
A CASE STUDY IN CFDC’S AS RURAL 
TOURISM PROMOTERS 



INTRODUCTIONS 

Gord Knowles (B.A., Ec.D, CEcD, APEC-CBC) has been an Atikokan Economic Development 
Corporation (AEDC) Community Development Advisor since 2010. His portfolio includes loan 
disbursal/collections, community economic development and not-for-profits liaising. Gord oversees 
Tourism Atikokan, a collaboration with the municipality and province. Additionally, he sits on the 
steering committee, supervises the Coordinator and is a design team member on the Heart of the 
Continent Partnership and its Geo-tourism site, in collaboration with National Geographic. He 
serves on EDCO’s board of directors, chairs its professional development committee, was past 
chair of OACFDC’s youth committee, is a member of Tourism Northern Ontario’s 13C Advisory 
Committee and is a Member Emeritus of the Atikokan Not-For-Profit Daycare Corporation.

Gord has received both EDCO’s Young Professional Influencer of the Year and the IEDC 
Leadership Award for Young Economic Development Professional of the Year.



INTRODUCTIONS 

John Cameron is a Development Officer with the City of Thunder Bay – Tourism Division employed with the city for six years.

John knows what Northwest Ontario and Thunder Bay has to offer as a tourism destination as a life-long resident of the region growing up in Stratton, 
ON before moving to Thunder Bay where has lived for 30 years. John has also been employed with the Ontario Ministry of Tourism, Culture and Sport 
in his career working on media relations and as a project manager handling Resource Stewardship Agreements for resource-based tourism operators.

John is involved in a number of regionally focused projects with Tourism Thunder Bay, the marketing lead for touring and outdoor adventure for 
Northwest Ontario under the umbrella of Tourism Northern Ontario. John has worked on the development of the Heart of the Continent National 
Geographic website, the Ride Lake Superior motorcycle tour, trail development and is currently involved with project to promote cycling in Thunder Bay 
and the Northwest Region.

Sports tourism is one of portfolios that John handles in his duties as a development officer with City of Thunder Bay – Tourism. John works with local 
sports groups to bid on events to bring to Thunder Bay. Some of the recent events that Thunder Bay has hosted include the Staal Foundation Open –
PGA TOUR Canada tournament the last three years, the 2016 Can Am Police Fire Games, the 2011 Canadian Club Curling Championships and 
coming up in 2017 the U-16 Canadian Alpine Championships and U-18 Baseball World Cup.

John is former sports journalist having working in print, radio and television in Thunder Bay. John continues to write a weekly column on curling for the 
Chronicle Journal daily newspaper in Thunder Bay.



INTRODUCTIONS 

Gerry Cariou has been the Executive Director of Ontario's Sunset Country Travel 
Association since 1999. He has a Masters Degree from the University of Waterloo 
and a BA (Honours) Degree from the University of Winnipeg. Gerry is a strong 
advocate for the tourism industry in Northwestern Ontario and specializes in digital 
and social media marketing strategies. Sunset Country is the largest Travel 
Association in Northern Ontario with almost 350 member businesses.



INTRODUCTIONS 

Karen Peacock has worked with not for profit organizations for more than 25 years as a 
consultant and employee in both Sudbury and Toronto. Most recently, as Executive Director of the 
Art Gallery of Sudbury, she led its transformation into a financially sustainable organization, 
guided its business plans for the new Franklin Carmichael Art Centre and won the Community 
Builders of Excellence in Arts Award in 2013.

Karen has enthusiastically embraced developing Tourism Excellence North training and 
development program since joining it in November 2015. Karen continues to be an active 
member and volunteer within her community. She calls Sudbury home with husband John, has 
three step-children and three adorable grandchildren. Her hobbies include relaxing at camp, 
fishing, hunting and canoeing.



TOURISM ATIKOKAN 



HOW ATIKOKAN’S CFDC ENGAGED IN TOURISM

• Heart of the Continent Partnership
• International Community Congress
• National Geographic Geo-tourism Design Team
• Steering Committee
• Staff Supervision

• Path of the Paddle
• Steering Committee
• Staff Supervision

• Tourism Northern Ontario (RTO 13C)
• Partnership Funding Participant
• Tourism Excellence North Broker
• Advisory Committee member

• Path of the Voyageur
• Steering Committee
• Staff Supervision

• Friends of White Otter Castle
• Board Direction & Facilitation
• Fundraising and Restorations



KEY PROJECTS WE WANTED TO ACCOMPLISH

1. “How to do Tourism” focused program workforce development kit

2. Development of Atikokan-based Branding for marketing, Advertising, Promotion and Product 
Placement

3. ‘Visit Atikokan’ tourism based website

4. Creation of ‘Welcome to Atikokan’ Information Booklets

5. Create collaboration with regional tourism projects to maximize exposure of Atikokan within 
their domains

6. Create a social media identity

7. Explore hiring additional help - Canada Summer Job Grants, 100% government funded, 
FedNor and/or NOHFC interns 90% government funded for NPO

8. Build basic tools and structure for the businesses to use as they saw fit, at as little cost to us as 
possible, and without cost to the end-users



FIRST YEAR BENCHMARKS
• Additional funding secured from municipality, leveraged into a 50% fiscal partnership with Tourism Northern Ontario, with in-kind work done by the CFDC.

• Development of “Naturally Wild” Branding, done by regional firm and with consultation, design input and ultimate approval from local stakeholders.

• “How to do Tourism” focused program workforce development kit produced and made available online to businesses.

• ‘Visit Atikokan’ tourism based website (www.visitatikokan.ca) Several thousand visitors in first 3 months since launch. First time local restaurant menus and 
grocery flyers are available online.

• 5,000 ‘Welcome to Atikokan’ Information Booklets produced regionally and distributed in the region.

• Collaboration with regional tourism projects to maximize exposure of Atikokan within their domains – Northwest Outdoors, Heart of the Continent 
Partnership, Tourism Northern Ontario, Thunder Bay Tourism, North of Superior Tourism Association, Path of the Paddle, Sunset Country, .

• 5,000 Community Maps updated for first time since 1999 and distributed locally and regionally; made available online.

• Social media activity (since Aug 5/15) – Facebook: over 700,000 cumulative post reach, 60,000 video views, 1,500 page likes from all corners of the 
globe. Active on Twitter and Instagram; collaborate content with CFDC activities.

• First summer students hired who oversaw delivering summer tourism projects (Atikokan Bass Classic, Mud Flings, markets, etc.)

• Sponsored first local film festival – Reel to Reel Paddling Festival. Sponsored ads to target youth via school yearbook ads.

• TOTAL COST TO CFDC - $0 in Operating, $10,000 worth of In-Kind Wages to management and admin.

http://www.visitatikokan.ca/


WHY IS A CFDC WELL POSITIONED TO ENGAGE IN 
TOURISM?

• You know clients in the business - you probably know more about tourism than you think you 
do just based on your business counseling abilities

• You are a connector and can engage both government (on all levels) and private businesses, 
as well as apply for grants, hire interns and secure private funds.

• You are a neutral party - you have no ‘skin in the game’ and you’re mandated by your 
funding agency to show no bias. An unbiased, fresh set of eyes can be welcome.

• You likely already engage in regionalism and cross-community projects, which is the model 
provincial tourism engaged in.

• It can become a revenue generation model, with CED-tracked benefits, with events and 
programs that can generate profit you can invest back into your organization/community.

• You have lots of free time - just kidding…



TOURISM ATIKOKAN 

Who is responsible for Tourism Development where you live?

• Municipality • Businesses • Chambers • BIA • Government Agencies • 

More importantly, why are they responsible?

• History • Access to Funds • Experience • Authority • No one else will do it? •

Now – where, how and when does your organization fit in?



VISIT NORTHWEST ONTARIO

VISITNORTHWESTONTARIO.COM



BACKGROUND

2010 Ontario Tourism Strategy called for the 
creation of 13 new regional tourism organizations 
across Ontrio.

Its about alignment and coordination of tourism 
management

Tourism Thunder Bay, Tourism Kenora, North of 
Superior and Sunset Country were northwest 
signatories to the creation of Tourism Northern 
Ontario in 2011

VISITNORTHWESTONTARIO.COM



NORTHWEST MARKETING 

Northwest – “Region 13c” is largest in province

Boundaries established based on similarity of product and 
similarity of markets.

Northern Tourism Strategy recommended two separate 
marketing streams in the Northwest – awarded through RFP 
process

Tourism Thunder Bay manages touring, outdoor adventure, 
convention and sport

Sunset Country manages fishing and hunting marketing

VISITNORTHWESTONTARIO.COM



NORTHWEST MARKETING 

Visit Northwest Ontario brand created to position the region’s 312 000 
square kilometers as one very large outdoor playground 

Centrally located and easier to get to for close haul markets - US midwest
and Manitoba

Ontario road based touring and promoting both Winnipeg and Thunder 
Bay as air gateways to Northwest experiences

North American outdoor avids – people who travel for a bucket list 
adventure

Program slated for review in 2017 and desired closer alignment with and 
inclusion of angling experiences

VISITNORTHWESTONTARIO.COM



2016/17 BUDGET

Touring and outdoor adventure - $428 000

Angling and hunting - $640 000

Each contract includes a management requirement to 
develop and push digital content through the 
Northern Portal www.northernontario.travel. 

VISITNORTHWESTONTARIO.COM

http://www.northernontario.travel/


PARTNERSHIPS

VISITNORTHWESTONTARIO.COM

Aligning with strong travel brands

• Renewal of marketing lead contract with Tourism Northern 
Ontario 

• Porter Airlines summer campaign

• OTMPC – media relations and travel trade  partnerships

• Ride Lake Superior renewal

• “Tourism Rocks” Regional industry awareness campaign

• National Geographic - Heart of the Continent 
www.traveltheheart.org



2016/17 MAJOR INITIATIVES

Ride Lake Superior and Ride Northwest Ontario – motorcycle marketing – US, Ontario, 
Manitoba

AAA and CAA summer and fall touring programs – auto and RV touring – US midwest, 
Ontario, Manitoba

Heart of the Continent Partnership

Winter program – “Snowbetterplace” 

Snowtrax Winter media Fam/episode production - NWOSTA

Porter partnership – promoting cities as urban gateways

International Travel Trade – Jonview Canada 

Digital and select print media into Minnesota, Manitoba and Ontario markets as well 
as avid cycling, hiking, outdoor and paddlesport media

VISITNORTHWESTONTARIO.COM



2016/17 TRAVEL MEDIA INITIATIVES

Media relations features prominently within the program – content development and redirection

Explore

Outside

Toronto Star

Winnipeg Free Press

AAA and CAA media

Use of media influencers – Ray Mears, Callum Snape

Film development – Goh Iromoto branded portrait series – ‘Pull” –
“We Belong”

VISITNORTHWESTONTARIO.COM



CURRENT PERFORMANCE

Northwest accommodation occupancy up 4%

Available revenue per room up 1%

Border crossings – US resident traffic up 7%

Visitor Centre usage – up 15% 

Northernontario.travel – user sessions up 6%

Visitnorthwestontario.com – user sessions up 8%

VISITNORTHWESTONTARIO.COM



NEXT STEPS

Monitor performance of current initiatives

Release of winter 2017 marketing programs

Begin development of 2017/18 strategies

Measurement of media relations value

Work with TNO to improve efficiencies of service 
delivery

Work with TNO to greatly improve communication 
across Northwest.

VISITNORTHWESTONTARIO.COM



CONTACT US

Touring and adventure marketing lead – Paul Pepe

ppepe@thunderbay.ca

Heart of the Continent and regional experience 
marketing development– John Cameron

jcameron@thunderbay.ca

VISITNORTHWESTONTARIO.COM



ONTARIO’S SUNSET COUNTRY TRAVEL 
ASSOCIATION 



REGIONAL DESTINATION MARKETING

Membership-based and non-profit model

Fee-for-service Government contracts 

Destination Branding & Awareness

Generate Response – Real Travel Inquiries for Operators from Real People



THE HOW - ACTIVITIES

Multi-media approach – engagement

 TV

 Print

 Shows

 Digital Online

 Social Media

 Media Familiarization

 Programmatic Digital



VISITSUNSETCOUNTRY.COM

Three-year $110,000.00 investment

Bringing the “shopping cart” to destination selection in NW Ontario

Play Vimeo Clip here https://vimeo.com/176517250 (PW=sunset)

https://vimeo.com/176517250


SOCIAL MEDIA 

Turned tourism marketing on its head – nothing compares to it in the last 20 years –
aside from creation of the Internet itself

How does a Video of the CP Holiday Train go Viral? 

Go pick up a Gondola Pizza at the right time that’s how! 



THIS IS ENGAGEMENT…

https://www.facebook.com/SunsetCountry/videos/1124061187604854/

1,569,536 people reached…

455,000 views

322 comments, 5,700 likes, 5,707 shares

https://www.facebook.com/SunsetCountry/videos/1124061187604854/


A Tourism Development Program for Northern 

Ontario

ONTARIO ASSOCIATON OF COMMUNITY FUTURES DEVELOPMENT 

CORPORATIONS





TOURISM IN NORTHERN ONTARIO

8.1 million visitors spending over $1.5 billion in 2012 in the region;

40% of Northern Ontario’s workforce is employed in the tourism 
industry;

One in four businesses in Northern Ontario are tourism related;

Northern Ontario’s tourism economy is larger than five provincial 
and three territorial tourism economies.



Working with Partners to Grow Northern Ontario’s Tourism Economy

 Investment of $1.5 million for TEN pilot over the next 2.5 years

Partnerships



Northern Ontario 

Product Development Strategy

• Experience Shift

• Culture Shift

• Quality Shift



Focus efforts on product development with the most
potential to advance tourism in Northern Ontario.

Priorities: angling, nature and adventure, 

touring, gateways and urban communities,

cycling, cultural, international markets, 

snowmobiling and wayfinding.  

Experience Shift



Focus on creating a “Culture of Excellence” for the delivery 

of Northern Ontario tourism products and experiences. 

Priority: Programs designed to increase capacity

for operators, organizations and communities.

Culture Shift



Focus on creating a ‘Culture of Quality’ that generates 

investment, commitment and support for 

strategic tourism product development 

in Northern Ontario.

Priority: Tourism Excellence North

Quality Shift





1.  A suite of training solutions:

• Self-learning

• Group learning

• Personalized Coaching / Mentorship 

2.   An orientation program

What is TEN?



1. Improve and Enhance Operator Quality 

2. Ignite Innovation

3. Build Great Visitor Experiences

4. Create Vibrant Tourism Communities

5. Invest in Tourism

What will TEN do?



• Operators

• Organizations

• Communities

Who is TEN for?



Self-Assessment for Operators

Ten Essentials of Successful Travel Products & Experiences

Visitor Appeal Assessment Tool

Case Studies

Group Learning for Operators

Experience Travel Training for Operators

Best Practices Missions

Personalized Coaching for Operators

Fast Track to Success

TEN for Operators







Self Assessment for Communities

• Ten Essentials for Successful Touring Routes

• Community Tourism Assessment Index

• Case Studies

Group Learning for Communities

• Enhancing the Visitor Experience for operators in 

your community

• Best Practices Missions

TEN for 

Communities & Destinations







Orientation Program Sessions

In person training providing hands-on experience 

with TEN’s priority training.

TEN for Brokers



Operators and communities receive practical, useful advice to improve 
quality and create new, higher yield experiences and ultimately, more 
revenues.

Strategically advances product development priorities.

Operators have opportunities to develop experiential product.

Long-term advancement of the tourism industry in Northern Ontario.

Benefits of TEN







QUESTIONS?


