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State focuses its tourism promotion effort on West Coast

By HEIDI DIETRICH
STAFF WRITER

It's been a year and a half since Gov,
Chris Gregoire and the Legishture dou-
bled tours m promotion funding and start-
ed Washington State Tourism, anew com-
mission that & just beginning to roll out its
first initiatives.

Washington State Tourism is positon-
ing itself as a marketing team attempt-
ing to strengthen Washington's brand.
Whereas state tourism efforts used to
target 13 Western states and Camda, the
new commission has deaded to narrow
that down to Washington, Oregon, Califor-
n@ and Brifish Columb®, m hopes of cap-
ring cost-conscous tourists who drive
here for shorter trips.

So far, Washington State Tourism has
developed a six-year strategic plan and
conducted a study that revealed the tar-
et market & the state’s residents and its
coastal neighbors, The commission & now
prepaning to roll aat a new wave of adver-
tising materials in the hope that Wash-
ington can better compete against other
states” ambitious, well-funded efforts,

“It’s a competiive workl aut there,” saxd
Marsha Massey, executive director of
Washington State Tourism.

The commission was Hrmeda fler vears
of complaints from the hospitality indusry
that tourisn in Washington lads coordi-
mtion and funding. Many in the industry
express optimsm about the new push,
while simultancously keeping their fin-
gers crossed that the effort will be enough
o draw travelers even as an economic

criss ravages the country.

The results of a more unified, better-
funded tourisn promotion effort are only
starting to emerge. A new ad campeaign,
designed by Seatte firm GreenRubino,
lanmches in Febrnumry. A revamped website
iscurrently in abeta test phase and will go
live this month, For the first time, the state
ursm agency is creating a state visitors'
guide, and that will be distributed earl
this year, Washington State Tourism is in
the process of securing private matching
funds 1o supplement state dollars

Leaders in the hospitality industry say
that they are confident the infant group’s
marketing efforts will increase tourism
spending in Washington. They see the
commission as an mdication that the state
ismore committed to tourism promotion.

“It'sa good step in the right direction”
said Paul Ishi, general mamger of Scat-
tle'sMay flower Park Hotel.

Washington State Tourism operates
with a team of 19 governmentappointed
commissioners and a director, Massey,
who is an employee of the Washington
State Department of Community, Trade
and Economi: Development.

The commission which met for the first
time i September 2007, marks a shift in
the way the state targets towsm. For the
first ime, representatives from across
the hospitality sector and from across the
state are working on delivering unified
tourism promotion. No former group in-
chided representatives from both sides of
the s a e and from all parts of the industry,
including hotels, tribes, museums, wner-
ies, resorts, trade associations, visitors'
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bureaws, restaurants and the Legishture,
Whik: each hospitalty sector has s own
lobbying group, such as the hotel and
lodging association, they haven't always
coordirated efforts with each other,

“Tourism has always been kind of frag-
mented, and it’s been hard to get al the
groups together,” said Ishi,

Massey acknowledged the continuexd
challenge to bring together the varows
groups across the indudry. She believes
the diversity of the commission and the
groups continued outreach efforts are
crital

“The bigged challenge is bringing indi-
viduak together,” Massey said, “and get-
tirg the inchstry to speak with one voce,”

The effort also marks the fird signifi-
cant funding increase for state tourism
promotion, from a budget of 3.7 million
in 2007 to $7.1 millon in 2008 That in-
cudes $4.5 million from the Washington
State Convention and Trade Center ac-
count— which is generated through hotel
taxes — and $2.6 milon from the state’s
genera fund. In addition, there will be at
least S1 million in matching dolars from
the tourism indistry. The commission
plans 1o increase the amount of private
matching funds cach year, and hopes the
budget will reach 510 million to S11 mil-
lion n the next few years

“We're not there yet,” said Frank
Finneran, a member of the commission
and the clairman of the Washington State
Convention and Trade Center. “Tt's athree-
year building process.”

Dennis Clark, a member of the commis-
sion and general mamager of Seattke's Fair-
mont Olympic Hotel, sax he believes the
overal hotel industry backs the commis-
sion's efbris, even though real results are
st beginning 1o emenge. As president of
the Seattk: Hotel Association, Clark regu-
larly updates his group dout what's going
on with Washington State Toursm.

“I think everyone has a very positive
view right now,” Clark said.

Members of the hospitaity sector be-
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a the Washington State Convention
and Trade Center has dropped from
bist vear's otal, but is even with the
mrmber in 2007,
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leve thata coordinated effort s more nec-
essary now than ever, as travelers stay
home due to the aling economy. Tom
Norwalk, president of Seattle’s Conven-
fion and Visitors Bureau, said projections
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