State rural tourism program to help business and experience gap 

By Rob Stapleton Rural Editor Alaska Newspapers ANCHORAGE

A new program to help boost rural Alaska travel related business into experience-based tourism is being offered by the state. The program called Developing Alaska Rural Tourism (DART) will offer technical assistance to define tourism and make changes to improve the Alaska traveler’s experience. “This is a wonderful opportunity to fill in the gaps that lie between the visitor and the genuine Alaska experience,” said Commerce Commissioner Edgar Blatchford.

The Department of Commerce is working with the U.S. Economic Development Administration on a proposal to give technical assistance to areas with a high potential of tourism. “Right now we are working with the ARDORs (Alaska Regional Development Organization) and regional Native corporations,” said Odin Brudie, with the state Commerce department. Brudie indicated that right now that the program development is focusing on four areas statewide. “We have worked with Bering Straits, Bethel and YK villages, Southeast Regional, and the Copper River Basin on regional branding,” said Brudie. 

While there are no funds specifically allocated for grants for tourism businesses they are offering technical support in the form of directing businesses or companies to other state resources. “We are mobilized and hit the ground running,” said Brudie from Juneau. “Eventually we want of train local people on how to market an experience type tour he said. Trying to help brand regional areas and reinvigorate interest in creating an additional type of visitor industry is the goal of the program. “The trick here is not to overstress our resources, and to assist the four main areas of interest right now,” Brudie said.

 “This program is helping us recognize what it is that we want to do, to help us get on our feet,” Josie Stiles of the Nome Visitor and Convention Center. For example the Nome Bering Straits area identified three main areas with help from Dru Garson with the DART program, Stiles stated. They are: 

· Nome port marketing plan. 

· Watchable wildlife plan that would beef up the birding season for Gambell, Savoonga and Diomede Islands. 

· Reinvigoration of an arts cooperative to sell Native arts and crafts. 

While the program is mainly offering business type assistance, such as help with business plans, website development, and strategic planning for the visitor industry, it is working with other existing tourism development programs also.

 “Here in Bethel our VISTA (Volunteers in Service to America) program will develop tourism and marketing plan and gather information and develop brochures, flyers and an electronic awareness of existing businesses that have something to offer,” said John Sargent with the city of Bethel. “The Lower Kuskokwim Economic Development Council will basically hand out the information that we research and develop.” 

The Council received a grant after receiving help from DART program officials to help market travel in the villages. The rural program can provide technical assistance to find or write grants for the following: 

· Training and customized workshops for legal and insurance aspects of starting and operating a business

· Website development 

· Business and marketing plan assistance

· Grant writing assistance

· Specialized assistance in branding and packaging activities and attractions 

· Permitting assistance

· Brochures mailers etc. 

· Market research 

“We have to learn how to get bigger and better, but right now the key is to have something to sell, and sell to the right people,” Sargent said. “We are focusing on helping the areas in the program identify who their hardcore central contacts and cultural points are, and what they have to offer, then we can help them later with more technical assistance to make things happen,” Brudie added.

More information is available at: www.commerce.state.ak.us/oed/ or odin_brudie@commerce.state.ak.us

