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SCOPE OF ASSIGNMENT
During the summer of 2009, the Destination 
Development International (DDI) team was asked 
to visit three territories the Seneca Nation hopes to 
eventually develop or improve, and to look at the 
“branding” - or perceptions - of the Nation’s visitor-
oriented assets.

The ultimate goals of this effort are to:

1. Attract development and investment into existing 
underdeveloped Seneca Nation properties.

2. Create new jobs and small business opportunities, 
so there is additional diversification from gaming, the 
primary revenue generator for the tribe.

3. Attract additional visitors to new and existing activi-
ties, attractions, and businesses on tribal lands, thus 
increasing revenues for the Nation and its people.

BACKGROUND
Destination Development (DDI) has assisted more 
than 800 communities, most of them rural, in 42 
states and throughout Canada over the past 25 years. 
In Western New York, the DDI team has worked exten-
sively throughout both Chautauqua and Cattaraugus 
Counties over the past three years. This included 
Community Assessments of the Onoville Marina 
and area, Olean, The “Amish Trail” from Randolph 
to Gowanda, the town of Salamanca, and all of 
Chautauqua County. DDI also facilitated the develop-
ment of a Branding & Marketing Action Plan for the 
Chautauqua County Tourism Bureau, which is now 
being implemented.

DDI has also worked with several Native American 
tribes, primarily in Washington State, South Dakota 
and Oklahoma, so the team has some background in 
working with tribes and various tribal enterprises.

In July, Marueen Barrett and Roger Brooks of DDI 
spent a week working with the Seneca Nation Tourism 
Development staff, visiting three tribal territories 
(Allegany, Cattaraugus, and Oil Spring) and other tribal 
enterprises, including the Highbanks Campground.

On Wednesday, July 1st, Roger Brooks (DDI CEO) 
hosted two workshops, “The Art of Branding 
Communities,” and an Assessment Findings presenta-
tion of what we noted while being taken on a tour 
through the three territories, along with initial devel-
opment and branding ideas.

On Thursday, July 2nd, a meeting was held in the 
Tribal Council Chambers where DDI recapped the 
findings, initial suggestions, and the importance of 
branding in this new age of tourism and economic 
development.

This report and initial recommendations is meant 
to be a conversation starter - not all the answers. Its 
purpose is to discuss the power of tourism, brand-
ing, and the need for product development, followed 
by things you can do today, to make a difference 
tomorrow.

WHY TOURISM?
Tourism is the fastest growing industry in all 50 U.S. 
states, even in these tough economic times, and is a 
$740 billion industry nationally.

New York State is the third most visited destination in 
the U.S., and is a $53 billion industry. The industry gen-
erates $7 billion in state and local taxes and creates 
684,000 jobs with a $27 billion payroll. While New York 
City and Long Island account for nearly 80% of the 
state’s travel spending, that still leaves $10.6 billion.
In the Chautauqua/Allegany region, which includes 
Cattaraugus County, tourism is one percent of the 
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total.  While that number can certainly be improved 
upon, it still adds up to $511 million in annual visitor 
spending. The question that immediately comes to 
mind is, “Is the Seneca Nation seeing a good share of 
this?”

While we don’t know the specific answer to this ques-
tion, we’re quite sure there’s a lot that can be done to 
capture more of this spending.

TOURISM IS YOUR FRONT DOOR
The advantage of tourism goes far beyond just hav-
ing people come, spend money, and go home. It is 
also the front door to your non-tourism economic 
development efforts. Anyone you hope to attract to 
develop new industry, open a retail shop, hotel, build 
new homes, or move a business to the area will come 
first, as what? A visitor. Is this a place they would want 
to live? Does it have a high quality of life? Good edu-
cation? Good recreation? A vibrant downtown? Does 
it have a good feeling? 

If they are here to work with the Seneca Nation, they 
will undoubtedly look at the Casino, spend time 
in downtown Salamanca, most likely look at the 
Highbanks Campground, perhaps visit the museum. 
This would all be part of the vetting process to de-
termine whether or not this is a place they can invest 
and feel comfortable that they will see a return on 
that investment.

While it may not be fair, visitors (not just tourists, but 
site selectors, investors, property developers, financial 
institutions, etc.) almost always “judge the book by its 
cover.” Its first impression. As we are fond of saying, the 
heart and soul of any community, besides its people, 
is its towns, its tourism assets, and its businesses.

Sometimes it takes someone from the outside to 
come in, take an honest look at what you have and 

what it says about you - exactly what we did during 
this and previous visits - to see how you stack up to 
other areas in Western New York, or Pennsylvania, or 
compared to other Indian Nations.

THE THREE INGREDIENTS OF CHANGE

1. The industrial revolution is over
Nearly every town in America was founded on either 
a natural resource or transportation. This is certainly 
true of nearly all Native American tribes, going back 
thousands of years. Tribes were established along 
trade routes, or where natural resources were abun-
dant. Modern communities have been developed 
along rail lines, major interstates, primary waterways 
or ports of call. Thousands of communities sprang up 
around agriculture, mining, fishing, timber and manu-
facturing. And as these resources were depleted, 
towns began to die. And there are still “ghost towns” in 
the making.

Many in Western New York, including Salamanca and 
dozens of others are “hanging on” looking for a direc-
tion. In most cases, they are looking for new industry, 
but the industrial revolution is over. The days of new 
big industry are gone in rural America.

This has created a situation where, every year, another 
1,500 communities in the U.S. and Canada are work-
ing to diversify from their core economies. And nearly 
every one of them is looking to tourism as part of the 
answer.

That means that every three years another 4,500 com-
munities are trying to attract visitors and their money.

2. The Internet has leveled the playing field
In the old days (as far back as the 1950s and 60s), 
families planned the all-important two-week summer 
vacation. Mom and Dad loaded up the station wagon 
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and the kids, and headed off to places they read 
about, or to where the grandparents or relatives lived.
Those days are also over. This is the era of weekend 
getaways, and shorter more frequent excursions. 
Nearly 70% of all getaways are planned within three 
weeks of when they depart.

But the biggest change of all has been how they 
decide where to go. Enter the Internet. A full seventy-
five percent of American homes now have Internet 
access, and of these, a full ninety-four percent use the 
web to decide where to go. That’s 19 out of 20 people.

But what is most fascinating about this is that people 
no longer care about places, but are looking for 
experiences. We open up our favorite search engine 
(Google accounts for more than 70% of all searches) 
and we look for activities first, then the location. For 
instance, we type in “fly fishing western New York,” 
or “Casinos New York” or “Casinos New England.” We 
search for “horseback riding Western New York,” “Native 
American culture in New England.”

We have entered the age of experiences and have to-
tally moved away from geography-based tourism. We 
look for the activity that most caters to our individual 
wishes, and THEN the location. 

The internet has leveled the playing field. We used to 
go to places we read about, we knew, or had been 
to before. But now we can simply find whatever our 
heart desires, in a few minutes, without ever leaving 
the living room. We look for things to do, not places 
to visit.

But, once we type in “Casinos in Western New York” 
THEN we look to see which one is closest to home. So, 
the experience is first, location is second. And in these 
tough economic times, if we can do the same activity 
closer to home, why go somewhere further away?

This leads us to the most important question of all: 
“What do you have, Seneca Nation, that I can’t get or 
do closer to home if I live in Buffalo? Rochester? The 
Finger Lakes? Pittsburgh?”

What sets you apart from everyone else? What makes 
you worth a special trip? How are you different, or so 
much better, that makes you worth a special trip?

This is why we are now in the Era of the Brand, which 
is the art of setting yourself apart from everyone else.

This is exactly why ninety seven percent of commu-
nity-based (or tribal-based) advertising is ineffective. 
Everyone is saying the same things and are not creat-
ing “points of differentiation.”

How is the Seneca Allegany Casino different, or better, 
than the Seneca Niagara Casino? How is the Seneca-
Iroquois National Museum in Salamanca substantially 
different or better than the Iroquois Indian Museum 
in Howes Cave, NY; or the Seneca Museum in Seneca 
Falls, NY; or than the Smithsonian’s National Museum 
of the American Indian in Washington, DC or New 
York City?
 
To win, you must be somehow different, or clearly 
better (by third party endorsement - not self pro-
claimed) than the competition. Especially in a time 
when people are staying closer to home. And finally, 
how does what you have to sell make you worth a 
special trip? Why should we go to you when we can 
have a similar experience closer to home?

The internet has changed everything and has leveled 
the playing field, which brings us to another key 
point. When we search for activities that cater to us 
individually, we rarely go past the second page of 
search results. Do you? You have the same opportu-
nity as everyone else to show up on the first page of 

search results, but this requires the purchase of key 
words, and search optimization - something everyone 
is working on doing. 

Most importantly, 70% of online visitors are frustrated 
trying to find the activities they are looking for. Why? 
Because we are busy promoting geography - cities, 
towns, counties, tribal lands - while these folks are 
looking for activities - not places. 

When we go to Google  or Yahoo! and search for 
“fishing in western New York” does the Highbanks 
Campground show up on the first page of search re-
sults? When we look for “Campgrounds (or camping) 
in  Western New York” can we find the campground?
 
And if you do, is your website good enough to close 
the sale? If you aren’t different (there are hundreds 
of campgrounds to chose from), how are you bet-
ter? Does your website showcase the fact that you 
are worth driving past closer campgrounds to get to 
yours because it’s clearly nicer or better?

In this new age of tourism, you have three choices:

1. You have to be significantly different from your 
competition - those located between you and the 
primary markets you are hoping to attract.

2. You need to be clearly better - and you MUST de-
liver on that “promise” that you are, indeed, better. This 
is why you have to have third-party endorsements 
that say it for you.

3. You can fold ‘em. This is why so many towns, attrac-
tions, and activities spend every cent they have on 
marketing, yet still go out of business or struggle for 
survival. Competition has never been more fierce for 
the visitor dollar. It’s now survival of the fittest and 
best branded. There are more casinos out there than 
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ever before, and every one of them wants a piece of 
your business. This is why even Las Vegas has been 
working hard to become “the world’s entertainment 
capital” and has gone back to its roots as “sin city.” 
Gambling no longer differentiates them from every-
one else doing the same thing. The same goes for 
recreational activities, sports, concert venues, and 
even museums.

Welcome to the era of the brand.

3. The travel demographic has changed.
In the U.S. alone 350,000 people each month turn 50 
years old. That means every three months, there are 
another million 50 year olds out there. Is that scary 
or what? And this will continue for another six years. 
And that’s just when they turn 50. They won’t retire for 
another 15 years after that!

This is the baby boom generation. The youngest are 
45 and the oldest are now 64. This is a trend that is 
just starting and a group you need to pay attention 
to for the next 25 years. This is not a flash-in-the-pan 
demographic shift. This is a long-term phenomena. 

This group of people is in its peak earning years, and 
they account for nearly eighty percent of ALL travel 
spending. That’s right, eighty percent!

They control seventy percent of North America’s 
wealth. And the number one leisure activity of these 
85 million American’s is travel.
 
The baby boom generation will also inherit nearly 
$10.4 trillion from their parents, who were the best 
savers in American history. The boomers? The worst. 
The good news: They’re spending that money, and 
travel is at the top of their wish list.

The oldest boomers are now empty nesters and 
most feel their careers came before family, so they’ve 
vowed to spend more time with their grandkids - 
meaning you’re going to see a surge in grandparent/
grandkids vacations and getaways.

Some interesting facts about boomer travel are im-
portant to you in your planning efforts:

a) The peak months for boomer travel happen to 
be April, May, September and October. Not July and 
August. Communities MUST get out of the Memorial 
Day to Labor Day mindset if they want to tap into this 
eighty percent of travel spending.

b) They want to learn things. Once again, travelers 
want things to do, not things to look at. The Quinault 
Indian Nation, on Washington’s Pacific Coast, has done 
a good job hosting open-pit salmon bakes where visi-
tors actually help prepare the fish, stake it, filet it, and 
cook it over an open fire.

The Cherokee Heritage Center in Tahlequah, 
Oklahoma is a place where you can learn to play Stick 
Ball, or can try your hand at blow darts, or shooting a 
bow and arrow.

Southwestern tribes are teaching basket weaving, 
pottery arts, and other Native American skills. Some 
teach the art of leather work, and the Navajo Indians 
teach thousands the art of jewelry design using silver 
and turquoise.

c) The top activities and learning experiences include:
     - Culinary travel (authentic cuisine, education)
     - Art: bead work, pottery, baskets, leather, etc.
     - Gardening: The fastest growing hobby in North 
        America.
     - Ethnic events: Pow Wows, tribal feasts, dances, 
        gathering of Nations, harvests
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     - Open air markets: Native crafts, foods, organically 
        grown produce, fine art, and hand-crafted goods.

d) Boomers will pay extra for quality. The top fifteen 
percent of lodging properties, in terms of quality, 
command a full eighty five percent of leisure traveler 
business. This goes for RV parks, campgrounds, B&Bs, 
and hotels. A full eighty five percent of these folks 
decide where they are going to go, before they settle 
on a budget. While they want good deals, especially 
these days, they still want quality and are willing to 
pay more to get it.

e) They want things to do after 6:00 pm. People spend 
the night where there are things to do during the 
evening hours. Seventy percent of ALL spending takes 
place after 6:00 pm. Are you open?

If we’re out horseback riding, fishing, visiting muse-
ums, riding or hiking trails, we’re not spending money. 
We do that at the end of the day, or just before we 
head out. In fact, the number one activity of visitors, 
in the world, is shopping, dining and entertainment 
in a pedestrian-friendly setting. It might not be the 
reason we visit, but while there, it’s the top activity. In 
fact, this is where eighty percent of visitors spending 
takes place.

This is exactly why each Disney resort has a 
Downtown Disney right next door - to capture that 
eighty percent. This is where Salamanca can be a 
strong partner with the casino and any tourism devel-
oped in the region.

Currently the only town in Cattaraugus County doing  
a good job of creating places for people to hang out 
is Ellicottville.

THE BOTTOM LINE
1. You must develop and market activities, not places, 
not territories. Visitors want things to do, not just 
things to look at. This applies to museums as well.

2. The Internet should be your top marketing priority. 
Your site MUST be good enough to close the sale. Yet 
eighty-eight percent of destination marketing organi-
zations spend more on printed materials than on the 
web. They have it backwards.

3. Stealing Ford’s slogan, “Quality is Job One.” This 
holds true with your attractions, amenities, and activi-
ties. People are looking for quality.

THE FOUR TIMES RULE
People will travel to a destination if the activities that 
cater to them, will keep them busy four times longer 
than it took them to get there. For instance, if you 
want to attract residents of Buffalo, an hour and a half 
away, do you have six hours of activities, that cater to 
them (4 x 1.5 hour drive)?

Would you drive all the way to the Galleria Mall in 
South Buffalo to pick up one item, or would you also 
do some other shopping and errands while there? 
This is the FourTimes Rule. We all live by it, whether 
we realize it or not.

The same applies to visitors. What do you have that 
makes you worth a two hour drive (eight hours of 
activities)? 

When you have eight hours of activities, you’ll also 
get an overnight stay as opposed to just a day trip. 
Overnight visitors spend three times that of a day 
visitor. Those are the people you ultimately want to 
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attract. They stay in your hotel and B&B facilities, then 
frequent your restaurants and museums. And they’ll 
spend time in your casinos and card rooms.

The more you have to market, collectively, the further 
people will come from and the longer they will stay. 
This is why it’s important that the Seneca Nation part-
ner with Cattaraugus County, and why Cattaraugus, 
Allegany, and Chautuaqua Counties need to partner 
together.

You’ll also be a lot more effective as one loud voice 
than as a bunch of small singular voices in attracting 
visitors into the area.

Besides the casino with its dining and entertainment, 
currently the Seneca Nation has little that can attract 
visitors from more than an hour or two away. This is 
why product development is critical and why lake-
oriented activities will be important.

JETTISON THE GENERIC
To win, you must jettison the generic. You simply 
cannot be all things to all people. Have you ever gone 
anywhere because they have “something for every-
one”? No, we go where there is something for us - 
something that appeals to us personally. The narrower 
your focus, the greater your success will be.

You must always promote the primary lure - that one 
thing that sets you apart from everyone else and 
makes you worth a special trip. Visitors typically only 
spend four to six hours a day with the primary lure. 
They spend the other eight to ten hours with comple-
mentary activities - things we can do closer to home, 
but will do while in the area. And at the top of that list, 
once again, is shopping, dining and entertainment in 
a pedestrian-friendly setting.

You must jettison the generic in everything you do. 
Read your marketing materials. If you can take out 
the name of your town, your campground, or casino 
and can plop in anyone else’s campground, town or 
casino and it still rings true, then you just lost a sale. 

Avoid using these words and phrases in your market-
ing efforts:
	 •	Explore
	 •	Discover
	 •	Outdoor	recreation
	 •	Unlike	anywhere	else
	 •	So	much	to	see	and	do
	 •	The	four	season	destination
	 •	Where	the	seasons	come	to	life
	 •	Historic	downtown
	 •	Center	of	it	all
	 •	Best	kept	secret
	 •	We	have	it	all!
	 •	Experience...
	 •	Visit	[name	of	town	or	facility]
	 •	Beauty	and	heritage
	 •	Naturally	fun	(anything	with	the	word	natural	in	it)
	 •	Gateway
	 •	Close	to	everywhere
	 •	Right	around	the	corner
	 •	Your	playground
	 •	So	much	history
	 •	Purely	natural
	 •	The	place	for	all	ages
	 •	...and	so	much	more!
	 •	Home	away	from	home
	 •	Something	for	everyone
	 •	A	slice	of	heaven
	 •	It’s	all	right	here
	 •	Life	pure	and	simple
	 •	The	perfect	getaway
	 •	The	place	for	families
	 •	Start	your	vacation	here
	 •	The	ultimate	escape

	 •	Your	weekend	getaway
	 •	Recreational	paradise
	 •	Take	a	look!
	 •	Unique	(now	means	just	like	everyone	else)
If it can fit anyone, anywhere, then toss it.

You must “Jettison the Generic” in order to win. As the 
Seneca Nation, what sets you apart from everyone 
else, including other tribes? The Quinault Nation is 
known for its seafood. They have a line of products 
labeled “Quinault Pride Seafoods.” The Lakota People in 
South Dakota are known for their horsemanship. 

The Navajo Indians are known for their jewelry (silver 
and turquoise) and pottery.

The Micmac People in Canada’s Atlantic Provinces are 
known for their hand made bark canoes.

Other tribes might be known for leather work, spe-
cialty foods, tapestries, basket weaving, beadwork, 
and other goods that create revenue streams and set 
them apart from everyone else. Casinos do not do 
this. There are few tribes left that don’t have casinos, 
and now there are so many, in 48 of the 50 states, 
that this is no longer a point of differentiation. In fact, 
many tribal casinos are now going out of business 
because they’ve become a dime a dozen. So even 
in the casino business, each is looking for point of 
differentiation:

•	Boxing	matches
•	Concerts
•	World-class	dining	(renowned	chef )
•	Spas
•	Art	schools
•	Galleries
•	Specialty	games
•	Setting	or	location:	on	a	beach,	river	or	mountain	top
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THE ART OF BRANDING THE SENECA NATION
Here are the ten things you need to know about 
branding:

1. A brand is a perception. It’s what people think 
of you. When someone says “Seneca Nation” what’s 
the first thing that comes to mind? Salamanca? 
Jamestown? Niagara Falls?

When they visit a place that is owned or operated by 
the Seneca Nation, they will often judge the Seneca 
people by what they see or who they meet. It may 
not be fair, but it is a reality.

These perceptions are developed through:
1. Visual cues
2. The people and their attitudes
3. Word of mouth
4. Publicity

Drive through the Highbanks Campground and put 
yourself in the shoes and eyes of a visitor. What does it 
say about the Seneca Nation?

2. Logos and slogans are not brands. They are just 
marketing messages and graphics used to help pro-
mote the brand. Do you go to Disney World because 
their slogan is “The Happiest Place on Earth”? No, you 
go there because of your perceptions of the theme 
park. The slogan simply reinforces the perception.

3. Branding is the art of setting yourself apart 
from everyone else. That one thing that makes you 
special, or that one activity I can’t enjoy closer to 
home. Brands cannot be all things to all people. Volvo 
built their brand around safety, differentiating them-
selves from the other auto brands.

4. Brands are earned - good or bad. You never “roll 
out” a brand. You earn it. Because brands are percep-
tions, they are thoughts about you, and it takes time 
for people to know what those are. This is why you 
use public relations to build your brand, and advertis-
ing to maintain your position.

Public relations is how you develop those third-party 
perceptions. Advertising is what you think of yourself.

5. All successful brands are built on product, not 
marketing. Volvo was, indeed, the safest car out 
there - not just according to them, but the National 
Transportation Safety Board, Consumer Reports and 
by other third-party sources. Volvo just jumped on it 
and capitalized on it - to this day. But it was built on a 
strong foundation of safety.

6. A brand is a promise. Disney works very hard, with 
its “cast members,” to deliver on the promise that it 
really is the happiest place on earth. To win you MUST 
deliver on the promise.

7. Your location is not a brand. Something for 
everyone is not a brand. You cannot build brands on 
complementary or diversionary activities. Historic 

downtowns are not a brand. They are the setting. 
Brands revolve around activities - not things to look at. 
You drive a Volvo, you don’t just look at it.

8. You cannot do branding by public consent. And 
you NEVER use focus groups. The more public the 
process, the more generic it will be. To get around the 
politics of branding, you build your brand on feasibil-
ity, not just public sentiment. This is about cash, so 
feasibility is rule number one.

9. Politics is the killer of any branding effort. Have 
an independent third party, with no local politics to 
play, help facilitate the effort. At the end of the day, 
it’s about finding that one thing that sets you apart. 
Someone might say the brand for the Seneca Nation 
should be about art, another one might say it’s the 
lake, and someone else might say it should revolve 
around hunting and fishing. While all of these are ele-
ments of the Seneca Nation, you must narrow your fo-
cus down to one key item that puts you on the map.

It doesn’t mean that one thing is all you have to offer, 
but it IS what puts you on the map. Volvo is more than 
just a “safe” car, it also is luxurious, has a powerful en-
gine, has comfortable seats, and a great stereo system, 
but it’s safety that sets them apart from everyone else.

The Navajo Tribe certainly has more skills and activities 
than just jewelry and pottery - but that’s what puts 
them on the map and makes them worth a special 
trip - from all over the world. It’s also made Santa Fe 
the third largest arts community in the United States.

10. You must have brand champions - those who 
are willing to take a few hits to narrow the focus, and 
who will work to gradually get buy-in from the com-
munity. No successful well-branded community was 
ever developed without champions, or those who 
pioneer the effort. 

8   Seneca Nation, Salamanca, NY • October, 2009 

Introduction 



To win, the Seneca Nation MUST find that one thing 
that really puts the tribe on the map, and sets it apart 
from other tribes all over North America. The casino is 
a great regional draw, but what else?

Secondly, the Nation MUST look at the perceptions 
it creates when we are away from the casino: In 
Salamanca; when we visit the museum; when we 
drive into the Highbanks Campground. All of these 
things foster a perception - what people think of the 
Seneca Nation.

As is true with most Native American tribes, many 
people start with a somewhat negative percep-
tion. This is not just with the Seneca’s but with tribes 
throughout the country. While it may not be fair or 
right, there are general perceptions, or stereotypes 
that have to be addressed:

•	High	alcoholism
•	High	unemployment
•	Lack	of	desire	to	work	-	on	the	public	or	casino	dole
•	Poor	quality	in	terms	of	community	development
•	Rugged	internal	politics
•	Lack	of	focus

While, hopefully, none of these apply to the Seneca 
Nation, some of what you see when you visit the 
Senaca/Salamanca area fit some of these stereotypical 
elements, which then fosters a less-than-stellar brand.
 
The following is what we saw during our visit, along 
with some suggestions on things you can do to today, 
to make a difference tomorrow. 

Some of this may not be politically correct, and may 
make some people very uncomfortable, but it is an 
honest look at the area through the eyes of a visitor. 
We were not told what to say, nor did we talk to any 
Tribal Elders first. 
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Brand Assessment Findings & Suggestions
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Outside of the Casino, the 
Highbanks Campground is one 
of the Nation’s key tourism assets. 
This is a perfect example of how 
stereotypes or perceptions are 
often developed.

When visiting the area, there are 
three primary camping choices:
1. The Onoville Marina, operated 
by Cattaraugus County.
2. The Alleghany State Park.
3. The Highbanks Campground.

Two years ago the Destination 
Development team assessed 
the Onoville Marina, providing 
dozens of suggestions - things 
they could do to “raise the bar” 
and improve the product.

The county and marina manage-
ment have worked very hard and 
have already implemented most 
of the suggestions made in the 
Findings & Suggestions Report. 

When visiting with marina man-
agement this past summer we 
learned that, in spite of it being a 
time of economic hardships, they 
had the best year they’ve ever 
had. Their efforts created a terrific 
return on that investment.

Of the three camping choices, 
the Highbanks Campground is a 
distant third in terms of quality, 
staffing, and overall appeal.

It starts with the staffing. We secret shopped the campground 
during our visit in July (during the peak visitor season). When we 
drove up to the entrance gate, two young girls wearing t-shirts 
and shorts and smoking cigarettes, without even getting up from 
their chairs, raised a hand to us in the “halt” position.

When we informed them that we just wanted to take a quick look 
at the campground and would come right back out, and that we 
were there on Seneca Nation business, they said we could not go 
in without a special permit or pass.

So, we had to have the car waiting behind us back up, get out 
of the way, so we could back up and go in the office to get our 
special permit.

When we went into the office, the gentleman inside said to 
simply go in, there are no special permits and to just tell the girls 
he said we could go in.

So we got back in the car, proceeded to the gate where the two 
girls were obviously disgusted with us, and him, for letting us in. 
Once we were inside, one girl got in a golf cart and proceeded to 
follow us around the campground.

Even on previous visits, the customer service and personnel at 
the Campground were less than friendly. Not one single time (in 
four visits) did anyone greet us, say “welcome,” or even make any 
effort to help us feel welcome. We felt like we were an imposition 
on their time rather than a guest.

The attitude wasn’t much better at the casino, where we were 
followed around by security guards because I had a camera 
with me. Front desk personnel would not give me a price to stay 
there, and when I insisted, the price was astronomical. I heard 
them give the next guest a price that was about two-thirds less, 
because they were a club or casino member. The attitude was 
very poor.
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SUGGESTIONS

1. Hospitality training
Start with some customer service training. Get your 
front line employees to realize that every time some-
one comes into the casino, Museum, or Highbanks 
Campground, or any another Seneca Nation enterprise, 
that a portion of the money they leave behind will end 
up in that employee’s pocket. In fact, their paycheck 
depends on it.

There are four elements to good customer service:
a) Greet the guest. Say “welcome” or even “Hi, thanks for 
stopping by.” Disney calls their employees “cast mem-
bers” and their primary focus is to make every single 
guest feel like a king or queen.

b)  Ask how you can help them. “What can we do for 
you today?” or “How can we help you?”

c)  Do everything you can to make them comfortable 
and feel welcome. Use their name once they hand 
you a credit card, check or fill in a registration form. 
“Thank you Mr. Brooks for staying with us.” Marriott 
has one of the highest customer loyalty programs 
in the world. Employees must ALWAYS call the 
customer by name once they know it. Not doing so 
can result in termination.

d)  Invite them back once they leave. “We hope you’ll 
stay with us again. How was your stay? Anything 
we can do to make your stay more enjoyable next 
time you visit?”

2. Purchase the film “The Guest.” 
It’s a fairly expensive 14-minute training film ($795) that 
is fun, entertaining, and concentrates on the four ele-
ments listed above.

The Guest can be purchased by going to www.mpc-
films.com. This is a great film that can be “checked out” 
and used not just for tourism but for employees and 
staff at other Seneca Nation offices, enterprises, and 
facilities.

Do NOT expect your front line employees to come to a 
workshop to learn how to be better hosts. Instead, take 
it to them. Set up a computer, large screen (or projec-
tor) and speak to the campground staff in a meeting - 
no longer than 30 minutes - or museum staff, or casino 
staff, etc. 

This is not meant to be a preaching session, but a way 
to change behaviors. When an employee realizes that 
every customer they see will probably hand them cash 
or a credit card, and that a portion of that ends up in 
their paycheck, they all of a sudden become important.

Another option is to have someone come in (like a DDI 
Hospitality Training Expert) and actually spend a week 
going from location to location, office to office, hold-
ing the 30-minute customer service training exercise.

3. Create a bonus program
When an employee at any Seneca Nation enterprise 
gets a “good report,” give them a bonus. I have read 
that one airline has a program where passengers get 
comment cards and flight attendants start with five 
points. When they get a good report, they get an ad-
ditional point. If they get a negative report a point is 
taken away. If you get three negatives, you are warned, 
and on the fourth you are terminated. If you end up 
with ten points, you are given a merit raise, based on 
the good comments and customer service you are 
providing.

Perhaps something along this line could be developed 
so there is financial incentive to do a good job. This is 
an investment, not an expense. It’s far cheaper to bring 

back customers than to always go out and find new 
ones. To bring them back, you must make them feel 
welcome, that they are special, and that you actually 
do want them back.

4. No smoking
Almost nothing is more unprofessional than smoking 
while on the job and on duty - especially in front of 
customers. It was difficult to find an employee at the 
campground who WASN’T smoking in the office, at the 
gate, or while working the grounds.

5. Purchase uniforms
The people that work at state and federal parks, and 
even most private campgrounds, wear uniforms. It 
helps guests identify who works there, it makes it look 
like a professionally run operation, it presents and air 
of authority, and it makes the employee feel more 
professional.

This is the same rationale as to why casino floor em-
ployees often wear uniforms, why security wears uni-
forms, and why front desk people at hotels - and at the 
casino - are dressed professionally. The same applies to 
the campground.

6. Lose the attitude
Nearly every experience we’ve had with front-line 
Seneca enterprise employees, over several years, has 
been poor. There’s been a general “we couldn’t care 
less” attitude, and this becomes a “brand” or “percep-
tion” of the entire Seneca Nation. It may not be fair, or 
even right, but this is how stereotypes are developed.

7. Invest in a maintenance program
Millions of dollars are being spent to keep the casino a 
first-class facility, and to make it better. It doesn’t look 
as though the campground and other tribal facilities 
are given anything to improve their product - or even 
maintain it. The Highbanks Campground is - in our 
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opinion - in terrible shape and 
must be an embarrassment for the 
Seneca Nation.

While the pool at the campground 
is nice, most of the other facilities 
are poorly maintained, or are in 
desperate need of upgrades or 
repairs.

Make sure there is a maintenance 
budget. Before you build new 
things, make sure what you have is 
in good repair.

8. Invest in maintenance

a)  Pressure-wash the mold off of the restrooms. 

b)  Patch the roads to the marina. They are dangerous for boat owners.

c)  Air out the cabins. Most smell so strong of must and mildew that many are probably unsafe places 
to stay.

d)  Get rid of institutional looking chain link fencing that blocks the views of the lake. Instead use 
wrought iron fencing (they make vinyl versions that require less maintenance).

e)  Don’t allow campers to stay beyond 30 days. This is a standard practice of campgrounds all over 
North America. There were campsites at Highbanks with old trailers covered in algae, with trash 
piled up around them, that make the place seem downright scary and unsafe. In fact, passengers in 
our car locked the doors as we traveled past a few of these. Remember, women account for 70% of 
all travel decisions. If they don’t feel safe or cringe at the sight of some of these long term “tenants,” - 
that’s not going to help you increase business.

The top 15% of accommodations, in terms of quality, command 85% of the leisure travel business. This 
includes RV parks and campgrounds. How are sales at Highbanks? The State Park and Onoville Marina 
had one of their best seasons ever. But they are both investing in their product - and it shows.

At the Onoville Marina (three photos, right) they repainted the restrooms and improved their overall 
appearance, they added new playground equipment, they added visitor information, doubled their 
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efforts in making the lawn areas 
greener and more weed-free. 
Their customer service has 
improved, and so has employee 
morale because they are now 
proud of what they have to main-
tain and improve.

9.  Or shut it down
Our recommendation is that if 
the Seneca Nation is not willing 
to invest some substantial funds 
in the Highbanks Campground, 
then shut it down. You can train 
your staff to be the best cus-
tomer service employees in the 
Northeast, but at the end of the 
day if you don’t have a product 
that can “deliver on the promise” 
you will be better off shutting 
it down than fighting a losing 
proposition. If you want it to suc-
ceed you must:

a)  Redevelop the road-
way system through the 
campground.

b)  Develop an attractive way-
finding and signage system 
throughout the grounds. (See 
photos, notes, next page)

c)  Invest in the marina and at-
tract vendors to it:

     - Paddle boat rentals
     - Power boat rentals
     - Create a home for a fishing 

guide or two
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     - Create sufficient moorage for customer boats

d)  Move the big trash dumpster away from the marina, or put up a cedar fence around it to screen it. 
(See photo, next page)

e)  Make sure the boat ramp is in good repair. The same goes for the docks.

f )  Remove all campers, trailers, and trash that have been in campsites for more than 30 days. Do NOT 
allow blue tarps.

g)  Tear down old cabins that are no longer habitable.

h)  Invest in existing cabins that can be salvaged. Air them out, paint them, add light fixtures, replace 
rotten decking, etc.

i)  Put some inventory in the campground store. There is very little there, forcing campers to travel 
quite a distance to get supplies.

j)  Work on trimming trees, cutting back weeds, pressure washing restrooms and the pool deck. Keep 
gathering places swept and clean.

All in all, the Highbanks 
Campground is a “start over” prop-
osition in terms of fixtures, facilities, 
buildings, and customer service. In 
fact, nothing we saw in the three 
Seneca territories presents the 
Nation in a worse light than this 
campground. Do you, as a Seneca 
Indian, want to be judged by this? 
Put yourself in the shoes of a guest. 
Drive into the campground and 
look around. It is a reflection on 
you - fair or not.

Additional comments and photos 
are on the following page, but 
nothing can showcase the camp-
ground better than actually seeing 
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it for yourself. Take a look from the 
eyes of a customer.

10. Push the state and county 
to improve the freeway visitor 
information center
The Interstate-96 Cattaraugus 
County Visitor Information Center 
is a beautiful facility, with tremen-
dous views, in a great location.

But once inside there are a few 
things that need improvement:

a)  There is a flat screen television 
(previous page) that shows 
soap operas and TV shows, 
when it should be showing a 
video that sells visitors on why 
they should spend some time 
in the county, rather than pass 
through.

 A video can promote the state 
park, the Seneca-Iroquois 
National Museum, New York’s 
Amish Trail and a host of other 
activities. Nothing sells more 
than photos and video.

b)  Add some interpretive sig-
nage about the stained glass 
windows (previous page) and 
the Native American art that 
adorns the floor of the center.

11. Maintain the Oil Spring site.
We understand that Oil Spring 
is a sacred site, yet it seems as 
though this is an overlooked, 
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under-maintained site that needs some care. Start 
by moving around the entrance gates into the “park” 
(below).

This is a stunning historical site that should be main-
tained and cared for. The grounds (see photos next 
page) look pretty well maintained, yet the entrance 
makes it look as though it’s been totally abandoned.
This is a terrific story in a spectacular setting that 
should be properly maintained.
But perhaps the biggest challenge of all is working 
with the private businesses on tribal land, who per-
petuate a “negative perception” of the Nation far more 
than do the tribal enterprises - like the Highbanks 
Campground. They need to “raise the bar” to a higher 
standard. 
This is just one of dozens of examples (bottom center 
photo). 

12. Work with businesses located on tribal lands.
Suggestions, in this example, might include:
a) Trimming the weeds around the mail box and sign 
post.
b) Getting rid of the portable sign (there’s nothing 
readable on it).
c) Getting rid of the proliferation of plastic banners 
and commercial sandwich boards.
d) Making the stores more inviting - a half-barrel or 
two (or more) of annual color or even evergreen 
shrubs.

Quick Facts:
a)   Up to seventy percent of first time sales come 

from curb appeal. That’s right - 70%.

b)  Women account for 80% of all spending - local 
and visitor spending. What are you doing to make 
them feel safe, and welcome?

c)  Curb appeal sets the bar for you as a Nation, 
and creates that first impression where you are 
“judged.”

13. Limit the use of temporary signs.
We suggest the Nation initiate an ordinance that 
limits the use of plastic banners, portable signs, and 
sandwich boards. Here are some ideas on what the 
ordinance could include:

a)  No more than two plastic banners or sandwich 
boards at any single location or business.

b)  No more than one portable sign on any one 
premise.

c)  Sandwich boards, plastic banners (this includes 
vinyl), and portable signs can only be used for 
special sales and events.

d)  The above signs can only be used for two weeks at 
a time, and no more than four times a year.

e)  They are only allowed by special permit, and with 
penalties for exceeding the time limits or for using 
them for non-allowed purposes.

When we assessed the Onoville Marina, the cigarette 
shops in the area had, collectively, more than 100 
plastic banners, temporary signs, portable signs, and 
sandwich boards plastered all over the various proper-
ties. It made such a beautifully scenic place look like a 
third-world country. 

Quick facts:
a) Travelers have between four and eight seconds to 

read signs. They can read between eight and 12 
words in that time. How are they supposed to read 
through five, ten or sometimes 30 signs?

b)  After ten days, commuters ignore signs they’ve 
already seen. When you add new signs, they just 
get lost in the clutter and are also ignored.

c)  The Seneca Nation could spend millions of dollars 
marketing the three territories, the casino, and 
shops owned by members, but none of that effort 
can get a visitor to walk into a shop and say, “Here’s 
my credit card.” The merchant has to do that. If 
any tribal enterprise or small business says, “What 
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are you doing for me?” we typically respond with, 
“What are you doing for yourself to pull customers 
in the door?”

Why do you think the casino spent millions of dollars 
on water features, excellent curb appeal, beautiful 
wayfinding signage? Because it gets customers at-
tention, looks like a great place to spend time, and is 
inviting. Other businesses need to follow suit.

We all travel. Have you ever said these words: “That 
looks like a nice place to eat.” We all judge the book by 
its cover. It’s often the only thing we have to go on.

Even signs like this (bottom left) do nothing to pull 
customers into the gas station. The readerboard por-
tion of the sign isn’t even being used.

The power of  beautification. The Nic-
L-Inn has invested in their landscape 
and overall curb appeal. That effort, 
along with good food, has made it more 
than just a local restaurant, but an 
actual attraction. People travel great 
distances to eat here. There are three 
primary elements that can make a 
restaurant or retail shop successful: Good 
food (or a good selection of  products); 
great ambiance (curb appeal); or great 
characters (the people who work and run 
the enterprise.)

The Nic-L-Inn has good food, an excep-
tional ambiance, and the service is good 
as well. Success.

14. Remove abandoned buildings
There are numerous empty, abandoned buildings 
scattered on tribal lands that create the perception 
that this is a financially struggling tribe and com-
munity. Get rid of the remnants of old plastic signs, 
banners and flags.

15. Maintain the lakefront homes
We understand the Seneca Nation owns several 
homes around the lake. Unfortunately, they were 
the homes with unmowed lawns, weeds growing 
in planter beds and gardens, paint peeling off the 
structures, etc. 

Hire Boy Scouts, youth organizations, or even just a 
landscape maintenance company to maintain these 
structures so they do not fall into further disrepair. 
Once again, this sets a poor image for the Nation, 
creating ill will between the tribe and non-tribal 

residents who live along the lake. As is true in all 
residential communities, you are only as good as your 
neighbors.

16. Lease lakefront homes to a rental agency
The lake is a beautiful weekend retreat. Consider leas-
ing the homes to a vacation rental company, who will 
maintain the properties, can rent them out, and will 
share a percentage of the rental fees with the tribe.

IN A NUTSHELL
Over the past several years we’ve had the pleasure 
of assessing nearly all of both Cattaraugus and 
Chautauqua Counties. For the most part, we always 
knew when we were on tribal lands because of the 
proliferation of smoke shops, plastic banners, tempo-
rary signs, sandwich boards, abandoned buildings, 
and poor quality in terms of curb appeal. Like many 
other visitors, perhaps we unfairly stereotyped the 
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tribal territories, but when being toured through the 
three areas by tribal staff, the perceptions still rang 
true.

If the Seneca Nation wants to attract new investment 
into these properties, or attract new visitors, it must 
invest in more than just the casino. Our first impres-
sions were that the casino is priority number one, 
and that is where the money is going. Everything 
else is a distant second and gets no funding, nor any 
attention.

17. Develop a first-rate museum
In fact, nowhere is this more true than at the museum. 
What should be a showcase for the entire world is a 
static, underfunded museum that is far too small and 
does little to really promote the history, culture and 
future of the Seneca-Iroquois Nation.
 
We’ve had the pleasure of visiting nearly 40 Native 
American Historical Museums, and this one is easily 
near the bottom of the list in terms of investment and 
really telling the story of this great people. Like the 
Highbanks Campground it’s a “start over” proposition. 
We understand there are efforts to develop a new 
museum that better reflects the history and culture, 
and we hope that an adequate investment will be 
made in that effort.

18. Play up the water
Water is the biggest draw of visitors in the world. 
While the tribe owns much of the reservoir, including 
substantial waterfront properties, they are not being 
used to the Nation’s advantage at all.

When it comes to new development projects, the 
lakes and reservoir should be at the top of the list. 
Waterfront golf, waterfront lodging, waterfront 

activities - boardwalk, retail, boat rentals, pier fishing, 
etc. could be developed.

The Seneca Nation has miles of rivers running through 
its territories, “owns” the reservoir, and has incred-
ible sandy beaches along the shores of Lake Erie - all 
prime real estate that is not being leveraged at all for 
future development, or even for tourism.

Currently, when it comes to tourism, outside of the 
casino, the Seneca Nation has little to offer in terms of 
product.

This is why your tourism development staff must 
concentrate on finding the “hidden gems,” creating 
a “Best of the Seneca Nation” guide, and developing 
itineraries that also encompass more than just tribal-
land activities.

They must also champion the cause for product de-
velopment. Remember that all successful brands are 
built on product, not just marketing. 
 

MARKETING

19. Let casino guests explore
The casino must get rid of the “lock the doors once 
they come in” mentality. In speaking with local resi-
dents and businesses, this was a common complaint. 
While we don’t know if it’s founded in fact, it’s still a 
perception that plagues most tribal casinos across the 
country. In most cases, it’s actually a true statement. 
Even casino visitors want more than just slot ma-
chines. They need periodic breaks. This is why casinos, 
including those in Las Vegas, add dining, shows, and 
concerts. Even in Vegas they want visitors to leave and 
explore, as long as they come back.

20. Spread your wings
You’ve read the FourTimes Rule (earlier in these 
suggestions), and in order to get visitors to travel a 
distance and make the area their ultimate destination, 
you must work with non-tribal partners. 

The more you have to offer, collectively, the further 
people will come and the longer they will stay. 
Currently the Seneca Nation is short on attractions 
outside the casino. But working with the county and 
other non-tribal organizations, you can build strength 
in numbers. 

To win you MUST promote not only the Seneca-
Iroquois National Museum, but also the two museums 
in Salamanca and other historical attractions in the 
area. You must promote local events, even if they are 
not Seneca Nation events. You must jump on the 
Cattaraugus County bandwagon - even promoting 
the Amish Trail.

20   Seneca Nation, Salamanca, NY • October, 2009 

Findings & Suggestions



Why should you do this? Because the ultimate goal is 
to get visitors to spend the night in your local hotels. 
They might spend the day experiencing the Amish 
Trail, but at the end of the day, they will eat in your 
restaurants, sit in front of a slot machine at the casino, 
shop in your stores, and stay in one of your hotels, 
whether at the casino, the Holiday Inn Express or 
another.

Overnight visitors spend three times that of day visi-
tors. Additionally, you will be far more effective as one 
loud voice than a bunch of small, barely heard, voices.

21. 2010 is the “Getting Ready” year
Following are several suggestions that can make a 
big difference in your marketing efforts. As in any 
marketing endeavor, there is a “getting ready” effort. 
Developing itineraries, finding the “best of” businesses 
and activities, and developing the “hidden gems” that 
will keep visitors in the area longer and will bring 
them back more often. These things take time to de-
velop, but once developed, they will result in a much 
stronger marketing effort.

Additionally, this gives you time to work on customer 
service issues that need to be addressed before you 
begin an even stronger marketing push.

22. Develop the “Hidden Gems of the Seneca 
Nation”
This would be a small book, perhaps five inches 
square that would be full of neat little places to see, 
or things to do, that would only come from the locals. 
They can include a great dish at a small little diner, a 
scenic spot worth a special trip, or an activity that’s 
not on everyone’s radar.

This is patterned after Door County, Wisconsin’s “101 
Things to do in Door County.” The author initially 
printed 5,000 copies, but it has been so popular that 
he is now in his fifth printing. Books are sold for $12, 
and the retailer makes a 50% markup. Surveys show 
that more than 80% of visitors who buy the book plan 
multiple repeat trips to Door County as they make 
their way through the various “gems.”

In this case you certainly don’t need 101 things to do, 
but instead focus on the hidden gems. The Oil Spring 
site would be one of those. It’s not a major attraction, 
but a great little side trip while visiting the area.

We’ve included a copy of the Door County book with 
these suggestions to use as a guide. The Hidden 
Gems come from local residents, so it’s a great way to 
bring the community into the process.

23. Work with hoteliers on loyalty program
The ultimate goal of any tourism effort is to make you 
the destination - as opposed to being just a day trip 
or pass-through stop-over. When people do spend 
the night in Salamanca, hotels need to work to bring 
those customers back. It can be as simple as send-
ing a follow-up thank you note (see sample next 
page), perhaps offering a discount to repeat visitors. A 
hotelier in Bend, Oregon slides a “Things To Do” sheet 
under each door each morning (see next page). It 
includes ideas of things to do that day, plus a weather 
forecast. They’ve been doing this for years and they 
have a 90% loyalty index - 90% of visitors that stay 
with them once, stay with them every time they visit 
the Bend area. It’s always cheaper and easier to bring 
back existing customers than to always work to find 
new ones.

In my 25 years of travelling nearly 300 days a year, only 
once did a hotel ever send a thank you note inviting 
me to stay with them next time I’m in the area. It won 
my loyalty. Nearly every hotel asks for your contact 
information, but rarely do they ever use that informa-
tion to bring the customer back.
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These are just two examples of what lodging facilities can do to bring visitors back. These little 
touches are inexpensive and create loyalty to the property by the customer.

24. Retail Hint! Hint! cards
In Sisters, Oregon (population 1,100), a popular summer destination, a small jewelry store 
struggled to get customers during the fall and winter months. They found a novel idea that 
cost just pennies, and brought them customers all year long. Faced with the dilemma that 
most visitors come to the area only during the summer months, and are not thinking of 
Mothers Day, Fathers Day, Valentine’s Day, anniversaries, or even Christmas, (hundreds of 
“lookie-loos” a day) and buying very little merchandise. The merchant created a small index 
card titled “Hint, Hint” that is given to the potential future customer. They could then purchase 
the items at a later date and have them shipped in time for the holidays, Mothers Day, a 
birthday or anniversary.
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The store owner also asks customers if they’d like 
to be notified by e-mail when new jewelry pieces 
come in. Each piece photographed and added to the 
website.

In visiting with this merchant, she noted that nearly 
70% of her sales come after the customer leaves, 
and that her holiday sales have nearly tripled. In fact, 
she has customers that came in her store once, for 
perhaps 20 minutes, during the summer, and have 
been her customers for years following that one quick 
visit. 

The cards fold over and are about 3.5” wide by about 
5” tall. They fold to about a business card size.

The cost of these small index cards is less than a 
penny apiece.

25. Sell things to do, not places
In all your marketing efforts, it is important to 
promote activities before places. People are looking 
for things to do, not things to look at. So make sure 
you promote activities and THEN where they happen 
to be located. For instance, while the Alleghany 
Reservoir is a fantastic destination, the reservoir is just 
a place - a large lake. The draw is boating on the lake. 
Or fishing. Or water skiing. Always promote activities 
over places.

Tampa, Florida (top right) promotes the Museum of 
Science & Industry, the Florida Aquarium, and the 
Lowry Park Zoo - THEN the fact that these are all 
located in Tampa. These, by the way, are activities you 
can’t enjoy in Orlando, the state’s primary destination. 
The location is always second to the activity.
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26. Tell stories
People want to hear stories, not just look at artifacts. 
In your museums we are far more interested in what 
life was like - the stories that bring us into the culture 
and connect us to the people.

The average museum visit across America lasts 
between 20 and 40 minutes. But if you can captivate 
the visitor for two hours, spending will increase. It will 
be time for lunch, dinner, a snack, or time to do some 
shopping.

Museums MUST learn to tell interesting and 
fascinating, even humorous stories and avoid simply 
displaying artifacts with facts and figures.

27. Promote your “anchor tenants”
People will come out of their way to eat at a great 
restaurant, or to get the best cinnamon rolls you can 
get in Western New York.

Just like a mall, you must have anchor tenants and 
you must promote them specifically. You cannot let 
local politics kill your efforts.

Create a “Best of the Seneca Nation” guide to your 
best places to eat, best places to shop, and your best 
activities. You might have three of each, or even fewer, 
or you might have half a dozen. 

Ottawa, Illinois created a Best of Ottawa brochure, and 
they saw their overnight stays increase dramatically. 
Have a third party come in and determine which 
businesses qualify as a “best of” so that local politics 
will not dictate who gets chosen.

In Ottawa, here is the vetting process they used:
•		 The	business	had	to	be	open	six	days	a	week,	

including weekends
•		 They	had	to	have	good	curb	appeal
•		 They	had	to	be	open	until	at	least	7:00	at	night
•		 They	had	to	be	highly	regarded	by	someone	other	

than themselves

Of course you can create your own vetting process, 
but this might serve as a guide. Each business was 
invited and each paid $400 to be included in the 
“Best Of” guide. With that funding, 20,000 copies 
were printed and distributed to local hotels, visitor 
information centers, and in retail shops that were 
featured in the guide. A copy was also sent to local 
residents with a note that said, in essence “The 
number one reason people travel is to visit friends and 
family. We hope you’ll hang onto this Best of Ottawa 
Guide so that when friends and family visit you, you 
will show them the best of what Ottawa has to offer. 
Because we believe that every dining room table 
should be a concierge desk.” By promoting the best of 
what the community had to offer, I’m told overnight 
sales nearly tripled - within just 90 days.
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The New Zion Missionary Baptist Church Barbecue in 
Huntsville, Texas may not look like much (top left), but 
GQ Magazine rated is one of the top 10 places in the 
world, worth flying too, to eat. People come by the bus 
load to Huntsville to have barbecue in this little shack. 
It is Huntsville’s “anchor tenant” and makes them worth 
a special trip. While there they will do other activities 
as well.

28. Develop partnerships
Work with other local museums and the county in 
creating partnership opportunities. Three museums in 
Tacoma, Washington pooled their marketing dollars 
and promoted all three museums, making them worth 
the drive (the FourTimes Rule). This increased their 
visitation, while saving them money.

In Olympia, Washington, just down the road from 
Tacoma, their 11 museums got together and created 
the South Sound Heritage Attractions Guide (see next 
page). The result was that the museums were able to 
cut their marketing costs by nearly half while almost 
tripling their attendance.

As noted earlier, the more you have to offer, collec-
tively, the further people will come and the longer 
they will stay.

This is the power of partnerships. While these ex-
amples used museums, the same type of guide can 
be used for restaurants, lodging facilities, activities, and 
retail shops.

In this case, you might design the brochure, but each 
museum pays for its panel. Then a map is created to 
create an itinerary a visitor can use to visit all 11 of the 
museums.
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29. Develop detailed itineraries
Visitors are looking for specifics, not generalities. This is the age of detailed itineraries. 
Create them by categories:
•		 History	&	Culture	(museums,	historical	sites	&	attractions,	Native	American	arts,	Amish)
•		 Shopping	&	Dining
•		 Sports	&	Recreation	(Golf,	biking,	ATV,	snowmobiling,	cross-country	skiing,	etc.)
•		 The	Environment	(Birding,	hiking,	photography,	wild	life	viewing)
•		 Entertainment	(casino	gaming,	concerts)
•		 Events
•		 By	mode	of	travel	(RV,	motorcycle	tours,	tour	bus,	private	auto)

Develop half day, full day and two-day itineraries. Don’t worry about county lines, and 
don’t squeeze the entire itinerary into the three Seneca territories. Visitors don’t care about 
boundaries. Make sure you include professional photography, specifics (right down to a 
specific dish in a specific restaurant), operating hours, and maps.

Below, and on the next page, are a few examples you can use as a guide. These can be 
posted on your website, can be printed and given to overnight guests as well.
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30. Recruit outside events
One of the best ways to increase 
tourism is to recruit events into 
your gathering places:
Clubs:
•		 Classic	cars	and	hot	rods
•		 Motorcycle	(HOGs,	Gold	Wing)
•		 Biking
•		 Moutaineering
•		 Photography
•		 Genealogy
•		 Art	guilds	and	organizations
•		 Quilting

Create a database of organiza-
tions (see guides, right) and send 
them letters asking them to hold 
one of their events in your area. 
Offer to close off streets, assist in 
marketing the event locally, and 
let them know you’ll assist with 
logistics.

Work with hoteliers to offer them 
club discounts and special deals 
at local restaurants. They do the 
work, you provide the location 
and logistics.

This will fill hotel rooms (most of 
these are multi-day events), and 
will make your community a hub 
of activity.

Attract organizations in Buffalo, 
and perhaps Rochester and then 
within the Allegany, Chautauqua, 
and Cattaraugus Counties.

In Solvang, California, they invited car clubs into their town. The First Annual Wheels and Windmills car show (two right photos) brought 
in more than 10,000 visitors, over three days. The car club did all the work. The local Chamber of  Commerce simply invited them and 
helped close off  three blocks of  the street. The show was so successful that club organizers have now booked the same weekend in 
Solvang for the next ten years.

30   Seneca Nation, Salamanca, NY • October, 2009 

Findings & Suggestions



Car clubs are always looking for driving itineraries and will print 
and promote them in national, regional, and local club newslet-
ters. As you develop specific itineraries, send them to clubs and 
organizations in the region. It’s a great way to get free publicity - 
while increasing your overnight stays in the area. This is a perfect 
partnership opportunity for your casino.

31. Make the internet your top priority
The most important marketing tool you have is the Internet.  A full 94% of web-enabled people use 
the Internet as their primary travel planning resource.  In fact, it is the second most popular reason for 
use of the Internet. Yet 70% of all people planning a trip are frustrated by their online experience.  The 
reasons:
•	 Destinations	are	promoting	geography	(mountains,	rivers,	scenic	vistas),	yet	visitors	are	looking	for	

activities (hiking, sightseeing, skiing).  Geography should ALWAYS be second to the experience – 
activities.

•		Travelers	are	looking	for	
specifics, not generalities, yet 
few travel websites provide 
itineraries or specifics in terms 
of recommendations, maps, 
and detailed information

•	 Travelers	are	frustrated	by	
home pages with too many 
links (30+), making it nearly 
impossible to navigate the site

•	 If	potential	visitors	are	not	“sold”	
on the home page, nearly half 
move on to other destinations.  
This is why the home page has 
to focus on the biggest, best, 
and most unique.  And if it is 
difficult for the visitor to find 
the information they want, 
they’ll just look for a different 
destination.

 
Tip #1:  Purchase keywords on 
Google and Yahoo! They offer 
pay per click programs, where you 
choose the keywords, and your 
website shows up on the first page 
of search results. You pay each 
time a visitor uses that link to reach 
your website, and the fee depends 
on the “demand” of the particular 
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Tip #3: Develop an E-newsletter

Develop an E-newsletter to create top of mind awareness. The 
newsletter should be sent out monthly to visitors and people who 
have requested information about the area. Be sure to include an 
opt-out feature, so people know they can unsubscribe at any time. 
Include a newsletter sign-up opportunity on your website. 

An E-newsletter is an excellent way to provide news, updates, new 
opportunities, and calendars of events. Be sure the newsletters 
include information that visitors would really find of interest – not 
just another sales pitch. Keep it short and to the point. Include links 
embedded in the newsletter to the visitor website. Also include 
other contact information – phone numbers and addresses. 
Include descriptive visitor experiences and add testimonials to 
the content. Utilize a database management tool for ease, such as 
Constant Contact.

Tip #4: Include your printed marketing materials on the 
website, both for viewing online and for downloading to print. 
People like the convenience of being able to print the materials 
from home immediately, rather than waiting to have them mailed. 
It also reduces your mailing costs.

keyword you have chosen. If your website 
already shows up on the first page of 
search results, it isn’t necessary to purchase 
those keywords. Using a combination of 
keyword purchases and search engine 
optimization is a good strategy.

Tip #2: Organize the website around 
“Pick Your Season” and “Pick Your 
Passion.”

Try six seasons: 
•		 Dec/Jan:		The	Holidays 
•		 Feb/Mar:		Winter	Romance 
•		 Apr/May:		Spring	Fling 
•		 Jun/Jul:		Summer	Solstice	
•		 Aug/Sept:	Late	Summer
•		 Oct/Nov:		Fall	Color

The next page should include weather 
(what to expect; what to wear); why this 
is a good season to visit. Make sure to 
include a great photograph.

Pick your passion should include activities 
available that time of year. Some ideas:
•		 Sports	and	recreation
•		 The	environment
•		 History	and	culture
•		 Arts	and	entertainment
•		 Shopping	and	Dining
•		 Hunting	and	fishing
•		 Off	the	beaten	path	(Hidden	Gems)
•		 Kids	and	family
•		 Potpourri
•		 Events
•		 By	mode	of	travel	(RV,	auto,	motorcycle,	 
 bicycle, tour bus)
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Tip #5:  Use Social Media

Social media is the best form of brand building online. Utilize video clips, YouTube videos, and “Twitter.” 
Videos, especially user contributions, serve as third party endorsements that are powerful and effective 
at brand building. Post two to three minute video clips  on YouTube with a link to your website. 

What to do and what to spend

It takes a team to develop an effective tourism website. We like to think of the design and construction 
of a website much like the design and construction of a home. You need:

The architect – Knows tourism and how to “close the sale,” builds the site map, how the information 
flows and decides what content should be included.

The engineer – Builds the backbone of the site, chooses the right software and writes the code. Assures 
compatibility.

The interior designer – Authors the site; makes the site visually pleasing, and cohesive with the brand 
and graphic identity.

The inspector - Assures that everything works properly.

The builder and maintenance crew – Add new content, and update/refresh older content.

How much does it cost?

1.  Developing the site - between $35,000 and $50,000 for an effective site.

2.  Ongoing costs: 
	 •	Hosting	the	site	 	 	$120	year 
	 •	Hosting	domain	names	 	 $40	year 
	 •	Constant	Contact	(E-newsletter)	 	 $100	year 
	 •	New	copy	and	updates	 	 $500	month 
	 •	Google	keywords	 	 $100	month 
	 •	Yahoo!	keywords	 	 $100	month 
	 •	Manage	keywords	and	search	optimization	 	 $500	month 
	 •	E-newsletter	writing	and	graphics	 	 $500	month

Total      $21,000 year
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32. Start with an Action Plan

Consider creating a detailed “Community Branding, Development and Marketing Action 
Plan” which would build on the results of this assessment, adding in-depth research, 
evaluation, and community input to develop a unique brand and implementation program. 

The next steps in the planning process would be interviewing local stakeholders, providing 
public outreach, and reviewing past and current planning efforts. This will determine where 
you want to go as a community.

The third step involves research, feasibility and market analysis, and determining your brand 
- what you are or what you hope to be known for.

Then comes the “development” portion of the plan or the “how to get there” program: 
determining what product development initiatives need to be undertaken to reinforce 
and grow the brand. This also includes defining the roles of the various local organizations. 
Brand-building takes a village - everyone pulling in the same direction, each with its own 
“to do list.”

Finally, there’s the detailed marketing plan: how and when you will tell the world who you 
are and what makes you special: the place to live, work and play.

This Branding, Development & Marketing Plan should be an “action plan” as opposed to a 
“strategic plan.” You want a “to do” list by organization, not just general strategies, goals and 
objectives.

For every recommendation the following elements should be detailed: 
1. A brief description of the recommendation 
2.  Who would be charged with implementation 
3.  When it would be implemented 
4.  How much it will cost 
5.  Where the money will come from 
6.  The rationale for making the recommendation

The recommendations should provide all the necessary steps for your community to be 
successful in attaining its goals of a more diverse economy with an enhanced tourism 
industry and to become a more attractive and enjoyable community for both visitors and 
citizens. 

“I can’t give you a surefire formula for success, but I can give you a formula for failure - try to 
please everybody all the time.”  -Herbert Bayard Swope, first recipient of the Pulitzer Prize.

“Many a false step was made by standing still.” - Fortune Cookie
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33. Develop a permanent home for an ongoing public market.

Farmers markets have been growing in popularity over the past 15 years, as more and more consumers discover the variety, fresh-
ness, and fun shopping they offer. The trend will continue to grow with the added incentives of consumers wanting to shop for locally 
grown and/or organic produce. The open-air market shopping experience with the opportunity to meet and interact with farmers 
and craftspeople adds to the appeal. Organizations involved in community revitalization have become increasingly aware that healthy 
communities need vibrant public spaces. Outdoor public markets, in particular, are active places and encourage people to leave their 
cars and use the public space where the market is located. 

Public markets produce many economic benefits that percolate throughout an entire community. They can have a catalytic effect 
on the neighborhoods around them. Because so many people are attracted to markets, surrounding businesses can benefit from the 
markets’ drawing power. The open-air market can be a primary attraction to lure travelers from the highways and into town. Provide 
public restroom facilities and visitor information.  

Have the focus for the market vendors be on Native American art, food, crafts, plus invite non-natives to participate. Add music, pre-
pared food, and entertainment. Partner with the folks in Salamanca. This can provide a primary draw to attract visitors, with shopping, 
a place to rest or eat, entertainment and activities - all in an attractive setting.

Remember that history isn’t a point in time. Today is the day you can start creating new history for the great Seneca Nation. 
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