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The Hanford Reach National
Monument, close by the
Iri-Cities, Wash,, is the last
free-flowing stretch of the
Columbia River
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Morris, director of sales for Tourism Richmond. One
such venue is the Lulu Island Winery, which pro-
duces ice wines, fruit wines, and traditional specialty
wines. Lulu’s three large wine tasting rooms make
great settings for dinners for up to 60 people each. In
the historic Steveston neighborhood, a quaint fish-
ing village at the mouth of the Fraser River, the Gulf
of Georgia Cannery heritage site is another popular
venue during the warm-weather months. (Heating is
allowed only through rented gas heaters.)

FOCUS ON VALUE

With the global recession affecting the number and
size of events being organized, CVBs are seeing
changes in the ways meeting planners approach
their business. Jennifer Kirby, marketing and com-
munications manager at the Southwest Washington
Convention and Visitors Bureau in Vancouver,
Wash., says the poor economy has created a buy-
er’s market for event planners. She adds, “Meeting
planners are savvy enough to know to ask for specific
things because the CVBs are trying to up their game
to attract more business.”
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Many planners are also delaying decisions on
larger events. “A lot of them have been taking a
wait-and-see attitude. They haven’t been canceling,
but they’ve been tentative about making decisions,”
says Kim Shugart, vice president of operations at the
Tri-Cities (Richland, Pasco, and Kennewick, Wash.)
Visitor and Convention Bureau.

Another result of tightened budgets is an increased
focus on value. Many companies and organizations
that would previously have held events at resort-type
properties are now looking for other options. “Now
these planners are looking for places that will spark
the attention of the people that will likely attend
the events, without having the resort or spa tag on
the destination,” says Hill. This change in thinking
opens up opportunities for places like Juneau that
can offer special experiences and all the required
amenities without the resort label.

The Tri-Cities area is also playing up its balance
of low costs and quality services. “What sets our des-
tination apart is we have good price value. We have
great golf, we have the Columbia River, we have five
hotels right on the river. We can offer resort-type
services without the prices groups would have paid
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in a resort,” says Shugart. The Tri-Cities™ strate-
gic location—roughly three-and-a-half hours from
either Seattle or Portland, two-and-a-half-hours
from Spokane, and five hours from Boise—makes
the area a convenient choice for regional meetings.
As an added benefit, the CVB offers a discount
passport for meeting delegates to use at shops and
restaurants in Richland, as well as online coupons to
local businesses in all three of the Tri-Cities.

Some CVBs are offering financial incentives for
groups that choose to host events in their destina-
tions. For example, Tourism Richmond is offering
up to $1,500 off the total master folio for groups that
book and stay in the city by June 30, 2011.

RELATIONSHIP MARKETING

For smaller destinations, the biggest challenge is
often simply making meeting planners aware of
what they have to offer. To get the word out,
CVBs are increasingly moving away from traditional
advertising in favor of marketing strategies that build
relationships and show prospective clients what their
destinations are all about.

“A lot of people don’t really know where Bend,
Oregon, is, so it’s one of those things we really have
to tell people,” says Braillard. Visit Bend has aban-
doned print advertising in favor of marketing efforts
such as trade shows, familiarization trips (also called
“fam tours”), and reaching out to specific groups
that might be a good fit.

CVBs can increase their chances of bringing
in business by investing time in building connec-
tions with planners. Rosemary Cooke, director of
sales for the Southwest Washington CVB, says,
“Relationships are key, and offering all the services
you can: bringing event planners on site for tours,
letting them enjoy the hotels they’re considering,
having food, giving them the whole picture as
opposed to a really small sampling. Fam tours have
just been huge for us because people still aren’t sure
of what we have. Once they come on the fam we get
all these comments like, T had no idea.”

Cooke also sees strengthening ties between mem-
ber businesses as a key to successful marketing.
“We're really building on the relationship we have
within our community, with our hoteliers, our res-
taurants,” she explains. “We’re coming together and
selling one destination, not one hotel or restaurant, so
that visitors want to come back for something else.”

In Coeur d’Alene, community relationships are
so important that the CVB’s programs are managed

by a board of directors representing various hotels,
restaurants, and related businesses. A special com-
mittee works together to market the destination for
meetings, events, and group tours. “Our key thing
is to get people to come to see us, to bring people
in beforehand on fam trips so they can experience
Coeur d’Alene,” explains Jaeger, who sits on the
groups committee.

Building relationships also means providing
services that go beyond merely connecting event
planners with suppliers. Many CVBs have dedi-
cated convention and meeting staff to help plan-
ners with everything from housing to marketing to
transportation. In British Columbia, both Tourism
Kelowna and Tourism Richmond have introduced
MeetingsEasy, an online program that allows event
planners to input the details of their group and select
suppliers from whom they would like to receive pro-
posals. Tourism Kelowna also provides additional
“attendance-building tools,” including a customiz-
able electronic postcard with registration links and a
printable meeting shell that can be used for confer-
ence programs or information.

Tourism Richmond plans to roll out a new web-
site with an even more comprehensive event plan-
ning system later this year. Staff are also happy to
“discuss ideas with planners so that we can fine-
tune their itineraries and their details,” says Morris.
“Depending on the interests of their groups we can
assist in routings and timings for coaches. We can
customize anything for them, not to mention secure
their accommodations on their behalf.”

Richmond expects to reap long-term benefits
from its status as a host community for the 2010
Winter Olympics. The new Olympic Oval, site of the
long-track speed skating competitions, together with
the connections made during the games, will present
lasting opportunities, particularly for hosting other
sporting events. With the border crossing newly
improved for the Olympics, Richmond will also be
looking beyond its traditional regional and national
focus toward the Seattle market, hoping to be able
to entice U.S. planners and attendees with a foreign
country so close to home.

While Seattle, Vancouver, Portland, and other
major cities may have the name recognition, the
Northwest’s lesser-known destinations are holding
their own. By forging relationships and daring to
be different, these CVBs are becoming increasingly
adept at showing off their assets, giving event planners
countless new and exciting opportunities to wow their
clients with something truly out of the ordinary. @
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