Ontario Canada’s Great Outdoors: U.S. City Domination Strategy

The recently released report commissioned by the Tourism Industry Association of Canada—Destination Canada: Are we doing enough?— highlighted that Canada’s travel deficit with the United States ballooned to $4.5 billion in 2006, its highest level in 13 years. Not only are Canadians taking more trips south of the border, thanks to the strengthening dollar (16 million overnight trips, to be exact) but fewer Americans are venturing north, due to :

· a Canadian dollar topping $0.90 U.S. and closing in on a 30-year high. Historically, the exchange rate has had the biggest impact on U.S. visits to Canada 

· a slowing U.S. economy wracked by deficits widely believed to be unsustainable, higher interest rates, weak job growth and a deteriorating housing market, putting the squeeze on consumer spending

· escalating prices at the gas pumps

· confusion over stringent new border documentation and passport requirements pertaining to travel by land, sea and air, though this is expected to abate by 2009 once the Western Hemisphere Travel Initiative is fully implemented

· stepped-up border security measures since 9/11; and

· declining interest in and awareness of Canada as a travel destination, as opposed to international and U.S. destinations.”

This is a matter of significant importance and urgency to the tourism industry in the North as a whole and in particular, the Northwest.  With U.S. visitation to Northern Ontario dropping significantly (-8% change from 2001 to 2004) and no reprieve in sight, this campaign is necessary to maintain and potentially grow market share.  The U.S. visitor is important for the Northwest representing 43 percent of total overnight visits.  

A significant body of consumer research has been gathered in the ongoing development of the new Five-year Tourism Marketing Strategy for Northern Ontario, including consumer focus groups in key target markets and a review of travel intentions.  The following summarizes three significant points of relevance:

1) The consumer (both non-visitor and visitor) hold entrenched perceptions and beliefs of Northern Ontario.  The research provides insight that will assist the development of messaging and tactics that will attract and interest the U.S. consumer.  These consumers understand the “greatness” of Ontario’s outdoors and hold Ontario in a positive light with regard to angling, water, nature, friendliness and good food.
  

2) Travel intentions for key U.S. markets show a relative positive growth potential for Northwestern Ontario:
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	Detroit
%
	20
	13
	12
	14
	
	27
	20
	16
	14

	Chicago
%
	2
	2
	4
	6
	
	10
	6
	7
	12

	Indianapolis
%
	6
	2
	2
	2
	
	14
	5
	7
	7

	Milwaukee
%
	3
	2
	4
	1
	
	6
	7
	4
	2

	Minneapolis
%
	5
	1
	4
	4
	
	9
	6
	4
	6

	TOTAL U.S.
%
	8
	6
	6
	7
	
	12
	8
	8
	8


Source: Ontario Ministry of Tourism and FedNor-Industry Canada (2007). Travel Intentions Study; Wave 8 (February 2007). Prepared by TNS Canadian Facts. 

3) Although all American Trip Types to Northern Ontario, and Ontario as a whole, are in decline, nature and outdoor have shown only a slight decrease (.01%) over a three year sample.

In light of this information and the challenges and issues facing the Northern tourism market, an aggressive “consumer-focused” campaign will be undertaken into one key U.S. market as supported by consumer and travel intentions research, partner experience and effective application of the available budget.  Based on the chart above, the following markets are being considered:

· Chicago

· Milwaukee

· Minneapolis

The objective of the marketing program will be to build awareness and interest in the selected market and lead the consumer to the product and existing sources of information to close the sale.  The program will present the message: “Ontario Canada’s Great Outdoors”; supplying the hook so that partners and suppliers can then engage the consumer.  Additionally, the campaign will leverage OTMPC’s new brand: “There’s no place like this”, the Great Ontario Outdoor Adventure campaign, recreational motor sports campaign, and OTMPC programs, such as GoFish and Hunting.

The budget and partner commitment to this project is reflective of the seriousness of the declining U.S. market and the opportunity to address key marketing principles of maintaining marketing presence and frequency of message.  To date, the following organizations in Northwestern Ontario are committed partners:

· Kenora District Camp Owners Association

· North West Ontario Tourism Association

· Sunset Country Tourism Association

· Patricia Tourism Region

The role of the partners will be to ensure that their Websites and visitor services share a common campaign “look and feel,” making it easy to engage the consumer from the broader campaign to the time they purchase the product.  Their marketing tactics will reflect the message: “Ontario Canada’s Great Outdoors” to ensure a seamless, easy-to-navigate experience for the consumer.  Partner investment will be focussed on aligning marketing materials and Websites within the campaign.

Project Deliverables:

· New compelling visuals and graphics – focusing on “consumer research supported” images of angling, hunting, paddling, water and key landscapes

· Program focus and call to action will use a unique URL that will connect the consumer to a portal to Northwestern Ontario’s outdoor tourism product that is linked to existing Web-based tourism information via an interactive map

· The site will leverage NOTO’s data base of tourism operators and interactive capability, thus avoiding duplication and presenting the entire Northern product base

· Aggressive interactive techniques including Search Engine Optimization with meta tags etc.

· Messages will be developed that address the key areas of consumer interest and concern including border, great fishing and hunting, friendship and welcome

· The core message and tag line will be developed into a live linked graphic that will be displayed on all participating and partner Websites.  This will provide consumers with the comfort that they are heading in the right direction and that every site they visit reinforces the message, Ontario Canada’s Great Outdoors

· Use of a recognized U.S. outdoors spokesperson that has resonance in the selected marketplace.  It is anticipated that this program can also benefit from OTMPC’s core angling investment in a spokesperson, resulting in greater frequency, reach and consumer consideration of the Ontario Canada message through appropriate media and consumer shows

· Media Relations and Familiarization tours

· Alignment and coordination with other OTMPC in-market programs, such as snowmobile, and “Arts, Eats, and Beats” in Detroit

· Consideration of how best to address a “welcome message” at key border crossings

Success Factors:

· Commitment of key tourism stakeholders in Northwestern Ontario; all partners promoting the campaign message and linking to the campaign URL

· Increased traffic to the new URL month over month with a target of 250,000 user sessions

· Click through to suppliers Website with a target of 25,000 (10% click through rate)

· New Stories generated and published by media including travel writers 
� Ontario Tourism Marketing Partnership Corporation and FedNor-Industry Canada (2007). Northern Ontario Research, Qualitative Branding Assessment. Prepared by Ipsos Reid Public Affairs.





