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1.1 VISION & MISSION
 

Vision   Exceptional and innovative regional tourism management 
and development that empowers destinations through advocacy, 
stakeholder engagement and distributed destination brand. 

Mission   Develop, enhance and strengthen a results-oriented tourism 
economy through strategic industry partnerships.
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1.2 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
 
The 2022/2023 RTO4 business plan lays out a prioritized series of initiatives and partnerships designed 
to best leverage the Ontario Ministry of Heritage, Sport, Tourism and Culture Industries’ investment in 
the RTO4 region, and sustainably grow the tourism economies of Huron, Perth, Waterloo and Wellington 
counties and the province overall.

The imperative heart of this plan is the unlocking of strategic parallel investments (resources and capital) 
by engaged communities of interest. This empowers destination stakeholders to take a direct and active 
role in shaping their collective tourism future.

The Plan
• Places emphasis on in-region assets that have a provincially significant unique selling point (USP) or 

the potential to generate significant demand. 

• Uses a tested and validated path for creating destination networks that resource, enhance, 
disseminate and market those assets.

• Pays particular attention to empowering operators, stakeholders and visitors to become distribution 
channels for marketing – a necessity in an environment of continually expanding distributed media 
and commerce. This plan identifies the tools and strategies that RTO4 has developed specifically to 
address the challenges and harness opportunities related to this.

• Was crafted on the principle of creating organized and engaged stakeholder networks that are 
committed to long-term destination development, resulting in successful tourism destinations.

Beginning March 2020 we found ourselves in an unprecedented situation due to COVID-19. The immense 
impact of the pandemic has been felt in our local communities, provincially, nationally and worldwide, 
with tourism being hit first and hardest. 

The COVID-19 situation has challenged the industry in ways that could not have been foreseen, and still 
continues to shape and influence short and long-term planning on a regular basis. For that reason, RTO4 
will remain agile in our support. Rest assured, we will do everything we can to propel the tourism industry 
into a re-imagined, sustainable and prosperous future.

RTO4’s 2022/23 business plan was drafted to specifically address the impact of the global pandemic 
and optimize use of our resources for the greatest impact. This plan itemizes the process for delivering 
innovative solutions in destination development including product development, marketing, workforce 
development and investment attraction.
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1.3 RTO4 STRATEGY
1.3.1 HISTORY
 
Early in the development of the RTO4 Regional Tourism Strategy, consensus was reached with regional 
partners that Huron, Perth, Waterloo and Wellington had limited but strong provincial tourism demand 
generators. RTO4 and its constituent Destination Marketing Organizations (DMOs) agreed that the RTO 
would focus on the following demand generators in the region:

• Theatre and Culture  Key assets include the Stratford Festival, Blyth Festival and Drayton 
Entertainment.

• Heritage Towns  Elora & Fergus, Blyth, Bayfield, Stratford and St. Jacobs have provincially significant 
architecture, history and culture.

• Sport Tourism  Kitchener, Waterloo, Cambridge and Guelph have a significant concentration of assets, 
including facilities, teams, volunteers, academic centres, and accommodations.

• Soft Outdoors  The Canadian heritage-designated Grand River (a current co-development project 
of RTOs 1, 3 and 4). The shores of Lake Huron, “Ontario’s West Coast,” in Huron County and the 
Goderich to Guelph (G2G) Rail Trail (a 132 km, wheelchair-grade accessible trail). 

• Agritourism
• Motorsports

Each of these demand generators was identified based on the strong ability of the existing products/
brands to “cut through the marketing clutter” in Ontario and, in the case of theatre in Stratford, across 
the U.S. border. Amplifying these winning assets and enabling their stakeholder communities to execute 
exceptional product development with modern distributed social marketing continues to be a prime 
focus for RTO4 in 2022/2023 and beyond.

 
The evolution of RTO4’s strategic plan and progress through three main phases
Phase 1 involved both historical research and the development of measurement systems to test the 
efficacy of conventional tourism marketing models and key activities.

Phase 2 focused on measuring the effects of the organization’s core activities to determine exactly what 
did and did not work in growing the RTO4 tourism economy given the region’s unique composition, 
stakeholders and combination of assets. 

A comprehensive booking and reservation system was implemented across the region that was free of 
charge to operators and could be branded under whatever umbrellas they needed or wanted. The effort 
succeeded in collecting more than $6 million in sales but, most importantly, provided comprehensive 
real-time insights into which RTO4 initiatives were most effective. For example, large traditional 
media campaigns provided poor returns, while small precisely targeted initiatives with a focus on the 
transfer of skills and costs to the operators or DMOs created the best and most sustainable returns on 
investment (ROI).
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To determine the best use of funds, RTO4 adopted a model of using A/B tests: two different methods to 
compare results. In the case of ticket sales, for instance, a $35,000 expenditure to fix a path-to-purchase 
issue on the web assets of a major attraction resulted in more sales by a factor of nearly a hundred to one 
compared to a traditional partnered marketing campaign in the low six figures.

Big-ticket media campaigns scored well in raising web traffic and brand awareness. However, they did 
not match the ROI realized by parallel efforts and expenditures that focused more on identifying and 
repairing elements of the visitor experience that were broken or incomplete.

Originally, much of the A/B testing was completed in partnership with tourism operators through one-on-
one digital training. These “enabling engagement” tactics were successful, and it became apparent that 
the next challenge was scaling the approach throughout the region. The Destination Digital Audit (DDA) 
executed in Stratford, Bayfield and Elora & Fergus in 2017 was the foundation for that scaling.  

Phase 3 (current)  has centered on applying what RTO4 has learned to date and uses the new tools to 
maximum effect. The goal is to create self-sustaining destinations and attractions managed by engaged 
stakeholders who have an ongoing strategic role in their management, as well as a commitment to 
developing, funding and popularizing them.

Navigating Uncertain Times and Planning for A New Future
The ongoing prevalence of COVID-19 will continue to prompt questions like “Is it safe to….” or “Should we 
worry about the next wave and what do we do to prepare?” Understanding the challenge this presents for 
destinations trying to outline recovery plans and conduct long-term strategic planning, RTO4 has shifted 
resources to support stakeholders through a three step approach: 

Phase 1  Health & Safety

Phase 2  Relief, Restart, Recovery

Phase 3  Reimagining

RTO4 will be working with its destination partners on various initiatives throughout all steps, but the 
focus will be on three overarching objectives: 

• minimizing the impact of COVID-19

• supporting the digital shift occurring across the industry

• supporting strategic long-term recovery planning and implementation

With these additional business objectives, RTO4 remains committed to its core vision and mission. 

Marketing Activities
Over the past several years, RTO4 has supported its DMOs in navigating the now digitally disrupted world 
of tourism marketing. Focus was placed on engagement, targeted social media campaigns and earned 
media. The COVID-19 pandemic however, has at numerous times placed any active tourism marketing on 
hold in keeping with stay-at-home orders issued by the province and regional municipalities. 

At a time when health and safety were the top priority the goal was to maintain visitor engagement under 
pandemic restrictions for as long as necessary. When leisure-based travel was deemed safe and could be 
encouraged, RTO4 switched focus to content production. Understanding that at first, recovery marketing 
needed to target a smaller local region and then expand out as visitor confidence and safety grew.  
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2022/23 will remain a restart and recovery year as the summer season will represent the first “normal” 
tourism experience for visitors and operators since 2020. RTO4’s efforts will go toward content 
production that captures the “re-launch” of many events and experiences placed on hold until now, while 
still conveying messaging of best practices within destinations in regard to health and safety.  

Destination and Product Development
With COVID-19 having modified operator practices and altered visitor behaviours, we anticipate the 
trend of quality virtual experiences and more intimate outdoor-based animations to continue to 
grow. Implementing proper safety practices, and ensuring that events guarantee protection to visitors 
experiencing or participating in their offerings will remain a key operational component. And digital 
sophistication will stay essential as digital interfaces become an industry norm for guaranteeing safe 
interactions for visitors. 

Long-Term Recovery 
More than ever, destinations will have to devote resources to determining their long-term strategic plans 
as the tourism industry moves into a new era of best practices imposed by COVID-19.
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1.3.2 GUIDING PRINCIPLES
 
Over the past six years, RTO4 has followed a purpose-built model based on a process of 
“goal-strategy-measurement” to design, create, implement and assess the most effective 
tools and tactics for sustainably growing the region’s tourism economy. Priority continues to 
be placed on projects that have legacy value for the region and its destinations. 

With this focus, five guiding principles emerged:

Hygiene First  Identify the broken and frustrating parts of the consumer tourism experience 
and purchasing journey and fix those first.

Enabling Engagement  Work with operators and stakeholders to strengthen their ability to 
engage consumers.

Destination Network  Adopt a holistic view of destinations that engages multiple stakeholders 
in shaping the community’s collective tourism future.

Shared Story Brand  Redefine brand in the modern media world as the total of shared stories 
and experiences about a given destination. 

Relentless Focus on the Visitor Experience  Continuously look at the destination from the 
visitor perspective, recognizing the intense competition for their tourism spend.
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1.3.3 TOOLS DEVELOPED BY RTO4 FOR PROVINCIAL USE
 
Today’s consumer decision-making has been massively impacted by digital disruption. Resulting in 
traditional advertising no longer being the driving force behind the process. It has therefore become 
critical to develop and perfect new tools, models and processes that will get the highest return out of the 
province’s tourism investment.

RTO4 has developed a suite of tools and destination development processes that have not only proven 
effective, but also been recognized internationally as best practices. In 2015 the RTO was recognized 
at the global Social Media and Tourism Conference (SoMeT) for its data driven decision making as an 
international best practice and was invited to make the keynote presentation.

Inquiries come in consistently to RTO4 from other destinations across the province, across Canada and 
around the world about using these tools in tourism development, and are now used across the province 
by tourism stakeholders.

The tools listed below are available to the Ministry for use throughout the province.

Tools developed or adapted by RTO4 that will be used in 2022/2023 include
• RTO4 Destination Development Model

• Destination Digital Audit

• Destination Animation Partnership Program

• Shareable Moment Challenge

• Google 360 Partner Program

• Video Storytelling Program

• Promoted Posts and Geotargeting Training Partnership

• Research and data-driven decision-making tools

• Digital Excellence Centre (to work with stakeholders directly on the findings from the DDA and other 
digital asset development). 
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1.3.4 DESTINATION DEVELOPMENT PROCESS
 
The Destination Development Process Guideline and Assessment Tool was devised and implemented 
in collaboration with some of the world’s leading tourism consulting groups. RTO4 worked with 
DestinationThink!, Tourism Café and InterVISTAS Consulting on destination development projects in 
Stratford, Elora & Fergus, Guelph and Bayfield to develop a best practices model.

Based on the in-situ learning, RTO4 developed the Destination Development Process outlined below. It is 
a refined model for process, workflow and system feedback. 

The goal of the RTO4 Destination Development Process is to create vibrant destinations that become 
self-sufficient through a virtuous loop of continuous destination improvement. This is accomplished 
by emphasizing capacity-building, a culture of innovation and the transfer of key skills to the 
Destination Network – a voluntary association of stakeholders and partners with a mutual interest.  

RTO4 Destination Development Process Overview
Validation and Precursory Work (Eligibility Requirements)
Step 1 Identify and prioritize provincially significant demand generators in the region. 

Step 2 Identify and validate existing research. 

Step 3 Assess the potential for an engaged network of stakeholders/operators on a given 
  demand generator or destination.  

Step 4 Engage the network and move on to Phase 1.  

 

Network

PHASE I

RTO4 Destination Development Process

PHASE II

DNA Animation Hygiene Storytelling



Destination
Network

Destination
DNA

Destination
Animation

Physical &
Digital Hygiene

Destination
Storytelling

Identify & align a 
diverse group of key

destination stakeholders

Create self-sustaining, vibrant destinations through a virtuous loop of continuous destination improvement by the Destination Network

Develop consensus on 
the essence of a 

place & its people

Destination Network
& Destination DNA
Checkpoint Review

Create & enhance
experiences that 
align with DNA

Identify, fix & 
enhance basic visitor 

experience issues

Increase efficacy of
DNA storytelling
& amplification

Collaborative Destination Network projects focussing on DNA & Visitor ExperienceAlign & engage the destination

HURON | PERTH | WATERLOO | WELLINGTON
Regional Tourism Organization 4 Inc.

An initiative of the
Ministry of Tourism, Culture and Sport
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Phase 1  ALIGNMENT
Once a destination or project meets the eligibility requirements, it focuses on aligning and engaging key 
stakeholders.

The key to successful tourism destination development is relatively straightforward: highly engaged 
communities taking an active role in shaping their collective tourism future. The best destinations are 
engaged across a broad spectrum of tourism stakeholders that include not only tourism and marketing 
entities, but also business, public, financial, political and a host of others. In this phase, it is necessary to 
initiate the dialogue on future collaboration; identify key stakeholders and their respective mandates, 
goals and objectives; and identify and articulate their specific intersection with the project.

The second part of Phase 1 is to reach agreement on a destination’s DNA. This is shaped and defined by 
unique attributes including history, location, geography and, perhaps most importantly, the collective 
“personality” of its people. The destination DNA needs to be well-defined and provincially significant; 
it’s what makes a destination remarkable and unique. To ensure clarity of messaging, it is critical that a 
destination network align and rally around the DNA. The supporting cast of tourism assets and the eat-
play-stay attributes are functionally important to a destination’s success. However, to cut through the 
marketing clutter, the elements that make up the headline of a destination’s “core story” should focus on 
the unique elements that drive visits.

There is a reciprocal relationship between the destination network and the DNA. In addition, the latter 
should be used to help populate and identify key members of the destination network. 

The Checkpoint 
Before moving to Phase 2, it is necessary to evaluate the destination network’s strength and alignment 
around DNA. Key criteria include: Is the destination network wide and deep enough? Has the DNA been 
agreed upon and validated by a variety of stakeholders? Has the network developed and aligned around 
a destination/project vision? Occasionally, it is necessary to pilot Phase 2 projects in Phase 1 to test the 
destination network strength, or strengthen/rally the network by bringing the right players to the table. 

Phase 2  MANAGEMENT  
Once the destination network and DNA meet the strength requirement, the process shifts to collaborative 
projects that improve the visitor experience and amplify the DNA. Projects can fit into one pillar or can 
include a combination of these three: Animation, Hygiene or Storytelling.  

Animation projects create new or enhanced products/experiences that are aligned with a destination’s 
DNA. 

Hygiene projects identify, repair or enhance basic issues for the visitor. These can include physical issues 
such as sense of arrival, parking, washrooms and wayfinding. But can also include digital issues such as a 
complicated or non-existent online purchase path and mobile-friendliness.  

Storytelling projects increase the effectiveness and amplification of stories aligned with the DNA through 
online (video series, social media posts) or traditional (earned media) channels. These enable the visitor, 
the stakeholder/operator and destination to broadly disseminate the destination story.  

This is an iterative process. In collaboration with destination network stakeholders, Phase 2 projects 
should always amplify the agreed-upon messaging. While focusing on Phase 2 projects, it is crucial that 
continued emphasis be placed on Phase 1 activities by consistently assessing and strengthening the 
destination network and alignment around the DNA. 
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Phase 3  
While RTO4 is currently involved in managing and enabling the destination development process, the 
goal is to create self-actualized destination networks that continue the process with or without additional 
RTO support. For that reason, continuous emphasis is placed on capacity-building and transfer of skills 
and knowledge to stakeholders and partners.  

In summary, the key to sustainable growth across our region is engaging a broad spectrum of 
stakeholders to invest directly in tourism via the significant destinations and experiences, with a focus on 
top-tier demand generators.

While there are many levels of tourism product in the region, the focus on nationally and provincially 
significant assets is central to effectively allocating RTO4 resources for the greatest and most sustainable 
impact in growing and future-proofing the regional tourism economy.
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1.3.5 RESEARCH APPROACH
 
The Goal - Applied Research
Applied research is a core tenet of the RTO4 tourism incubator model. Before any research is 
undertaken, the questions “What will the data be used for, who will use it, when will it be used?” 
must be answered. Too often, research reports are shelved immediately after completion without any 
thought to implementation. 

Research can and should be used for the following reasons
1. data-driven decision-making

2. benchmark establishment

3. efficacy measurement moving forward

Destination Digital Audit (DDA)
Tourism, perhaps more than most industries, has been disrupted by digital innovation.
While this brings a host of competitive challenges, it also presents a variety of opportunities.

Long gone are the days in which the consumer is served by a small number of tourism web assets. The 
new reality involves a multi-faceted network of digital assets across numerous channels representing 
both individual business offerings and the destination as a whole. And its presence is only as good as 
its distributed ability to tell the story.

In short, the destination of today exists in two succinct forms – digital and physical. The digital 
destination comprises the sum of individual digital reference points online. It goes well beyond the 
DMO site and represents a leviathan of operators and stakeholders. Today’s connected consumer finds 
and assesses a destination and its offerings based on a wide range of personal or digital sources. 

Paying close attention to digital user experience (UX) issues is important to improving visitor 
experience, increasing tourism’s economic impact and future-proofing the destination. The DDA was 
conceived and implemented to provide destinations with a holistic view of their digital presence and 
overall digital wellbeing. 

In researching digital audits created for other destinations, RTO4 found reports that focused on only 
one or two key tourism assets such as the DMO and/or the official city web presence. The way in which 
today’s visitor uses digital assets necessitates a broader approach to digitally evaluate all tourism-
facing web assets within a destination. For example, Stratford’s DDA analyzed more than 100 data 
points for 326 entities categorized into 95 accommodations, 64 culinary experiences, 12 festivals, 17 
attractions, 126 retail outlets and 12 others. 

The DDA evaluates the digital presence of forward-facing assets on seven foundational channels: 
websites, Google, TripAdvisor, Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and YouTube. Certain operators might also 
find additional channels such as Snapchat, TikTok or Pinterest helpful. Ease of use, speed, general 
usability and interaction with guests were evaluated to determine the efficacy of every business 
across each channel and, in turn, the collective destination’s overall digital performance.



RTO4 Business Plan 2022-2023 15

The ultimate goal of the project is to use this research and data-driven decision-making to identify and 
prioritize tactics that will improve the digital health of stakeholders as well as the destination. Emphasis 
is placed on the top seven channels listed above, using resources to make improvements in the most 
effective and efficient way. 
The digital “fixes” and tactical opportunities identified to improve the digital sophistication of a 
destination range from direct RTO4 involvement in one-on-one coaching, educational and training 
partnerships, to less hands-on approaches such as infographics, email nudges, workshops and 
presentations. 

RTO4 has actively partnered with the destination network of Elora & Fergus to develop a Centre for 
Digital Excellence that uses the DDA to inform, measure and report on digital excellence projects. The 
Centre places a digital expert onsite twice a month to provide operators with one-on-one coaching. 

“The Digital Excellence Centre has helped me become more aware of where I need 
to improve in my digital marketing. Technology has changed so much in twenty 
years and this program helps operators such as myself learn the trends of this 
generation of clients. ”
Christa Niravong, One Axe Pursuits

Economic Impact Modelling
The impact of tourism is often described anecdotally, and generally understood qualitatively. Measuring 
the quantitative economic impact of tourism has been identified as a gap in several destinations in the 
region. While data can sometimes be found on a county, region or provincial basis, it is often at least 
two years old. In addition, the data cannot be separated, thus creating difficulty in making decisions at 
a destination level. While there is access to online tools like TREIM or STEAM, if the correct data is not 
inputted, results are often extremely exaggerated figures. For those reasons, RTO4 has invested in and 
continues to invest in economic impact studies in partnership with destination stakeholders and leading 
researcher Ipsos Reid. 
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Ministry of Heritage, Sport, Tourism and Culture Industries KEY PERFORMANCE RESULTS BY

The Economic Impact of Tourism reports have three phases
1. a visitor survey to capture visitor demographics and behaviour that can be used to create 

distinct visitor profiles

2. the economic model that outlines total number of visitors, spending, GDP economic output and 
local full-time jobs

3. a set of destination-specific proxies (festival attendance, hotel occupancy) that can be measured 
on a consistent basis to gauge the economic strength year over year 

Visitor Satisfaction Surveys
Hearing firsthand from visitors 
about their experience and 
subsequent satisfaction 
is crucial to planning and 
executing a destination strategy. 
Satisfaction studies surveyed 
visitors and collected data 
on their demographics and 
behaviour including length 
of stay, activities undertaken, 
social media-sharing and overall 
satisfaction. Open-ended 
questions such as “What would 
have improved your visit, what 
do you wish you had known, and 
what was the highlight of your 
trip?” were also utilized to delve 
deeper into issues.
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1.3.6 PRODUCT DEVELOPMENT APPROACH
 
Traditional tourism marketing has been disrupted by the rapid growth of digital capacity and social media. 
RTO4 is therefore taking an innovative incubator approach to product development. 

RTO4 and its tourism partners work with operators to stimulate co-investment through the Destination 
Animation Partnership (DAP) Program. This program creates new tourism offerings and propels visitors to 
share their experiences via social networks.

Word of mouth has always been one of the most powerful forces influencing consumer decisions – 
especially when it comes to tourism and travel. You tell a friend you’re going to a certain destination on 
vacation this summer and they say you have to stay in a particular hotel because it was fantastic when they 
visited. Or they tell you to avoid a restaurant because they had a terrible experience.

These little pieces of insider intelligence and firsthand experience carry far more credence than any 
newspaper travel ad or expensive TV commercial. We trust the word of the person from our inner circle 
because of the relationships we share. 

Never has this type of word-of-mouth influence been more predominant or easier to spread than in the 
digital age. The growing prevalence of social media allows people to share their thoughts on a destination or 
a travel experience in real time.  

Rather than just investing in traditional destination advertising such as the “Eat, Play, Stay” types of 
campaigns, RTO4 is helping to create highly shareable visitor experiences with our tourism partners through 
DAP.

The initiative creates new or enhanced tourism experiences that align with the destination’s core DNA  
(elements that make it unique). The criteria for the program include experiences that are highly shareable 
and motivate visitors to distribute their experiences through social media. 

Since 2016, the Destination Animation Project (DAP) has co-invested $283,898 ($151,568 from RTO4 and 
$132,330 from our partner DMOs and BIAs) to launch 80 new visitor experiences throughout the region. This 
initiative resulted in a leveraged investment of $1.2 million from applicants to fully execute the projects.
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1.3.7 MARKETING APPROACH
 
RTO4 is not a consumer-facing tourism brand. A look at the successes and failures of previous regional 
models in the province reveals that umbrella branding of RTOs caused consumer confusion and friction 
with branded destinations and operators. Therefore, RTO4 focuses on using resources to enhance, 
amplify and disseminate the existing demand generators/brands within the region that are provincially 
significant.

Visitor as Marketer
In today’s digital world with a high degree of interpersonal connectivity and peer validation, the most 
valuable marketing asset for any destination is their in-market and/or virtual visitors. While destinations 
around the world continue to commit considerable effort and resources to advertising directly to visitors, 
a disproportionately small amount is used to leverage the visitor as marketer. 

RTO4 works with tourism partners to explore new ways to enhance visitor experience and destination 
storytelling. Intentionally creating high-calibre shareable moments, enabling visitor-shared stories on 
social media and continuing the conversation online are examples of leveraging the visitor as marketer. 
This amasses a legion of digital destination ambassadors that promote the destination before, during and 
after their visit.

Earned Media
Earned media is a core element of the RTO4 marketing strategy as a vehicle to share destination stories 
through trusted sources and multiple third-party distribution avenues at little or no cost. Execution of 
earned media pieces includes digital and in-market components driven by high-calibre, easily accessible 
content and distribution through high-level and influential media spaces.

Conventional Campaigns
Conventional media campaigns are always conducted in partnership. They are digitally focused and 
executed through conventional, digital and social media. Solid reporting metrics are a significant piece 
of these campaigns as RTO4 continually works to improve the efficacy (ROI) of the traditional advertising 
model. 

Social Media
Social media channels – in particular Facebook and Instagram – provide incredibly powerful tools to 
reach specific niche markets based on geography, demographics and interests. 

For several years, RTO4 has successfully collaborated with destination partners to run highly targeted 
low-cost, low-risk, performance-based tourism storytelling campaigns. The primary key performance 
indicator (KPI) is increased social engagement and sharing, ultimately leading to greater destination 
awareness and visitation. This approach to digital promotion provides destinations and tourism operators 
with proven wisdom to inform their digital strategy. 

The cost of distributing digital messages continues to drop, enabling destinations with limited marketing 
budgets to effectively optimize experiential storytelling, while leveraging the viral nature of social media 
networks. 

RTO4’s investment in increasing the digital capability and capacity of key tourism partners helps 
to ensure our destinations remain relevant. The RTO plays a catalytic role in the development and 
production of intentionally shareable experiences and destination stories. Ensuring that storytelling that 
aligns with destination DNA is the responsibility of all stakeholders, guarantees a distributed network of 
content generation and creates a sustainable marketing asset. 
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Stimulating progressive social media management propels destination storytelling and builds a 
destination’s overall digital communication capacity. A prime example of this is the destination 
development work done with Elora & Fergus in partnership with the Township of Centre Wellington, the 
RTO which has been instrumental in building a digital presence, tone and style with legacy value. 

Digital Hygiene
In line with RTO4’s “hygiene first” principle, digital hygiene is part of the foundation of a destination’s 
successful digital presence. 

In 2022/2023, RTO4 will continue to grow digital capacity through the Digital Excellence Centre. This 
type of coaching and mentoring empowers destination stakeholders to harness the opportunities of 
the digital marketplace. The RTO will also work with tourism partners to develop and execute strategic 
distribution plans for all video storytelling projects that are created in partnership with RTO4. This 
facilitates connected storytelling within a destination and builds the capacity of both DMOs and 
operators to strategically execute low-cost, high-impact distribution plans through social media.

As technology continues to improve and adapt, RTO4 recognizes the need to build Search Engine 
Optimization (SEO) as a means to improve the overall digital hygiene of a destination and meet the visitor 
where they dream, search, and discover. In 2020, RTO4 expanded upon its work done through the Digital 
Excellence Centre with the addition of a dedicated SEO pilot program. RTO4 recruited an SEO expert to 
work one-on-one with operators in Elora Fergus. This program followed the same model as the Digital 
Excellence Centre, using the data outlined in the Destination Digital Audit to determine the strengths and 
weaknesses of each operator’s SEO presence and coaching them to improve their digital skill-set and SEO 
awareness. 

In tandem with this program, RTO4 works alongside an SEO expert to build data-driven dashboards 
specific to each operator and organization. These dashboards allow users to procure data based upon 
their individual analytics, giving them valuable information on the visitor and allowing them to make 
strategic digital decisions based upon their individual needs. 
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2.0 2022/2023 BUSINESS & OPERATING PLAN
 Product and Destination Development
2.1 HERITAGE TOWNS
2.1.1 STRATFORD
 
Stratford has now completed seven years of the RTO4 destination development process. The results to 
date are perhaps best encapsulated in an article featured in The New Yorker magazine:

“See a play at the Stratford Festival and it will be clear why the theatre is the 
keystone of this community. But in many ways, the people of this city are the 
 cast and the crew of an even larger play that tells the stories of where  
they live and who they are.” 

Background
Throughout the past six years, RTO4 has worked with a variety of stakeholders to align destination 
development initiatives around the city’s DNA of a “Cultural Resort Town,” and steer the vision of the 
city’s collective tourism future. 

Key activities achieved
• Creation of the Stratford Destination Animation Strategic Co-Investment Opportunity.

• 2020 was the 5th year of implementation
• 47 animations supported to date
• approximately $172,000 issued in support to date

• Google 360 Initiative completed 50+ virtual tours of operators  

• Destination Digital Audit

• Ongoing partnership with Stratford City Centre BIA and Destination Stratford

“The Destination Animation Strategic Co-Investment Opportunity has been 
instrumental to kick-start the Stratford Writers Festival both with funding 
and marketing support. I’m VERY grateful for all of the direction, advice and 
introductions to key contacts for collaboration.” 
Heidi Sander, Stratford Writers Festival

The emergence of COVID-19 in 2020 presented the City of Stratford with a challenge they could never 
have foreseen: “How to be a tourism destination without your largest attractions.” But Stratford did not 
stumble; rather, it took the challenge in stride, turning the pandemic into a galvanizing event that saw 
more collaborative partnerships shaping the destination than ever before. RTO4 provided support to 
projects that would not only assist Stratford in mitigating the initial impact of the pandemic, but also 
harnessing the opportunities to reimagine how the destination would partake in the “new normal” of 
tourism. 
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Tourism Recovery Projects
• Stratford Al Fresco
• Lights On Stratford 
• Patio Extension Art Installation
• Here For Now Outdoor Theatre Season

RTO4 in 2022/2023 will continue to work with Stratford and its tourism stakeholders on maintaining the 
recovery momentum that began in 2020. Initiatives will still focus on animation, hygiene and storytelling 
but be applied through a new sustainable tourism lens. 
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2.1.2 ELORA & FERGUS
 
The Vision

“Ontario’s idyllic experience showcasing its natural setting,  
heritage towns, and arts and culture.”

2021 was another challenging year for destination managers and tourism operators due to 
the pandemic. However, increasing vaccination numbers, adoption of physical and digital 
technology, proactive safety and security measures, and easing of travelling restrictions 
will allow people to travel cautiously in 2022. 

Continuing to strive toward the vision of being a premier tourism destination, it 
is important that Elora & Fergus have a long-term sustainable tourism model and 
collaboration with partners at various levels to leverage resources and execute key 
tourism projects. 2022/23 and beyond will see Elora & Fergus Tourism work to establish 
themselves as the lead when it comes to implementation of the Destination Management 
Model and emerge as a resilient destination. RTO4 will continue to provide a supporting 
role as Elora & Fergus grows into management position.

Background
Uniquely situated on the precipice of the 24-metre limestone cliffs of a gorge with 
charming 19th-century buildings built right on the edge, Elora confirms its connection to 
the local geography. Also located just up the Grand River, Fergus shares much of the same 
charm. Elora & Fergus as one destination offers a rich selection of nature, history, arts and 
culture based activities and has the will to become a premier destination. 
 
In 2015, InterVISTAS was selected to lead a destination development initiative in Elora & 
Fergus. RTO4 worked with key municipal representatives, local tourism stakeholders and 
Elora & Fergus Tourism to execute the DestinationNEXT process with the goal to develop a 
universally agreed upon tourism strategy and implementation plan.
 
Six strategic themes were identified and chosen as focal points:
• Illumination of Natural Assets

• Strengthening Tourism Product Offerings

• Increasing market readiness of Festivals and Events

• Increase Community Support

• Enhance Accommodation Quality and Capacity.
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From 2016- 2019, focus was placed on implementation and actioning of strategic themes from strategy. 
Subcommittees worked on projects to provide solutions that would enhance the visitor experience. 
Several successful projects implemented include the Destination Animation Strategic Co-investment 
Project, now in its fourth year, Google 360 Project, now in its fifth year, along with other targeted projects 
such as new signage installation, accommodation tours, and educational workshops on festivals, events 
and digital. 

A significant success in 2018 was the provincial Elora & Fergus campaign celebrating the revitalization 
of Elora. 2019 marked the beginning of the Township of Centre Wellington taking a larger role in the 
strategy and implementation of tourism programs and subcommittee meetings continued. 

The Digital Excellence Centre worked collaboratively with stakeholders to sophisticate the destination 
digitally and keep Elora & Fergus top of mind for the consumer. The destination network has grown and 
gained strength over the years and comes together as needed to effectively execute targeted strategic 
tourism projects.
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2.1.3 BAYFIELD & BLYTH
 
Bayfield and Blyth have been identified as two of three key assets in Huron County, along with the G2G 
trail. While small, these heritage towns punch above their weight as rural tourism destinations. An idyllic 
shoreline village, Bayfield embodies a cultural ambiance that beckons visitors in droves. Blyth boasts an 
impressive reputation for live theatre with purely Canadian content and massive private investment by 
the Cowbell Brewing Company.

With the proper resources and support from a destination network, both towns can leverage their quaint 
main streets, primary assets and emerging attractions to develop immersive, purposeful and curated 
experiences – all within a unique rural setting. 

Background
Bayfield  The first year of the Bayfield destination development project saw the implementation of an 
experiential tourism workshop with operators. In the second year, the focus shifted to a larger strategic 
discussion aimed at enabling and enhancing Bayfield’s DNA. The group aligned around the DNA of a 
sustainable, eco-friendly artistic heritage village set on the shores of Lake Huron. The third and fourth 
year of the project concentrated on the implementation of the plan. 

Blyth  The foundation of Blyth’s popularity lies in the Blyth Festival, a professional theatre company that 
has been celebrating rural Canadian culture and stories since 1975. Recent and impressive additions 
like the Cowbell Brewing Company and G2G Rail Trail development are becoming game-changers for 
Blyth’s profile as an idyllic rural destination. Coupled with community willingness and growing consensus 
facilitated and enabled by RTO4, Blyth warrants serious attention.

Groundwork completed through a destination development engagement process called 
DestinationBLYTH, looked to align and leverage various evolving opportunities. It began with the 
formation of a destination network by the local community. The group discussed and achieved consensus 
on the direction the village will take, identified Blyth’s unique qualities and looked at ways to collaborate 
on projects that can improve elements of the visitor experience, communication and community design. 
The process led to a community-generated plan that is their blueprint for the future, empowering 
stakeholders to play an active role in shaping their collective tourism future.

Key Activities Achieved
• Completed and distributed Economic Impact of Tourism Studies for the Village of Bayfield and the 

Blyth Festival. 

• Two years of the Google 360 project resulted in 19 online tours now available.

• In partnership with Huron County, implemented the Bayfield Destination Animation Strategic Co-
investment Opportunity and Blyth Destination Development Strategic Co-investment Opportunity. 
Resulting in 14 highly shareable new or enhanced visitor experience projects aligned with Bayfield’s 
and Blyth’s DNAs.

• A wayfinding and signage study was conducted in partnership with Huron County to adapt RTO7’s 
standards and specifications manual to meet the needs of the county, and pilot the implementation of 
the study’s recommendations in Bayfield. 
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For both communities, COVID-19 presented a unique opportunity. As crowded larger cities became 
less safe – and therefore less appealing – travel destinations, sparsely populated rural locations saw a 
resulting influx of popularity. With this trend expected to continue through 2022/2023, RTO4 will focus 
on bolstering product development that fully utilizes each town’s rural destination assets and improves 
the overall visitor experience through collaborative hygiene and storytelling projects. 
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2.2 SOFT OUTDOOR DESTINATIONS AND EXPERIENCES
 
Soft Outdoor Destinations and Experiences have always been an RTO4 priority with a past focus on 
improving and enhancing natural assets along the Guelph to Goderich Rail Trail and the Grand River. With 
increasing demand for outdoor products in reaction to COVID-19, the opportunity to expand our Soft 
Outdoors portfolio by assisting with the optimization of additional outdoor experiences is now at the 
forefront. 

Background 

Grand River

One of 42 Canadian Heritage Rivers, designated as such in 1984, the Grand River runs for 280 kilometres 
through RTOs 1, 3 and 4. With the support of municipal and county representatives and former members 
of the voluntary marketing coalition Grand River Country, the RTOs devised a joint project to evaluate 
usage and awareness of the river, and to initiate the process of restoring it to its deserved position as a 
key provincial tourism asset.  

The Grand River Access Point Standards Manual and Pilot Design Plans were developed with support 
from the Ontario Ministry of Heritage, Sport, Tourism and Culture Industries’ Development Fund (TDF). A 
template for access point development and signage for the entire river was developed. The manual and 
plan were conceived as a starting point to initiate engagement with public and private interest groups 
and individuals under an “adopt a highway” asset stewardship model.

Building the local community network in and around Elora & Fergus was a focus in 2016. Thanks to a 
successful partnership with Friends of the Grand and Centre Wellington, the pilot site of Wilson’s Flats 
was completed in 2018.

Since the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic it has been difficult for the cities to focus budget funds 
towards major infrastructure projects as materials were more expensive and harder to come by. The City 
of Waterloo and the City of Cambridge have begun efforts to tender their sites at Kaufman’s Flats and 
Water Street. 

In 2020, Idlewood Creek Access Point was completed in the City of Kitchener at the end of Woolner Road. 
The City of Kitchener also signed an MOU to complete a maximum of two additional sites by March 2023, 
with plans drawn for an access point at Otterbein Road and in Stanley Park. 

Following the initiation of construction at the new access points, we recognized the need to move into 
the animation phase of the project. This led to the creation of the Grand River Histories Project, bringing 
together experts from an array of historical pillars to tell their stories, including industrial history, First 
Nations history, Black history, trail and conservation history, geological and ecological history. To help 
the historical experts turn their stories into animations, we have engaged creatives from a number 
of different mediums to share their ideas on how to collaborate on telling the stories. A number of 
representatives from local universities, RTOs, municipal and regional partners have also been included 
to provide institutional support. The goal of this stakeholder network is to create a fulsome, authentic, 
and accurate history of the Grand from all perspectives. This comprehensive history will then be used to 
animate the river in sustainable and educational ways for future generations. 
Guelph to Goderich (G2G) Rail Trail
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The 127-kilometre G2G Rail Trail continues to be a regional development priority. Running from the 
periphery of the Golden Horseshoe to the beaches of Lake Huron with a maximum three-per-cent trail 
grade, the trail is now open end to end. Though some detours remain around missing infrastructure 
elements.

Major accomplishments over the past four years include clearing more than 60 kilometres of the trail and 
constructing five bridges. The Blyth Brook Bridge, installed in partnership with Huron County in fall 2017, 
is the latest addition.
  
An MOU was established with the Region of Waterloo in early 2016 to conduct comprehensive 
engineering studies that assessed two significant bridge structures along the G2G Rail Trail. Phase 1 and 
2 assessments were completed on the Grand and Conestogo river crossings with preliminary engineering 
recommendations considered by the region and RTO4. 

As this provincially significant asset continues to develop, a commensurate improvement of G2G’s 
consumer-facing and partner communications becomes necessary. A digital audit was conducted in 
January 2018 to help inform a communications plan to assist with digital communications and overall 
web presence, as well as appeal to the growing support of G2G.

Additional Outdoor Experiences

RTO4 has worked with Elora & 
Fergus Tourism to improve the 
beautification and safety in two 
significant parks used equally by 
visitors and locals: Victoria Park 
in Elora and Confederation Park in 
Fergus. RTO4 plans to continue to 
enhance outdoor offerings in Elora 
& Fergus in partnership with the 
municipality and tourism operators. 

In Waterloo Region, RTO4 has 
collaborated on various outdoor 
trail and walking tour products and 
continues to see this as an area for 
expansion. This can be accomplished 
by enhancing both digital capacity 
and physical components of these 
offerings through research, signage, 
art, placemaking and wayfinding.
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2.3 URBAN DESTINATIONS
2.3.1 GUELPH
 
Guelph – a major university city – boasts a vibrant, three-dimensional downtown. It is known primarily as 
a music, festivals and events destination with some elements of sport tourism. An opportunity exists to 
leverage these core assets in a sustainable manner. RTO4 will continue to support the City of Guelph as it 
transitions from a DMO to a DMMO and will focus on strengthening the group of stakeholders willing to 
contribute to a shared tourism vision.

Background 
For the past five years a wide group of engaged stakeholders, including the Mayor, DMO, Chamber of 
Commerce, BIA and tourism operators and organizers have been playing an active role in shaping the 
collective tourism future of Guelph. As part of Year 1, the steering committee met every six to eight 
weeks through the DestinationNEXT process (facilitated by InterVISTAS Consulting Firm) to determine a 
strategy based on its core DNA and tourism assets.  

The group aligned around the following four strategic goals:

• Steward the Guelph story.

• Strengthen Guelph’s reputation as a premier festivals and events destination.

• Build a downtown Guelph destination.

• Investigate and grow the sport tourism opportunity.  

Years 2, 3 and 4 of the Guelph destination development projects focused on implementing collaborative 
projects to achieve these goals. The following projects were completed:

• Study on economic impact of tourism

• Video creation and distribution 

• Daytime series: music in the downtown 

• Quebec Street micro destination marketing and animation

• Guelph Destination Animation Partnership Projects

The City of Guelph continues to play a leadership role in sport tourism by seizing on opportunities with 
bid development, partnership with the University of Guelph and Tourism to Go information booths at 
events. 

The next year will capitalize on the momentum to date and continue the implementation of collaborative 
projects to achieve the strategic goals and aid in COVID-19 recovery efforts. 
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2.3.2 WATERLOO REGION
 
Within the technology arena, Waterloo Region aspires to be a notable North American destination for 
meetings and retreats. These innovative conferences will be technologically advanced and supported 
by exceptional regional hospitality. The overall delegate experience will also be enriched by unique 
supporting attractions such as St. Jacobs, the Grand River and the G2G Rail Trail. 

Background
Existing research and consultations identify three segments in which Kitchener, Waterloo and Cambridge 
have a distinct competitive advantage:  

1. Technology Tourism
Waterloo Region has the opportunity to own the meeting market for small to medium events with 
technology themes. This is due to the area’s concentration of technological amenities and services as well 
as its proximity to Pearson International Airport and world-class post-secondary institutions (University 
of Waterloo, Wilfrid Laurier University and Conestoga College).

Waterloo Region, often described as a “Smart City,” is part of the Toronto-Waterloo Innovation
Corridor and home to the Perimeter Institute for Theoretical Physics, world-renowned Institute for 
Quantum Computing, Accelerator Centre, Communitech and BlackBerry Limited. This strength, paired 
with technology-supportive municipal and regional governments driving investment in economic 
development, has led to a formal partnership with Waterloo Region Tourism Marketing Corporation
(WRTMC) to maximize this market opportunity.  

Further to developing the meetings and convention opportunity, RTO4 will work with stakeholders to 
explore technology tourism for the leisure market. 

2. Sport (discussed under Regional Sport Hosting Office (SHO), page 30)

3. The Outdoors (discussed under Soft Outdoors Destinations and Experiences, page 26)



RTO4 Business Plan 2022-202330

2.3.3 REGIONAL SPORT HOSTING OFFICE (SHO)
 
RTO4 and the cities of Kitchener, Waterloo and Cambridge have been co-developing their visions for their 
respective sport strategies and working to align resources and efforts to create a single sport-hosting 
agency. This aligned, co-operative and integrated organization would work on the long-term planning 
of infrastructure investment, bids and sport development. A “sport-first” focus is at the core of a joint 
strategy to leverage both the economic impact of sport hosting and its legacy and social benefits to the 
communities. 
 
Background 
IIn 2011, RTO4 commissioned a study by HLT Advisory Inc. to examine the growth opportunities for 
meetings and conventions in Waterloo Region. Sport tourism was identified as a key opportunity based 
on the region’s unique attributes for attracting business within that industry. It included one key proviso: 
to achieve a dominant and sustainable, provincially significant asset required the aggregation and 
alignment of the three major cities (Kitchener, Waterloo and Cambridge), the supporting townships and 
their stakeholders.
 
Through coordination provided by RTO4, the Tri-Cities, along with Guelph and WRTMC established a 
working network called the Regional Sport Tourism Office in 2013, that would explore the potential of 
cooperatively promoting sport tourism in the region. 
 
Representatives from each of the municipalities, RTO4, the University of Guelph and WRTMC  have 
worked together over the years on various projects and bids. Some preliminary work on a governance 
structure was undertaken by the stakeholders; however, the Regional Sport Tourism Office remained an 
informal entity operating under the oversight and governance of RTO4. 
 
In 2015, RTO4 hired a sport tourism manager to take a leadership role in aligning the efforts of each 
partner and forging a formal co-invested entity. The need to formalize SHO paralleled a joint bid for the 
2021 Canada Summer Games led by the entity. Though the bid was unsuccessful, valuable lessons were 
learned and the strength of the office’s role in the bid process was validated.
 
In 2019/20 a new sport entity, the Sport Hosting Office (SHO), formally took over the Regional Sport 
Tourism Office developed in 2013, and now serves as a shared resource with its own accountability, 
autonomy and appropriate funding. This sport entity is co-funded on an ongoing basis and integrated 
with civic asset and resource plans. Kitchener, Waterloo and Cambridge have all identified sport hosting 
as a priority and are fully committed to working with the RTO to unlock that potential. Their annual direct 
commitment to the project is $150,000
 
Fiscal 2020/21 brought significant challenges for the SHO thanks to the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
SHO’s main revenue source shifted to the Municipal Accommodations Tax (MAT), newly implemented 
in the region, and unfortunately travel restrictions and tourism downturn, caused MAT revenues to fall 
significantly below projections and remain so in the coming years. This led to a temporary shutdown of 
the SHO in Q1 of 2020. Upon a return to work in June of 2020, the Director of the SHO was able to 
generate momentum across a number of projects including strengthening stakeholder engagement, 
developing internal project infrastructure and launching a significant esports assessment for the region.  
 
RTO4 continues to play a strategic leadership role and sits on the advisory board and granting committee 
for the Sport Hosting Office.
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Key activities to date 
• A revised strategy shifting focus from event hosting and bidding to internal development of 

business infrastructure, communication practices, development of marketing material and database 
management as a result of the COVID-19 impact on the sport industry.

• Implementation of a region-wide esports project in consultation with a major esports 
marketing partner. Encompasses an infrastructure and programming assessment, and continues with 
the development of marketing materials and market positioning. 

• Hosting the Foxwood Open USDG Disc Golf Tournament, resulting in a financially viable event, with 
future hosting rights at an A-Tier status will increase the scope of the event and its profile in the sport 
market.

• Development of bid proposal for the FIBA 2021 AmeriCup Qualifier Games (cancelled due to 
COVID-19).

• Continued expansion of the SHO Advisory Committee to include increased representation in the 
community from the Regional Townships and academic sectors.

• A refreshed SHO website and resources that includes redevelopment of the Sport Event Grants 
program, RFP process and volunteer database.
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3.0 WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT
 
Background
In Winter 2018, WRTMC, RTO4, Ontario Tourism Education Corporation (OTEC) and Conestoga College 
partnered to investigate and design a workforce development initiative that would directly address the 
needs of hoteliers in the region. 

An ongoing challenge in Waterloo Region’s tourism sector is recruiting and retaining front-line talent. The 
sector has no focused, networked solution within the region to change the status quo. Most organizations 
seem to apply traditional recruiting, training and retention tactics to a situation that requires a more 
unconventional strategy given the current reality.

To address this challenge, the partners collaborated on a SkillsAdvance Ontario (SAO) pilot: the Tourism 
& Hospitality Skills Training project. It focused on addressing the pressing need for front-line staff by 
using a model of prospect identification, recruitment, classroom training and onsite work placement with 
participating hospitality businesses.

The COVID-19 pandemic has interrupted front-line programs such as hospitality training for the majority 
of the industry and only exacerbated a pressing issue. Employers are calling for more intervention-
oriented programs such as mental health and safety training. RTO4 continues to work with OTEC 
and serve on the provincial advisory board to marshal resources and deliver employment workforce 
development opportunities to operators and individuals in the region.  

The workforce development plan covers the following
• Facilitating connections among businesses, educational institutions and the workforce to align skills 

and interests with real work opportunities.

• Attracting the right talent profiles for tourism positions through partnerships with employment 
providers.

• Developing these individuals to meet the region’s workforce needs and opportunities in an efficient 
and effective manner.

• Expanding and retaining a tourism workforce to meet the future needs of the region while providing 
opportunities for growth within the sector and elevating its profile.

This actionable project helps address stakeholders’ frustrations with recruitment, workforce training and 
talent retention.  

The process, crafted in response to specific feedback from regional stakeholders, is a balance of practical 
and theoretical learning. Designed to select individuals with the right talents for entry-level tourism 
positions, the program over an eight-week program loads them with knowledge and skills through 
classroom and onsite learning. At graduation, job-ready candidates move into open positions with our 
partner employers.
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Key partners include, but are not limited to
• Conestoga College

• Industry representatives: Chicopee Tube 
Park, Radisson Kitchener, Holiday Inn 
Kitchener-Waterloo, Cambridge Hotel & 
Conference Centre

• The region’s Workforce Planning Board

• Provincial partners: Ontario Restaurant 
Hotel & Motel Association (ORHMA) and 
OTEC

RTO4 is also committed to partnering with 
the region’s post-secondary institutions to 
integrate real-life learning opportunities 
for students and inspire the next 
generation of tourism practitioners.
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4.0 INVESTMENT ATTRACTIONS
 
Background
There are currently seven major investment initiatives in the region.

• Blyth Memorial Hall ($3.5 million) secured and opened; proposed expansion (est. $10 million).

• The Cowbell Brewing Company destination and entertainment venue (est. $20 million), secured and 
newly opened. 

• Phase 1 of the Elora Mill Project (est. $120 million) which included restoration of the mill and creation 
of a new spa. It also encompassed the construction of cottages, a convention administration office and 
smaller facilities that opened in 2018. Phase 2 will include condos, 100 additional hotel rooms, larger 
wedding and convention facilities and a new retail space.

• The Canadian Heritage Grand River project involves the development of 32 access points across 
three RTOs in partnership with municipalities, NGOs and charitable organizations. RTO4 estimates the 
investment for its three access points to be $455,000 over two years.

• The Stratford Festival’s Tom Patterson Theatre redevelopment (est. $100 million).
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5.0 RISK IDENTIFICATION, ASSESSMENT AND 
 MITIGATION STRATEGIES
 
RTO4’s risk management plan addresses four primary concerns:  

• oversight of funding and disbursements

• interruption of business

• corporate liability

• physical liability

The ability to distribute funds in accordance with the provincial Transfer Payment Agreement (TPA) is 
limited since it requires signing authorities at the executive level of the Board of Directors. The President, 
Treasurer and Secretary are the only signing authorities, with two signatures required for all paper 
or electronic disbursements. TPA signing authorities review all purchases relative to the purchasing 
guidelines; they have unrestricted authority to question any transaction and to request detailed reports. 
A full audit is performed on a yearly basis with the direct involvement of the Treasurer of the Board. 
Bimonthly profit-and-loss (P&L) statements and balance sheets are presented to the Board of Directors 
for review and approval at their meetings. The auditors prepare a yearly letter of critical review for the 
President and CEO.  

Interruption of business at a functional level is addressed by a distributed system including secure, 
cloud-based computing, offsite backups and virtual meeting systems. Onsite interruption of business is 
mitigated by industry-standard insurance; however, no “interruption of business revenue” insurance has 
been secured since the cost of such coverage is prohibitive for the RTO’s funding model. Premises liability 
and equipment coverage are protected by a comprehensive business operations policy renewed annually 
(on file; available on request).  

Directors and Officers Corporate 
Liability is covered by a comprehensive 
directors and officers (D&O) insurance 
policy, renewed annually (on file; 
available on request).

Physical liability for work both on 
premises and during travel is covered 
by the above-noted comprehensive 
business operations policy, renewed 
annually (on file; available on request).  

All coverage amounts are in 
accordance with TPA guidelines; 
respective certificates of insurance are 
attached in the addendum. 
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6.0 BUSINESS AND OPERATIONAL REVIEW
6.1 ADMINISTRATION: FACILITIES, REPORTING, FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT
 
Facilities
RTO4 maintains an office at 137 Glasgow Street, Suite 210, Kitchener ON. 

Reporting
Ministry reporting against the TPA and financial oversight and reporting are done in house with the 
support of a contract bookkeeping service working directly with the Executive Director and Executive 
Administrator. Full yearly audits are standard operating procedure.  

Financial Management
Financial management is overseen by the Executive Director and conducted on a daily basis by the 
Executive Administrator with external bookkeeping support.  

The RTO4 Board of Directors has sole signing authority on any and all payments; two directors’ signatures 
are required. Purchase orders and requisitions are matched with invoices and cheques for the Treasurer’s 
and President’s (or alternative director’s) review and signature. At bimonthly meetings, the Board of 
Directors reviews and approves Profit and Loss, Balance Sheet and Budget Variance statements.  

7.0 ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE
7.1 GOVERNANCE
 
RTO4 governs in a legally compliant manner within the governance guidelines of the Ontario Ministry of 
Heritage, Sport, Tourism and Culture Industries, providing leadership and working with tourism operators 
and stakeholders within the region to grow the tourism economy.  

RTO4 is directed by an industry-led volunteer board consisting of tourism leaders from across the region. 
Directors were selected for their tourism knowledge and professional experience and skills. They have 
been appointed to represent the interests of the region’s tourism sectors and stakeholders.

Current members of the Board of Directors are:

Robert Harris – Chicopee Tube Park, Kitchener (Waterloo) – PRESIDENT
Robert joined the Canadian Ski Patrol System at age 17 and became Patrol Leader of Glen Eden Ski Area 
at the age of 19. He left the Patrol when he married his wife Cheryl and began working full time at Glen 
Eden as the Rental Shop Manager. Simultaneously he also attended Humber College and took Ski Resort 
Management. Robert later became the Area Manager of Glen Eden Ski Area/Kelso Conservation Area and 
eventually became Executive Manager. In the early 1990s, Robert created the summer Mountain Bike 
Program at Kelso that helped generate more than 104,000 park visits during that period. 
In 1988, Robert was nominated to the Ontario Ski Resorts Association (OSRA) board and became Chair 
in 1998. He was involved extensively in leading the membership-driven organization in financial 
matters, particularly to obtain real reportable provincial visitation numbers. This allowed the Ski Resorts 
Association to develop growth-oriented programs such as the Grade 4 Passport program. He was 
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instrumental in creating the Ski Resort Operations program at Georgian College and was part of a ski 
industry-driven committee that had Ski Lift Mechanic become a recognized trade within the province. 
When the Ski Resort Operations program was launched in 2001, Robert became a sessional instructor in 
Hospitality, Tourism & Recreational Management and continued teaching for several years. 
Robert is currently General Manager & Signing Officer at Chicopee Tube Park, a private enterprise in 
Kitchener established in 2006. He rejoined the Canadian Ski Patrol in 2014, where he was assigned to the 
Caledon Ski Club and received the Zone Appreciation Award in 2019.

Trevor Wynne-Jones – Conestoga College, Kitchener (Waterloo) - TREASURER
Trevor is a hospitality entrepreneur from the Greater Toronto Area. He started his career managing hotels 
for Delta, Novotel, Chimo and WelcomINNS. His first business was The Star of Toronto – a 300-seat dining 
cruise ship. He also sold beer for John Sleeman and managed restaurants with Chrysalis Restaurant 
Enterprises Inc. Trevor rounded out his business career as an owner-operator of the Cock & Bull Pub and 
Catering Co. and Oscar’s Pub. While operating hospitality businesses, Trevor taught business courses at 
Georgian, Sheridan and Northern colleges. After completing an MBA at the University of Guelph in 2007, 
Trevor moved to Kitchener and is now a professor and hospitality program coordinator at Conestoga 
College’s School of Business and Hospitality.

Marc Armstrong – Stewart House Inn, Stratford (Perth) – PAST CHAIR
Marc is the owner of the Stewart House Inn in Stratford and past President of Regional Tourism 
Organization 4 Inc. Between 2006 and 2008, he served as the founding chair of the Stratford Tourism 
Alliance. He is past Chair of the Toronto Hotel Association (2002–2004) and sat as the Director of Tourism 
Toronto from 2002–2004. Marc served as President of the Vancouver Hotel Association from 1993–1995 
and during that period was also a director on the board of Tourism Vancouver. He has also been the 
general manager of various hotels in Vancouver and Toronto.

James Eddington – Eddington’s of Exeter, Exeter (Huron) – EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE
James has been a tourism development force in South Huron for more than a decade. He sits on the 
executive committee of Huron County’s newly designated Economic Development Board and has recently 
completed two terms as Chair of Exeter’s Business Improvement Association. James built his restaurant, 
Eddington’s of Exeter, on the original Carling homestead on Main Street. It combines old country charm 
with the best ingredients and ingenuity that Huron has to offer.  

Rob Russell – MacLeods Scottish Shop, Stratford (Perth) - 
EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE
For eight years, Rob has been the owner of MacLeods Scottish 
Shop, a retailer of imported goods from the U.K. He has been 
a part of this family business for much of its 30 years. Rob is 
also the current Chair of the Stratford City Centre BIA and a 
member of the Rotary Club of Stratford. He grew up in Elora 
& Fergus, attended high school in Elora, and then received a 
Sociology BA from the University of Windsor. He has lived in 
Stratford for the last 13 years. 

Sean Billing – Brace Hospitality Consulting (at large)
Sean is the Executive Director at Brace Hospitality Consulting, 
a boutique consulting firm that specializes in accelerating the 
performance of hospitality and tourism assets. He also serves 
as the Director of Product Development for History Lives 
Here, a communication and tourism development firm in 
Prince Edward County. He brings a wealth of hospitality and 
tourism experience with him, having held corporate, regional 
and property positions during his 25-year career. 
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Chris Lee – Walton Raceway, Walton (Huron)
Chris has been a resident of Huron County since 1965, living just outside Walton, Ontario. Since 1970, 
he has been self-employed as a farmer, agricultural service provider, equipment manufacturer, waste 
management systems integrator, business management consultant, and tourism and sports entertainment 
manager. Walton Raceway is the iconic venue for Canadian motocross and is expanding into a multi-
disciplinary outdoor sports park. 
He has served on boards of directors for a number of community groups including Huron Business 
Development Corporation (HBDC), Huron East Economic Development, Huron Tourism Association, Huron 
Community Family Health Team, Gateway Centre of Excellence in Rural Health and RTO4 Inc. 

Peter Smith – Blyth Arts & Culture Initiative 14/19 Inc., Blyth (at large)
Peter is the Project Director for the Blyth Arts and Cultural Initiative 14/19 Inc. He is also assisting in 
the establishment of the Canadian Centre for Rural Creativity. For the past 30 years, he has been a 
dramaturge/story editor, artistic director, actor, screenwriter and playwright working across Canada 
for a variety of production companies. He is a member of the recently formed Huron County Economic 
Development Board. 

Kim Jefferson – Joanie’s Crafts, Gifts & Stained Glass Supplies (Wellington)
Kim Jefferson is a modern-day artisan, practising the time-honoured tradition of copper foiled and lead 
came stained glass. She is the proprietor of Joanie’s Crafts, Gifts & Stained Glass Supplies in downtown 
Fergus. She currently volunteers as Chair of the Fergus BIA, and was also the event organizer for Twilight 
at Templin Gardens, a free music event. Kim and her family spend a good deal of time white-water 
paddling and simply enjoying nature.

7.2 MANAGEMENT AND STAFF
 
Andrea Gardi Executive Director Guelph

Karen Mitchell  Destination Project Manager/Executive Assistant Elora and Fergus

Charlotte Moore Digital Project Manager and Storyteller

Leigh Cove  Destination Project Manager  Huron County, Stratford, 
  Perth County

Tristin Vogel Destination Project Manager Grand River, Waterloo

Jessie Faris Program Manager

Peggy Vacalopoulos Project Assistant

David Peacock Executive Advisor & Chief Strategist
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Page	23:	Elora	Sunflower	Festival
Page 25: Blyth Greenway Trail and G2G Access point art by Randy Jones
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Page 31: Waterloo Region Esports Camp
Page 37: Here For Now Theatre cast, Stratford
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