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RTO4 Business Plan — 2026-2027

Executive Summary

This year’s plan builds on RTO4’s proven
“goal-strategy—measurement” model and
introduces new priorities in progressive
procurement, Indigenous tourism
development, accessibility innovation, and
data-driven research. Central to this strategy
is the unlocking of key parallel investments
(resources, knowledge, networks, and capital)
through deep collaboration with communities
of interest. This empowers destination
partners to take a direct and active role in
shaping their collective tourism future.

RTO4 continues to focus on in-region assets
that have provincially significant potential or
unique selling propositions (USPs). Through a
tested and validated approach to destination
network building, the plan identifies and
enhances these assets by empowering
operators, partners, and visitors to become
distribution channels for marketing.

The plan also responds directly to the Ontario
Auditor General’s call to reduce duplication
and fragmentation across the tourism sector
by avoiding siloing. For 2026-27, RTO4 will
deepen its role as a convener, bringing
together DMOs, BIAs, Chambers of
Commerce, universities and colleges,
operators of all kinds, OTEC, and umbrella
organizations for cultural tourism, such as ITO
(Indigenous Tourism Ontario) and FEO
(Festivals and Events Ontario). Our goal is to
ensure greater alignment and long-term
regional resilience through systems-level
partnerships.

Finally, the 2026-27 plan continues RTO4’s
commitment to projects with legacy value.
Whether supporting festival innovation
through a new “Festival Lab” series,
partnering with post-secondary institutions to
advance Indigenous tourism research, or
piloting economic impact studies on
accessibility, our work aims to leave behind
scalable tools, measurable outcomes, and
inclusive growth pathways.

In executing this plan, RTO4 is committed to
remaining agile in our support of operators,
organizations, partners, and contributors and
will do everything we can to propel the
tourism industry into a re-imagined,
sustainable, and prosperous future.
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Mission

Improve the quality of life of people and places through the economic and cultural benefits of
tourism.

Vision

We aim to foster:

e Empowered destinations
»  Thoughtful partnerships
e Impactful project
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Guiding Principles

These are our beliefs; they aren’t always popular:

e Tourismis not a democracy.

e Fix what’s broken.

o Amplify the authentic voice and the real experience.

o There’s probably not an app that will solve all your problems.

o Don’t confuse the airwaves: use the brands and channels that are already out there.
e Nobody remembers your tourism logo. Focus on sharing stories.

o Successful projects happen where the partners’ priorities overlap.
e Visitors don’t see borders.

o Go beyond eat-play-stay. What makes you unique?

o The world does not need another directory.

e Find your ideal visitor—you don’t have to be everything to everyone.
» Use data, not hunches, to drive decision-making
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Where We Do It:

Regional Context & Demand Generators

Land Acknowledgement

We acknowledge that the region encompassing Huron County, Perth County, Waterloo Region, and
Wellington County is the traditional territory of the Attawandaron, Anishinaabek, and Haudenosaunee
Peoples. These lands have long been a place of gathering, exchange, and connection for Indigenous
Peoples. We recognize that each place within this territory holds its own history of settlement and
colonialism, and that the 11 treaties and agreements related to these lands tell only a small part of
the larger story.

This land acknowledgment is a declaration of our collective responsibility to honour this place and its
peoples’ histories, rights, and continued presence. It is also implicitly a recognition of the historical
and ongoing impacts of colonization. We are grateful for the opportunity to live, work, and create on
this territory, and we commit to listening, learning, and working in partnership with Indigenous
communities towards truth, reconciliation, and decolonization.

Demand Generators: Strengthening Anchor Assets with Strategic Investment

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. These assets serve as the foundational pillars of tourism in the region
and guide our targeted investments in experience development and destination animation.
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Key Regional Demand Generators

¢ Theatre and Culture: Flagship cultural institutions like the Stratford Festival, Blyth Festival, and
Drayton Entertainment drive consistent visitation and are leveraged through co-investment and
storytelling support.

o Heritage Towns: Elora & Fergus, Blyth, Bayfield, Stratford, St. Marys and St. Jacobs have
provincially significant architecture, history, vibrant streetscapes, and local culture. RTO4
supports wayfinding, product development, and strategic alignment across these historic
centres.

e Sport Tourism: With a dense concentration of facilities and event infrastructure, Kitchener,
Waterloo, Cambridge, Stratford and Guelph function as provincially significant sport tourism
hubs. We partner with local sport hosting offices to strengthen bid readiness and visitor
experience.

¢ Soft Outdoors: The Canadian heritage-designated Grand River is a current co-development
project of RTOs 1, 3 and 4. The shores of Lake Huron in Huron County on Ontario’s West Coast
are among the most provincially significant, pristine, and underleveraged natural assets in the
region. The Guelph to Goderich (G2G) Rail Trail is a 132-kilometre wheelchair-grade accessible
trail unique to the province. For these natural assets, we support trail storytelling, access
improvements, and shareable content creation.

e Agritourism: From rural farms to food-forward experiences, agritourism continues to grow in
our region. Our focus has been to link these experiences to regional narratives, especially
where they intersect with sustainability.

We do not treat these categories as static. Instead, we aim to animate these demand generators with
high-quality experiences developed in partnership with operators, festivals, and communities. Our
focus remains on delivering long-term value while expanding the definition of what and who tourism

is for.
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How We Do It:

Strategic Approaches to Development

Destination Development Process

The goal of the RTO4 Destination Development process is to create vibrant destinations by building
capacity through research, education, collaborative investment, and co-created solutions. Our

approach to each section is outlined below.

RTO4 Destination
Development

Process
-y
o

DNA Network
Develop consensus on Identify and align a
the essence of a place diverse group of key
and its people. destination partners.
Storytelling

Create and amplify
engaging content.

Hygiene

Identify, fix and enhance
physical and digital visitor
experience issues.

The goal of the RTO4 Destination

development process is to create vibrant

destinations by building capacity through .
A4

research, education, collaborative
investment, & co-created solutions.

tourism

Project
Foundations

Animation
Create and enhance
experiences that align
with DNA.

Project Capacity Building
. Implementing workshops,
cqtegorles training, coaching.
Research
Facilitate data-driven
decision making.
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1. Hygiene: Identify, fix and enhance physical and digital visitor experience
issues.

One of RTO4’s core guiding principles is simple but powerful: fix what’s broken. Before investing in

large-scale marketing campaigns or product development, we prioritize foundational improvements
that directly impact the experience of visitors, residents, operators, and partners. These are what we
call “hygiene projects” —the essential, often overlooked elements that create a baseline for success.

Without these basics in place, even the most ambitious tourism strategies risk underperforming.
Hygiene projects may not always be glamorous, but they are critical to building a functional,
welcoming, and competitive tourism ecosystem. Projects typically fall into two broad categories:

A. Physical Infrastructure & On-the-
Ground Experience

B. Digital Infrastructure & Online User
Experience

These are the tangible, real-world elements
that shape a visitor’s first and lasting
impression of a place. Examples include:

If a potential visitor encounters barriers before
they even arrive, they may choose to go
elsewhere. We work with partners to identify
and resolve these common digital issues:

Sense of Arrival: Improving gateways,
signage, and aesthetics at key entry
points to ensure a positive first
impression.

Parking Solutions: Addressing confusing
or inadequate parking systems in
popular visitor areas, especially during
peak seasons.

Public Amenities: Ensuring clean,
accessible, and well-maintained public
washrooms, rest areas, and seating.
Wayfinding: Installing consistent, clear,
and user-friendly signage and maps to
help visitors navigate communities and
attractions.

Accessibility: Making sure that tourism
experiences are accessible to people
with disabilities or mobility challenges.

These improvements benefit not only tourists
but also residents, who experience many of
the same frustrations. In this way, hygiene
projects build goodwill and support for
tourism within the host community.

Website Fundamentals for AI-Driven
Discovery: Ensuring websites are
structured for Generative Engine
Optimizations (GEO). We support
operators in strengthening essential
website fundamentals that can help them
be represented on Al systems.

Strategic Social Media Storytelling: We
support operators in understanding how
different audiences engage across
platforms, staying informed on new and
emerging trends, and using social media to
remain authentic and strategic in an
increasingly AI-driven world.

Up-to-Date Listings and Contact
Information: We help ensure that digital
listings (e.g., Google Business, directories,
social media pages) are current,
consistent, and helpful.

SEO and Discoverability: Technical audits
and training help businesses improve their
search rankings, making it easier for
travelers to find them online.
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2. Animation/Product Development: Create and enhance experiences that
align with DNA.

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 must 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 relationship we share.

Never has this type of word-of-mouth influence been more predominant or easier to spread than in
the digital age. In addition, the 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 many destinations employ, RTO4 is helping to create highly shareable experiences with
our tourism partners and to amplify those experiences through digital marketing tactics such as
blogs, vlogs, and influencers.

RTO4 and its tourism partners work with business operators to stimulate co-investment through
programs like the Destination Animation Partnership (DAP), Winter Experience Development, and
Shareable Moment Challenge (SMC). These projects create new tourism offerings and move visitors
to share their experiences through social networks.

The initiatives create new or enhanced tourism experiences that align with the destination’s core
DNA— that is, elements that make it unique. Criteria for investment include experiences that are
highly shareable and that would motivate visitors to disseminate their experiences through social
media.

Beginning in 2016, we have helped launch 121 new product experiences throughout the region with
co-investment of $379,430 ($204,568 from RTO4 and $213,862 from our partner DMOs and BIAs).
This initiative has resulted in a potential leveraged investment of $2,225,803 from applicants to fully
execute the projects.

We support the development of new products through coaching, investing in non-capital related
expenses, and investing in photos and videos.
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3. Storytelling/Marketing: Create and amplify engaging content.

RTO4 is not a brand. We do not have a forward-facing online presence that speaks to visitors. We
recognize this is unusual for an RTO.

We believe that the key to successful tourism destination development is highly engaged
communities that take an active role in shaping their collective future, and this is no different when it
comes to marketing.

Instead of causing consumer confusion and duplicating efforts/resources with already branded
destinations and operators within our region, RTO4 partners with the brands that already have
recognition and resonance with visitors to share and amplify stories.

At RTO4 we also know that the one constant in our continually evolving digital world is change.

As technology evolves, improves, and adapts, so does the way RTO4 continues to meet the modern
visitor where they dwell online.

We are committed to proactively supporting tourism operators, DMOs (Destination Marketing
Organizations), and related businesses across the region by providing the tools, exposure, and
expertise they need to succeed in an increasingly competitive marketplace. Our focus is on
amplifying local stories, building digital capacity, and showcasing the unique offerings of our region
to targeted audiences both nationally and internationally. Example projects include:

A. Strategic Influencer Partnerships

Influencer marketing is a key pillar in our destination promotion strategy. We work closely with
tourism operators and content creators to develop authentic, well-aligned influencer campaigns that
generate meaningful engagement and drive visitation.

Finding the Right Fit
We don’t believe in one-size-fits-all

Maximizing the Impact
Beyond simple coordination, we work

influencer partnerships. RTO4 conducts
targeted outreach to influencers who
align with the values, experiences, and
audiences of specific destinations or
businesses within our region. Whether
it’s adventure travel, culinary tourism,
heritage experiences, or wellness
retreats, we match campaigns with
influencers whose followers are primed
for conversion.

with partners to maximize every
influencer visit, from itinerary planning
and storyboarding to content rights
management and post-campaign
analysis. This ensures each campaign
delivers long-term value through user-
generated content, increased brand
awareness, and measurable reach.
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B. Earned Media & PR Support

Amplifying the voice of our region through
earned media is a cost-effective and high-
impact way to reach new audiences. RTO4
partners with an experienced PR firm to
enhance the region’s visibility in domestic and
international markets.

o Professional Media Support
By working with public relations
professionals, we are able to secure
feature stories, interviews, and mentions
in high-value media outlets including
travel magazines, lifestyle blogs,
podcasts, and news publications. These
stories are often more trusted by
consumers than paid ads and create
long-lasting brand credibility.

e Training and Education
We also offer workshops and one-on-
one coaching to help tourism businesses
craft compelling pitches, build media
kits, and understand how to work with
journalists. These efforts empower
operators to tell their own stories more
effectively and consistently over time.
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C. High-Quality Visual Content Support

Compelling visuals are critical for attracting
visitors and converting interest into action.
RTO4 continually invests in professional photo
and video production to help businesses and
destinations showcase their best assets.

Through these integrated efforts, RTO4 not
only promotes our region more effectively, but
also builds the long-term marketing capacity
of our tourism partners. By leveraging
storytelling, strategic partnerships, and high-
quality content, we are helping the industry
compete, grow, and thrive in a digital-first
world.
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4. Capacity Building: Implementing workshops, training and coaching.

Capacity building through workshops, training, and coaching empowers our partners to strengthen
their skills, knowledge, and effectiveness. By offering structured learning experiences, hands-on
practice, and personalized guidance, the following projects help participants develop the
competencies needed to address current challenges and pursue long-term goals.

A. Skills and Strategies Series

Designed to increase knowledge, hone current
skills, and provide a forum for discussion of
key topics, the Skills & Strategies series of
workshops and webinars was first launched in
2023 and made available to DMOs, operators,
festivals and events, not-for-profits, and
municipal staff. Over 850 participants have
joined sessions to date, reflecting a growing
demand for accessible, practical, and forward-
looking learning opportunities.

The series is organized around key themes,
with sessions including the following:

Tourism Funding & Grant Writing:
Practical guidance on writing compelling
grant applications, designing fundable
tourism products, and building
fundraising systems that stick. Sample
titles: “Funding Futures,” “From Hope to
Habit,” “Demystifying the Experience
Ontario Grant.”

Marketing & Storytelling:
Training in crafting narratives that

resonate with visitors and donors alike,
including digital promotion strategies
and content creations. Sample titles:
“Mining for Story Hooks,” “Crafting
Stories for Giving Tuesday.”

Digital Transformation:

Tools and strategies for using Al and
digital platforms to improve tourism
marketing. Sample titles: “Using Al for
Promotion,” “Generative Al for
Tourism.”

Strategic & Operational Planning:
Volunteer engagement; strategic
planning fundamentals, and
partner/collaborator alignment. Sample
titles: “Volunteer Recruitment &
Retention,” “Strategic Planning for
Tourism Operators.”

Accessibility & Safety:

Focused sessions on making festivals
and tourism environments safer and
more inclusive. Sample titles: “Hostile
Vehicle Mitigation Forum,” “Decolonizing
Language and Storytelling.”

These workshops are supported by hand-outs
such as workbooks, slide presentations, and
toolkits to ensure long-term value beyond the
live session.
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B. Integration with Post-Secondary
Institutions

RTO4 is uniquely positioned to support
tourism as a viable and rewarding career path,
thanks to the presence of three universities
and one college within our regional
boundaries. Our strategic objective is to
strengthen the pipeline between post-
secondary education and the tourism industry
by fostering meaningful partnerships and
practical experiences that bridge the gap
between classroom learning and real-world
application.

By actively collaborating with local colleges
and universities, RTO4 aims to create a robust
framework that promotes tourism not only as
a job, but as a lifelong career. These
partnerships are essential to building a
workforce that is skilled, passionate, and
aligned with the dynamic needs of the tourism
sector.

Key initiatives include the following:

Co-op and Practicum Opportunities
RTO4 is working with post-secondary
institutions to develop and expand co-
operative education programs and
practicum placements. These programs
offer students hands-on experience in
tourism-related fields such as
hospitality, marketing, event planning,
culinary arts, cultural tourism, and digijtal
media. This not only enhances student
learning but also allows local businesses
to tap into emerging talent and fresh
perspectives.
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Guest Lectures and Industry Panels

We participate in regular guest lectures,
workshops, and panel discussions
featuring leaders and innovators from
across the tourism sector. These
sessions help students gain insights into
real-world challenges and opportunities,
while also building awareness of the
diversity of roles available in the
industry—from entrepreneurship to
destination development.

Curriculum Development Support

In partnership with faculty members and
curriculum committees, RTO4
contributes to the development of
academic programs that reflect current
industry standards and future trends.
This includes advising on course
content, identifying skill gaps, and co-
creating modules or certifications that
prepare students for the realities of a
competitive job market.
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C. Digital Excellence Centre

The Digital Excellence Program is rooted in a
fundamental reality: people not only explore
travel ideas and destinations online but also
book their excursions and vacations and then
share their experiences online. And all of this
happens across a multitude of channels. We
know that progressive destinations no longer
rely on meeting the visitor where they are but
where they dream, discover and share.

Over the past eight years, RTO4 has partnered
with select destinations to work one-on-one
with tourism operators through the Digital
Excellence Program. Through this program
RTO4 creates custom SEO dashboards and
digital report cards that outline the current
health of each operator's digital presence.

The SEO dashboard pulls information from
Google Analytics, Google Business Profile, and
Search Console and displays it in one location
for the operator. These SEO dashboards have
inherent legacy value as they are always on.

The digital report card data is displayed in an
easy-to-understand report, giving each
operator an overall digital score to track
progress. We use these reports to engage
operators through a series of one-on-one
coaching sessions to improve their own digital
presence and skillset through manageable,
no-cost fixes and improvements.
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What comes out of the Digital Excellence
Program is an improved overall digital
presence for the destination, an increased
value added for the operator and most
importantly, operators who are ready to
engage with the destination on digital
marketing, which strengthens the
destination's network.

Over the past eight years, we have run the
Digital Excellence Program in Elora-Fergus,
Guelph and St. Jacobs, working with over 100
tourism operators. RTO4 will continue to
facilitate the expansion of the Digital
Excellence Program within RTOA4.

We recognize that the way we use technology
is not immune from the plight of climate
change. RTO4 acknowledges that every action
we take online has a ripple effect on the
energy being stored and used to facilitate the
internet, websites, social media, and cloud
storage and we will look for ways to champion
sustainable practices within our region.
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5. Research: Facilitate data-driven decision making.

RTO4 continues to be committed to partnering on the acquisition of research to better inform
strategy and data-driven decision making within RTO4 destinations. This includes large-scale,
destination-level economic impact reports, product development, and hygiene research reporting,

A/B testing, digital analytics, and geo-indicator data.

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 after being
read without any thought to how the findings might be implemented.

Research can and should be used for the
following reasons: .
e Data-driven decision-making.
e Benchmark establishment.
e Efficacy measurement moving forward.

Types of research projects include:

Visitation Report: Total Visitation by
month, quarter and year, average
duration of visit, origin of visitor by
Country, Province, Region, City and
Census, frequency of visits, and more.
Trails Report: Total visitation, average
duration of visit, origin of visitor, average
speed on the trail, direction taken by
visitors, entry and exit points, and more.
Cross Visitation: percentage of cross-
visitation across multiple locations (for
example, do visitors who stay at a
specific hotel also visit a local restaurant
or attraction or do visitors at a Museum
visit additional museums or
attractions?).

Economic Impact reports

Hotel feasibility
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Development Labs

In 2026-2027, RTO4 will launch and focus on two dedicated Development Labs, an innovative
approach designed to accelerate learning, experimentation, and resource creation across the
tourism sector. These labs support RTO4’s mandate to strengthen destination competitiveness by
generating actionable insights, testing new approaches, and sharing proven methods with industry
partners.

Development Labs provide structured environments for deep dives into high-impact tourism topics.
Through data-driven experimentation and collaborative research, each lab aims to:
Conduct A/B testing to identify effective strategies, models, and interventions.
Uncover and validate best practices that can be applied across the region.
Create practical, scalable resources—including toolkits, templates, guides, and training
materials to support tourism operators, DMOs, municipalities, and event organizers.
Strengthen sector capacity by providing evidence-based solutions and shared learning.
Accelerate innovation in areas where the industry is seeking clarity, guidance, or competitive
advantage.

In 2026-2027 we will focus on the following:

A. Festivals & Events B. Accessibility

Festivals and events are critical economic and As visitor expectations evolve, accessibility
has become a foundational requirement for
inclusive, future-ready destinations. This lab

will:

cultural drivers across the region. This lab will:
Test new tools and engagement tactics
with event organizers to improve
attendance, sustainability, and visitor
experience.
Identify common challenges and distill
proven practices into region-wide
playbooks.

Assess current accessibility gaps across
attractions, events, and visitor
touchpoints.

Develop actionable best practices in
partnership with accessibility experts,
operators, and community stakeholders.
Produce resources such as accessibility
improvement guides, training modules,
and audit tools.

Produce resources such as event-
readiness checklists, sponsorship
toolkits, and engagement frameworks.

Across both labs, RTO4 will generate
Evidence-based recommendations tailored to tourism operators.
A suite of practical tools and resources that can be immediately deployed in the field.
Case studies from pilot partners demonstrating real-world impact.
Knowledge-sharing sessions, workshops, and open-source materials to support widespread
adoption
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Criteria

When evaluating projects and opportunities, RTO4 considers the following criteria:

»  Eligibility: Alignment with TPA guidelines and confirmation of no conflicts of interest.

» Strategic Fit: Clear alignment with regional tourism priorities and destination development
goals.

o Collaboration: Strength, quality, and relevance of proposed partnerships.

o Capacity & Delivery: Feasibility of the initiative, organizational readiness, and demonstrated
project management capability.

» Impact & Legacy Potential: Likelihood of long-term benefits, including skills transfer and
systems-level improvements.

Integration with TIAO’s Tourism

Strategy

In 2025, Tourism Industry Association of Ontario (TIAO) introduced Forward Motion: A Strategic
Playbook for Ontario’s Tourism Industry, a vision for the province’s tourism that was co-created
through wide consultation with Indigenous leaders, entrepreneurs, sectoral associations, and
regional tourism organizations (RTOs). Our 2026-27 Business Plan is designed to directly support
and extend the core objectives of Forward Motion while addressing the unique assets and challenges
of our region.

The key areas where our contributions align are as follows:

TIAO Pillar RTO4 Contribution

o Amplify destination storytelling and content creation with
Attract more visitors & operators & influencers
spending » Support campaigns with Destination Ontario

» Partner with Waterloo Sport Hosting Office on bids and event
readiness
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Provide best practices & MAT research to eligible municipalities
Elevate underrepresented visitor segments such as accessible
tourism

Expand transportation
infrastructure

Advocate for rural transportation solutions and improved regional
mobility (e.g., 2-way GO service; Highway 7 improvements)

Advance practical
sustainability

Provide training, research and best practices.

Integrate sustainability into our governance, programs and
frameworks

Support certification

TIAO Pillar

RTO4 Contribution

Support sustainable
tourism initiatives

Continue to conduct progressive procurement research; work with
university partners to develop readiness roadmaps and curated
sustainable supply chains/directories.

Embed environmentally conscious practices in partner/operator
training and criteria-based funding stream

Work on creating a consistent signage system for the entire Grand
River, including safety, interpretive, and cultural signage

Strengthen workforce
resilience

Execute Skills & Strategies workshop series

Support Indigenous student research through university
partnerships

Strengthen post-secondary engagement through curriculum input
(lectures) and cooperative learning

Partner with TIAO Skills that Travel and Four County Labour Board
to (a) present webinars on workforce needs and job-seeker
opportunities and (b) advertise tourism as a vibrant sector with
creative advancement possibilities

Facilitate product
development and
capacity investment

Expand Development Labs (Accessibility, Festival Lab)

Support innovation in underleveraged segments (e.g., Destination
Ontario & 2SLGBTQI+ research & marketing; accessible tourism
economic impact research)

Coach operators in product design, and help them invest in
technology platforms and smart tools to improve the visitor
experience
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Foster collaboration

Reduce fragmentation through structured, cross-sector
partnerships (e.g., ITO, AccessNow, BIAs, Chambers, DMOs, post-
secondary institutions)

Share open-source learnings, research findings, and regional best
practices via newsletters, toolkits, and shared platforms
Collaborate with other RTOs: E.g., RTO1 & RTO7 on resident
sentiment surveys for communities around Lake Huron
Collaborate with DMOs via DMO Day and community engagement
meetings

RTO4’s approach emphasizes mutual benefit, shared learning, and long-term systems change. Our
work advances Forward Motion by turning strategic intent into replicable models and action-oriented
collaboration. We will continue to contribute insight, outcomes, and tested tools to the province-wide
effort to create a resilient and globally competitive visitor economy.
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2026-2027 Strategic Pillars,

Objectives and KPIs

PILLAR - Product Development

Ministry Objective: To enhance visitor experience through well-designed tourism products that meet
current and future visitor demand.

RTO4 Objective #1: Animate destinations with robust tourism products designed to appeal to visitors
and residents.

Key activities:
o Collaborate with tourism partners to develop new tourism products including shoulder-season

attractions to entice new visitors;

« Build local relationships across sectoral divides (tourism, arts & culture, academia) to inspire
unique product development and inspire overnight stays;

» Foster movement along the festival and event spectrum: new—emerging—mature through the
Development Lab.

Performance Measures:
o # of partners (target: 10)

« # of new/enhanced tourism products (target: 10)
« # of enhanced festivals (target: 3)
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RTO4 Objective #2: Augment the quality and market-readiness of tourism destinations through
investment in signage, wayfinding, and inclusive practices, including accessibility.

Key Activities:
Develop criteria and distribution strategy;

Outreach to tourism partners;
Select projects using a criteria-based model;
Creation of accessibility development lab.

Performance Measures:
# of destination market-readiness projects (target: 5)

# of partners (target: 5)

RTO4 Objective #3: Invest in research, consultation, studies and measurement to increase data-
driven decision making.

Key Activities
Identify gaps in data currently available;

Consult with partners to understand priorities and needs;
Define scope of work, issue RFP and select through a criteria-based model;
Share information with partners through infographics, reports and presentations.

Sample Projects
1. Resident sentiment surveys

Tourism impact studies, including economic impact
Feasibility studies

Visitor satisfaction

Visitors’ values

Tourism case studies

Geolndicator Data

Outdoor asset user tracking and/or statistics

Master Plans/Strategic Plans for key tourism organizations
10. Geo-indicator data

0 0 N0 WS

Performance Measures
# of research projects completed (target: 3)

# of partners (target: 5)
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Timelines (identify the quarter in which the activity will take place)
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Key Activities 2026/2027

Continued or New
Activity

Quarters in which it
happens

Invest in research, consultation and Continued Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4
measurement.

Invest in physical and digital hygiene. Continued Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4
Invest in product development coaching. | Continued. 01 Q2 Q3 Q4
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PILLAR - Marketing

Ministry Objective: To increase awareness of Ontario as a travel destination and increase conversion
in target markets.

RTO4 Objective #1: Increase the quantity and quality of connected and engaged storytelling

Key Activities:
Partner with operators to create and amplify storytelling opportunities;

Partner with Destination Ontario on provincial and international opportunities;
Earned media support;

Influencer campaigns;

Photo and video support.

Performance Measures:
# of storytelling content pieces created (target: 3)

# of times storytelling content amplified (target: 3)

Timelines (identify the quarter in which the activity will take place)

Key Activities 2026/2027 Continued or New Activity | Quarters in which it happens
Influencer Campaigns Continued Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4
Digital Storytelling/Content Creation | Continued 01 02 03 04

Earned Media Pieces Continued 02 03 Q4
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PILLAR: Workforce Development and Training

Ministry Objective: Facilitate and support the attraction, development, and retention of a tourism
workforce to enhance the visitor experience.

RTO4 Objective #1: Build and strengthen the destination network of key tourism partners.

Key activities:
Foster outreach to traditional tourism operators and organizations and non-traditional partners;

Meet with DMOs, BIAs and Chambers of Commerce on a regular basis to share knowledge,
identify areas of partnership and avoid duplication;

Facilitate information sharing and partnership opportunities with operators and supporters;
Monitor news, social media, and industry newsletters.

Performance Measures
# of recurring destination meetings (target: 10)

# of larger community meetings (target: 3)
# of published newsletters (target: 4)

RTO4 Objective #2: Showcase tourism as a career choice through integration with local post-
secondary institutions.

Key Activities:
Provide guest lectures and presentations at universities and colleges (University of Waterloo,

University of Guelph, Wilfrid Laurier U, Conestoga College) where students are training to join
the tourism workforce;

Provide hands-on learning opportunities;

Work with university career counsellors to deepen their awareness of tourism as a creative and
rewarding sector.

Performance Measures:
# of presentations (target: 2)

# of students connected (target: 130)




RTO4 Business Plan — 2026-2027

RTO4 Objective #3: Increase the skillset and capacity of tourism operators, organizations, and

destinations.

Key activities:

Deliver the Skills and Strategies workshop series;
Deliver Digital Excellence Program to new partners;
Develop one-pagers, infographics, and case studies.

Performance Measures:
# of workshops (target: 4)

# of participants (target: 50)
# of content created (target: 5)

Timelines (identify the quarter in which the activity will take place)

27

Key Activities 2026/2027

Continued or New
Activity

Quarters in which it
happens

Deliver the Skills and Strategies Workshop Continued 01 02 03 04
Series

Deliver Digital Excellence Program to new Continued 01 02 03 04
partners

Provide guest lectures Continued 01 02 03 Q4
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PILLAR: Investment Attraction/Investor Relations

Ministry Objective: To increase investment in the tourism industry to enhance visitor experience

RTO4 Objective #1: Increase investment in the tourism industry.

Key activities:

Support new tourism projects through letters of recommendation, connecting operators with

Invest Ontario;

Advocate for projects with Invest Ontario, BIAs, Chambers of Commerce, Economic

Development departments (Guelph, Elora-Fergus, Huron);

Support the development of sponsorship and grant strategies for tourism-related businesses

and organizations;

Collaborate with DMOs to identify tourism businesses/investor opportunities and encourage

business expansion or new business development;
Invest in feasibility studies for new opportunities.

Key Performance Measures:
# of advocacy efforts (target: 5)

# of partners (target: 2)

Timelines (identify the quarter in which the activity will take place)

investment opportunities.

Key Activities 2026/2027 Continued or New Quarters in which it
Activity happens
Engage with local economic development and Continued Q1 |02 [Q3 |04




RTO4 Business Plan — 2026-2027 29

PILLAR: Partnerships

Ministry Objective: To become a catalyst in building strategic alignment and promoting collaboration
within the industry.

RTO4 Objective #1: Increase partnership and collaboration on mutually beneficial regional projects.

Key activities:
Improve the visitor experience through updated signage and wayfinding;

Partner with Sport Hosting Offices to strengthen bids and encourage investment;
Partner on research projects to increase the level of data-driven decision making;
Other projects that align with the mission and vision of RTO4 such as placemaking.

Performance Measures:
# of programs/projects (target: 5)
# of partners (target: 10)
Leveraged funds (target 1:1)
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Administration:

Facilities, Reporting & Financial Management

Facilities
RTO4 works remotely and maintains a storage unit at 176 Hayward Ave, Kitchener, ON N2C 2E4.
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 with external bookkeeping support.

The RTO4 Board of Directors has sole signing authority on any and all payments; two directors’
approvals 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.
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Governance

RTO4 governs in a legally compliant and efficient manner within the governance guidelines of the
Ontario Ministry of Tourism, Culture and Gaming by providing leadership and working with tourism
operators and partners in 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, professional background, experience
and skills. They have been appointed to represent the interests of the region’s tourism sectors,
operators and partners.

Current members of the Board of Directors are as follows:

Trevor Wynne-Jones
Conestoga College
Board President

Trevor Wynne-Jones is a hospitality entrepreneur from the GTA. He started his hospitality career in
hotels managing at Delta, Novotel, Chimo and WelcomINNS. His first business was The Star of
Toronto: a 300-seat cruise dining ship. Trevor has also sold beer for John Sleeman, and managed
restaurants with Chrysalis Restaurant Enterprises.

Trevor completed his business career owning and operating The Cock & Bull Pub and Catering
Company and Oscar’s Pub. While operating businesses, Trevor taught management courses at
Georgian, Sheridan, and Northern Colleges.

After completing an MBA at the University of Guelph in 2007, Trevor moved to Kitchener and is the
senior professor at Conestoga College’s School of Hospitality and Culinary Arts.
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James Eddington
Eddingtons of Exeter
Executive Committee

James has been a tourism development force in South Huron for more than a decade. James built
his restaurant, Eddington's of Exeter, in the original Carling homestead on the main street of
downtown Exeter. It combines old country charm with the best of ingredients and ingenuity that
Huron has to offer.

James is working with Huron and South Huron peers to realize a vision for Exeter to leverage its
tourism position as "the gateway to Ontario's West Coast." James was named one of the top young
leaders in the hospitality industry in Ontario, winning the "top 30 under 30" award from the Ontario
Hostelry Institute and was recognized as one of the hospitality industry's leading performers,
inspiring a future generation of hospitality leaders.

Naheed Somiji
Digital Consultant
Executive Committee

Naheed Somiji brings a decade of experience helping brands connect with their audiences online.
From working with organizations like RTO4 to marketing Kitchener-Waterloo Oktoberfest to advising
The Elora Festival, Naheed understands the needs of small businesses in the tourism and hospitality
industries. Previously, Naheed served on the Board of Directors for The Elora Singers.

Megan Malcolmson
St. Jacobs Farmers Market
Executive Committee

Megan Malcolmson is no stranger to the hospitality and tourism sector; she has been working in the
food and beverage industry for 25 years.

Prior to her current role as Manager of the St. Jacobs Farmers’ Market she has held a variety of roles
including Food Service Director at Wilfrid Laurier University and Banquet Manager at the Holiday Inn
Guelph. As a graduate of the Humber College Hospitality Management Program and the Disney
Institute, Megan has a passion for customer service and, as resident of Stratford, Ontario, she
understands how tourism impacts every community.

When she is not managing the Market, Megan enjoys being outdoors with her Bernese Mountain dog,
hiking, kayaking and paddling with her dragon boat team.
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Natasha Fritzley
Cowbell Brewing Co.
Board Member

Natasha is the President of Cowbell Brewing Co., an award-winning destination brewery in rural
Ontario. Natasha has been with Cowbell since its inception in 2017 and has played an integral role in
all aspects of the business, including leadership roles in Operations, Hospitality, Business
Development, Government Relations, Retail and IP/Legal.

Natasha began her career with Spectra Entertainment, a full-service venue management company
specializing in sports, live entertainment, and hospitality. Recruited out of university, Natasha worked
in sales, marketing, operations, and senior management at Budweiser Gardens in London, ON and
Mattamy Athletic Centre (formerly Maple Leaf Gardens) in Toronto, ON.

In 2014, Natasha relocated to her ancestral home in Huron County. She took on a leadership role
with the County Economic Development Department and worked to recruit and launch the first
private sector led Economic Development Board and strategic plan in the region. Natasha’s
experience in upper-tier government broadened her skillset in planning negotiations, development,
and government grants.

Natasha is a Board Member for the Ontario Craft Brewers Association and was recognized as a
Member of the Assembly of Remarkable Women in Huron-Bruce by MPP Lisa Thompson in 2017.
She is a graduate of Western University (2008).

Melinda Croft
Fieldstone Barn
Board Member

Melinda is the owner and operator of One and Only Handmade Marketplace in Fergus, Ontario.

The gift shop carries over 100 artisan products in store - locally made, Canadian-made, eco-friendly
and refill products. Melinda is also the owner and operator of the Fieldstone Barn located in Elora
Ontario. They host an annual Sunflower Festival in August, have 3 corn mazes in the fall and offer
glamping experiences throughout the season.

Melinda is a part of the Fergus BIA committee and the Monster Month committee and the owner,
creative director for BRAND Advertising & Marketing Inc. for 10+ years. She studied Graphic Design
at Sheridan College.
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Chelsea Noiles
B Hospitality — Cambridge Hotel and Conference Centre
Board Member

Chelsea Noiles is a hospitality and tourism professional with a strong background in hotel operations,
event sales, and destination development. With formal education in Hospitality and Tourism, she has
built a career creating meaningful experiences while contributing to broader regional growth. In her
current role as a Sales Manager at B-Hospitality, Chelsea leads sales strategies and revenue
generation for The Cambridge Hotel and Conference Centre and B-Elegant Catering—driving
business growth through corporate, social, and community-based events.

Chelsea’s work bridges the hospitality and tourism industry with community and economic
development. Her previous role with Six Nations Tourism focused on supporting Indigenous
businesses, cultural tourism, and regional event planning, while helping strengthen local economies
through storytelling and experience-based tourism. Beyond her professional roles, Chelsea is an
active community volunteer with organizations including the Ontario Trillium Foundation, the Guelph
Community Foundation, and YMCA Three Rivers.

Peter Pearse-Elosia
Afrovibes Festival
Board Member

Peter Pearse-Elosia is a cultural strategist, media entrepreneur, and arts leader based in Ontario,
Canada. He is the founder of DigiMillennials, a digital media platform that celebrates African and
diaspora creativity through storytelling, events, and content production. He is also the visionary
behind the AfroVibes Festival, a growing cultural celebration that brings together music, food, art,
and community. With a background in marketing and media, including experience with global brands
like BET, Nickelodeon, Comedy Central, and MTV Base, Peter is known for creating impactful cultural
experiences and driving engagement across diverse audiences.

Elliot Courtney
Canoeing the Grand
Board Member

Elliot Courtney plays a key role in Canoeing the Grand, the family-run business offering unforgettable
paddling experiences along Ontario’s scenic Grand River. As part of the second generation involved
in the business, Elliot brings fresh energy and creativity to the company’s story while staying rooted
in the values that have guided it for over two decades. He has a deep passion for photography,
videography, and content creation.
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Jan Scott
Betty’s Bookshelf
Board Member

Jan Scott is the owner of Betty’s Bookshelf, a charming and well-curated independent bookstore
located in downtown St. Marys, Ontario. She is also a national award-winning and Globe and Mail
bestselling cookbook author, as well as a former food editor. In 2020, after nearly 25 years in
Toronto, Jan and her husband, Rob, purchased a 125-year-old heritage home in a small town in
Perth County, relocating with their three sons and a beloved bullmastiff. Jan is an active board
member of the St. Marys BIA and has played a key role in the creation of successful seasonal events,
including Downtown Trick-or-Treating, the Where’s Waldo Scavenger Hunt, and the Winter Soup
Crawl. She also runs multiple in-store book clubs each month and frequently collaborates with the
public library to bring authors to town.
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Management and Staff

Management and Staff

Andrea Gardi Executive Director

Marie Zimmerman | Director of Projects and Partnerships

Karen Mitchell Senior Project Manager

Charlotte Moore Senior Manager of Digital Innovation







