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A Quality Label for Maine Woods Tourism?

Background

The Maine Woods Consortium (MWC) is an open association of non-profit organizations, businesses and government agencies dedicated to advancing a triple bottom line approach (economy, environment, community) to development and conservation in the Maine Woods region.  Over the past year, MWC has focused on tourism development as one path to regional prosperity. MWC has supported development of a training program for tourism business managers and frontline workers, and provided assistance in developing the Maine Woods Discovery tourism packaging program. 

MWC is now considering support for a Maine Woods tourism quality labeling and branding initiative, and has contracted Bruce Hazard of PlaceWorks Consulting to work with Bowdoin College economist David Vail and a small group of resource people and stakeholders to explore the potential for such a program to enhance the quality and success of Maine Woods tourism offerings. 
Quality Label Framework

David Vail has worked with the Swedish Ecotourism Association and studied ecotourism certification programs in Sweden, Australia and other countries that have succeeded in engaging businesses and securing sponsorship by environmental and government groups for quality labeling initiatives. Vail believes that the Swedish approach, in particular, offers valuable insights for the Maine Woods region.  
“Nature’s Best” – the Swedish quality labeling initiative – contributes to profitable and sustainable tourism development by emphasizing the following principles: 
· Respect the limitations of the destination – minimize negative impacts on both nature and culture.

· Contribute to the local economy through local hiring and purchasing.

· Make all the company’s operations environmentally sustainable.

· Contribute actively to nature conservation.

· Promote tourists’ joy of discovery.

· Ensure the highest quality and safety throughout.
Several elements from which a similar quality labeling and branding program might be crafted are already in place in Maine, for example, the Maine Department of Environmental Protection’s Environmental Leader certification of lodging and dining establishments. (Go to MeCEP Choices article for more.)  

Even with some building blocks in place, developing and launching a quality label for Maine Woods tourism products would be an ambitious undertaking that would require serious and constructive involvement by many industry leaders. Many questions must be answered to better understand what such a quality labeling program might require and look like.  These include:  
· What are the characteristics of successful, high quality Maine Woods visitor experiences? 
· What are common strengths of the high quality businesses in tourism?

· Is it feasible and desirable to develop quality “standards” for businesses and other service providers in the Maine Woods based on these characteristics and common strengths? 

· Are there any other basic principles that should be in place for a Maine Woods quality tourism label to be effective in the marketplace (e.g., environmental or social principals, see Swedish example)?
· What could be a potent BRAND for the quality labeling program? (Example: Sweden’s “Nature’s Best.”)
· What would be the critical components of a branding and promotion strategy to make the quality label a potent marketing tool for the accredited businesses. 

· How could businesses benefit from a quality label based on such a set of standards and principles, given proper promotion? 

Assuming that a quality labeling program could have a bottom line payoff for participating Maine Woods businesses via more customers, higher price points, or longer stays, how might such a program for Maine Woods tourism work? Remember: to be effective, the quality label must be authentic and credible; the standards that the label represents must be actually met by businesses that carry the label.
· Who could best oversee such a program over time? (State agency? Committee of peers?)

· Who should participate in setting the standards? 

· How would the basic principles be translated into measurable performance standards? How rigorous should standards be? 

· Who would be eligible to join? (Any restrictions other than meeting standards? For example, categories of businesses?)

· Would it be helpful to offer training and other technical assistance to businesses that are trying to meet accreditation standards? How important is this? 

· Where could funding for the start-up phase come from? How would you envision the program being financed once it is up and running?
· What other questions should be addressed?

Next Steps

MWC believes the idea of a quality label and associated branding for Maine Woods tourism products or experiences merits serious consideration as a vehicle for helping tourism businesses enhance their profitability and achieve important “triple bottom line” benefits (community/environment/economy).  
Over the next few months, the Maine Woods Consortium will explore the level of interest in a quality labeling and branding initiative focused specifically on the Maine Woods region. We will confer with tourism industry leaders to rough out the parameters of a potential Maine Woods quality labeling program, and then determine the level of interest among Maine Woods tourism businesses in participating in a quality labeling program. 

We appreciate your input and advice as we explore this topic and assess potential next steps.

Please direct questions and/or suggestions to:
Bruce Hazard

PlaceWorks Consulting

bhazard@placeworksconsulting.com
(207) 446-4140
To learn more about the Maine Woods Consortium or to contact a member of the MWC Coordinating Team, please visit: www.mainewoodsconsortium.org.

