Submitted to The Voice, February 2011, by John Groh – RACVB president/CEO.
Roundtable Discussion Focused on Funding and Future
Today doing more with less is a reality of business.  Revenue is down. Staff size has been cut. Everyone is operating leaner and, hopefully, smarter. Organizations and businesses need to run efficiently and effectively and seek unconventional solutions to today’s problems.

RACVB is no exception. In the past year, we’ve had to make significant cuts and realign programs in order to maintain our effectiveness.
RACVB exists to serve our community, and to do so effectively we need to know what our partners and citizens see as priorities.

In December, RACVB hosted a series of community roundtables; inviting stakeholders and citizens to share ideas and priorities for growing the visitor industry in today’s economy. These discussions included hoteliers, sites and attraction staffers, government and business leaders, community advocates and members of the general public. Throughout these discussions we saw some consistent themes. 

Impact of Funding Cuts

Repeatedly we heard concerns regarding the impact our funding cuts will have on the community. Those concerns were focused in three areas. 
Service: Several industry partners expressed concern that service provided to customers will suffer. RACVB has built a reputation for “red carpet” service. Post event surveys show solid service is a key factor when groups decide to return, groups like the Illinois Kids Wrestling Federation, Team Exposure, Puma Cup and many more. These groups bring millions of dollars into our local economy each year. 

Marketing: Sites and attraction leaders indicated that without RACVB’s multimedia marketing campaigns they will be unable to promote themselves effectively outside the region. Cooperative campaigns - like our Winteriginals and Summeriginals efforts - offered them access to advertising reach and frequency they cannot afford on their own.

Awareness: Many also expressed concern that the suspension of marketing campaigns means we are not targeting those visitors who are seeking a close getaway. Advertising campaigns targeting key demographics in nearby metro areas helped create a general awareness about the Rockford Region. Post campaign surveys showed our ad campaigns helped improve their perception of our community.
These are all very valid concerns. RACVB will face significant challenges in maintaining customer service, assisting our leisure partners and improving our regional image and awareness. But we haven’t given up. We are continually seeking new solutions and challenging ourselves to find answers that will get us through the next few years.
What’s Important to You

We also saw consistency in what our partners want us to safeguard. Again, these comments can be categorized in three main themes. 
Maintain Sports: Over the years, the Rockford Region has gained national recognition as an amateur sports destination. At the roundtables our guests told us it is imperative we maintain this reputation. Facilities like Sportscore One and Two and Harlem Community Center have helped RACVB attract events like the North American Fastpitch World Series, which will bring 176-teams from places like Utah and Texas. But you worry that these facilities might not be keeping up with trends and the needs of our customers. We also heard that given our reputation, it’s important to look at what other sports we could compete in if appropriate facilities existed. 
Market to Groups: You also told us that groups are paramount and the key to our visitor industry. This supports RACVB’s marketing plan. RACVB has realigned itself to focus on expanding the sports market and growing the meetings market. In addition, we are working with industry partners to find ways to encourage event attendees to stay longer and take advantage of the unique attractions the Rockford Region has to offer. 

Work Together: You also recognize that we all need to work together. Everyone needs to think critically and see themselves as ambassadors for our region. Whether it is partners taking regional information to tradeshows, providing more extensive training to frontline employees or finding and creating new partnerships, a strong visitor industry involves everyone.
Looking Ahead
This is the second year RACVB has held community roundtables, and we see these discussions as a key part of our planning process. These sessions allow us to hear from stakeholders and citizens, and they open doors for greater collaboration. While not every idea can be implemented, staff is working to identify and expand those that can help us efficiently grow tourism in the Rockford Region.
But the dialogue shouldn’t end with the roundtables. If you want to be a part of the conversation, involved in the process of growing our visitor industry or just stay informed contact our office at 815.963.8111 to volunteer, join our email list or share your thoughts and ideas. 

John Groh is the president/CEO of the Rockford Area Convention & Visitors Bureau, the region’s chief ambassador and the agency charged with growing our economy by growing visitation to the region. 

