Some question use of taxpayer dollars, but
lesser-known places welcome funding

A new state marketing campaign could bring more tourists to take in the Upstate's natural beauty, such as
undeveloped areas of Lake Jocassee that can be accassed only by boat. HeD| HELBRUNN/STAFF

By Nathaniel Cary
Staff Welter
neany@oreenvillenews.com

he ice cold spray splashed against Brooks
Wade's gray watertight boots as he stood
under arock outcropping on the underside
of a waterfall and gingerly stuck his hands
out to feel its chilly might.

Here, where roads haven’t plowed and
trails don't lead, the only way to navigate to these
falls that spill into Lake Jocassee is by boat.

So Wade started a business three years ago selling
boat tours of the lake. It’s a pristine, mostly undevel-
oped lake set against the backdrop of Jocassee
Gorges and the Blue Ridge Escarpment that’s just
far enough from metro areas like Greenville, An-
derson and Asheville that, for many, it’s remained
undiscovered.

Brooks Wade started a business three
years 2go giving boat tours of Lake
Jocassee. HEID! HEILBAUNMETAFF
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TOURISM

Continued from Page 1A

the fairness of how the money ig
spent.

State officials defend the pro-
grams, citing statewide tourism
spending that totaled $15 billion
in 2010, according to the state
Parks, Recreation and Tourism
Department’s 2011-2012 account-
ability report,

For those tied to tourism pro-
motion of the lesser-known desti-
nation gems, including the
mountains, lakes and rivers of
the Upstate, the impact of extra
marketing dollars to boost mea-
ger budgets could be significant,
though tough te quantify, said
Tim Todd, executive director of
Discover Upcountry.

Ecotourism — travel to natu-
ralareasthat conservesthe envi-
ronment and improves local wel-
fare — has developed into the
fastest-growing tourism sector, |
according to the Center for Re-
sponsible Travel. And now local
tourism officials believe a fo-

cused campaign on what the Up-
state has to offer will bring a
whole new type of traveler —
with a backpack strapped on ar
fishing rod in hand — to the Up-
state.

Travel to South Carolina has
bounced back post-recession,
showing huge gains in the past
yvear, Now the state's tourism
marketing arm is looking to cash
in with an expanded budget to
market high-visibility destina-
tions. And Upstate tourism offi-
cials are enthused at the poten-
tial of the first-time “Undiscov-
ered 5.C." campaign designed to
market niche locales, many
which are located in the Upstate.

Disparity of tourism
funding

For years, South Carolina has
issued grants, matched $2 forev-
ery state §1 by specific visitors
bureaus, to promote the highest |
profile tourist destinations.

The bulk of those funds have
traditionally gone tothe coasthe-
cause Charleston, Myrtle Beach
and Hilton Head could pool a $1-
a-room hotel tax to come up with
the $500,000 needed to match ev-
ery $250,000 the state contribut-
ed, said Marion Edmunds, PRT
spokesman.

In 2011, Greenville was ableto
come up with enough to match

and received its first allotment -

of the Destination Specific Mar-
keting Grant,
The state has issued the

bringing it to $12 million, accord-
ing to budget documents. It may
keep the extra $4 million in the
destination marketing fund
again this year. A budget proviso
seeks torollup to $4 million in un-
used wage incentives for films
into the grant fund.

To some, like Ashley Landess,
president of the conservative
South Carolina Policy Council,
the state shouldn’t be in the ad-
vertising business at all, and es-
pecially not to the benefit of cer-
tain locations and businesses at
the expense of all taxpayers.

The money belongs to taxpay-
ers, and companies shouid be
able to pool their own resources
and make their own decisions
about their ad dollars, she said.

“Why should all taxpayers all
over the state have their dollars,
which are very precious to them
right now, gointo advertising for
businesses and industries that
the politicians pick?” she said.

“There are core services that
peaple expect with their tax dol-
lars,” she said. “How many peo-
ple really understand that this
money is not going te fix crum-
bling roads?”

. The state measures its tour-
ism impact by the amount of ac-
commodations and admissions

taxes it brings in, Admissions
taxes are collected from nearly
every round of golf and go to the

| state coffer, Edmunds said. Ac-

commodations taxes are re-
turned to county and local agen-
cles 10 remvest in tourism, he
said.

Hotel occupancy rose 2.3 per-
centin the 2012 fiscal year to 54.8
percenl and accommodations
taxesrose 15 percent to $50,9 mil-
lion. Admissions taxes totaled
$34.3 million, a six-percent in-
crease over the previous year,
according to state figures.

. Travelers accounted for §1,2

illion in state and local taxes,
the equivalent of lifting a $655
tax burden from each household,
according to the PRT account-
ability report.

“Those dollars help reduce
the tax burden of every single
South Carolinian,” Edmunds
said. “When you're in Myrtle
Beachin May, you don’t have any
trouble understanding the eco-
nomic impact of tourism on the
state and how much that pumps
into an economy.”

But some of the state’s best
natural resources don’t have the
marketing punch of hotel-lined
beaches becauge they’re located
insmalltowns or rural bywaysor
—like Jocassee Gorgesor Scenic
Highway 11 — are nestled in the

grants gince 2006 at $8 million TOUNtEINS away from the hotels
per year. This vear, it rolled $4 47d metroareas.

million more inte the program,

Promotion of these freasures
by the state arm has been a long
time coming, said Ken Sloan, di-
rector of the Mountain Lakes
Convention and Visitors Bureau
that promotes Oconee County,

“Tt’s just acknowledgement to
the world that, yes, we do have
mountains, lakes and rivers in
South Carolina,” Sloan said, "It's
notallbeaches and golf courses.”

Oconee County has aggres-
sively marketed itself for the
past five years, built mobile
apps, and partnered with Clem-
son University to study seg-
ments of travelers who are
drawn to its sites, said Phil Shir-
ley, Oconee’s Parks, Recreation
and Tourism director.

Still, -it has just $50,000-
$60,000 to spend on marketing
annually, and has alimitedreach,
Shirley said. A statewide ¢am-
paign would be a boost, he said,

“I'm -excited from the point
that the people who haven't
stumbled upon us vet or haven't
seen our marketing campaign,
this may help us get a little more
marketability,” he said.

Wade, who spent his life as an
ocean fisherman living off a
Florida barrier island, wag im-
mediately drawn te the place
where those mountain rivers
meet Lake Jocassee. Wade and
his wife Kay first saw Lake Jo-
cassee during a two-week camp-
ing trip. .

“When you walk out to this ex-
panse of light and mountains and
coler and water and you just fall

to your knees,” Wade said. “It'sas
close to areligious experience as
you can have.” .

The Wadeg immediately
made plans to move from the
Floridabeaches tathe South Car-
olina mountains. They spent
more than two years ag camp
hosts at Devil's Fork State Park
campground and still live in a
1978 Airstream trailer within a
long walk of the lake. -

'ade saw an opportunity in
the lake's rustic setting, bought a
ponteon boat and started Jocas-
see Lake Tours three years ago.

Most days Wade can be found
on his boat, accompanied by
Pear], his 12-year-old yellow Lab-
rador, as he windshis way up ten-
tacles of the lake, chugging
aroundbends untilhe cuts off the
outboard motor and lets the boat

drift, dropping in unannounced
where whitewater spills over
jumbled boulders that sit like
stacked marbles at one of the
lake’s headwaters.

“It’s magical,” Wade says,
then lets the silence linger.



Focus on eco-tourism

While the state’s marketing
strategy om golf travelers
reaches into the Midwest and
lower Northeast to draw golfers
from winter hibernation to South
Carolina’s lush greens and fair-
ways, its Undiscovered South
Carolina campaign will target
consumers within 350 miles of
the state. )

Marketing will be heavy in-
state to draw visitors to discover
cultural and mpatural sites, Ed-
munds said.

Digital, television and print
campaigns will broaden in wider
eircles to Georgia, North Carali-
na, northeastern Florida, south-
ern Virginia and eastern Tennes-
seg, targeting adults 25-64 with
incemes above $50,000 in search
of fishing, bird-watching, boat-
ing, visiting parks, shopping, an-
tiquing, history, culture and soft
adventures like canoeing, kayak-
ing, biking, hiking and camping,
aceording to the plan.

Wade has built his boat tour
business by selling the lake's
beauty to mature lovers. He
books geologists and school chil-
dren, experts and novices, bhut
his commentary en a multiple-
hour trip along the lake’s many

crevices is focused on the eco- |

system.
Massive rocks along the
shoreline lay exposed like

beached gray whales, and leaf-.

bare trees offered a glimpse far
up the slopes that can only be
seen in winter when foliage
doesn't block the view. Loons
frolicked on the diamend shim-
mering lake surface and then
dived, minutes at a time, to
snatch fish in the depths.

Wade said he wants to sell the
lake ag a winter destination.
Businesgs is more sporadic in
winter and he travels and con-

nects with nature groups i and
out of gtate, Business cards and
flyers can only do somuch,

Todd, with Discover Upcoun-
try, said Mpyrtle Beach and
Charleston have earned their
recognition as world-class desti-
nations, but the Upstate hasn’t
reached that point of critical
mass where people know it’s a
place a go.

“If you go 14 Tallahassee and
stop someone on the street, and
ask them about Greenviile,
South Carolina, they’ll say ‘I
couldn't tell you where it was,'
but if you ask them about Myrtle
Beach, they’ll say, ‘Oh yeah, I've
been there,” Todd said. “So this
is something that will help us.®

The Blue Ridge Escarpment,
where mountains rise from the
Piedmont 2,000 feet in a matter
of miles, is a world-class destina-
tion, Sloan said. It’s just a strug-
gle to tell the world about it, he
said.

National Geographic helped
spread that word in November
2012, when it named Jocassee
Gorges to a list of “50 of the
World’s Last Great Places.”

That’s exposure the Mountain
Lakes CVB couldn't afford to
buy, Stoan said.

A new direction

. The new marketing jsp’t de-
signed as a one-time, epe-year
campaign, but it's made possible

by the success of the state’s larg-
est draws, Edmunds said,
Because of the destination-
specific funding, the state’s
‘bread and butter” destinations
have more money than ever tg
market their specific destina.
uolI:Ei Edanlllunds said.
e called it a “new directign”

forthe agency. e

. The state hired BFG Commu-
nications of Bluffton as its con-
tracted marketing agency in

January. The total worth of the

contract could be $57 million

over 6% years, Edmunds said. It
replaces Leslie Advertising/the

Bounce Agency of Greenviile,

which had contracted with the

state for 30 years.

BFG will fully roll out the
campaign by the fall, and it will
.build uponniche groupings— for
_nstance, a barbeque trail or cyl.
tural identity — that it wil] high-

hg}]lgt each year, El;ikmunds said.
usmesses like Jocassee
Lake Tours will benefit from “the
rising tide that lifts all boats.”

Edglunds said. ’

. fornew, Wade keeps filling 4
his boat and settingpacrossg:fhg
%?llée to ilelp visitors discover for

mselves its unigue ar
mote beauty. e s

“Where else in the East can
You just boat ride through the

mountains?” he said,

B Contact reporter Nathaniej Ca;at_
864-298-4272, connect on Facebool
or follow @natt wnielcary on Twitter,



