

Intergovernmental Tourism Collaboration
July 24, 2015

The meeting of the Intergovernmental Tourism Collaboration was called to order at 12:10 p.m., Friday, July 24, 2015.  It was noted that the meeting had been announced and a notice posted at City Hall.

Roll call was taken, with the following members present:  Erik Sjolander, Brent Johnston, Chris Roderique, Teri Pinter, Shawn McAlister, Susan Safronoff, Nancy Proctor 

Also Present:  City of Onalaska Mayor Joe Chilsen (liaison representative), City of La Crosse Mayor Tim Kabat (liaison representative), City of Onalaska Marketing & Sales Coordinator Amy Gabay (liaison representative), La Crosse Area Convention & Visitors Bureau Executive Director Dave Clements (liaison representative), Ald. Jim Binash, Police Chief Jeff Trotnic

Absences:  Pat Stephans, Steve Plenge, Dan Kapanke

Item 2 – Public Input (limited to 3 minutes/individual)

Erik called three times for anyone wishing to provide public input and closed that portion of the meeting.

Item 3 - Approval of minutes from the previous meeting 

Motion by Brent, second by Nancy, to approve the minutes from the previous meeting as printed and on file in the City Clerk’s Office.

On voice vote, motion carried.

Consideration and possible action on the following items:

Item 4 – Review of modifications and updates of the White Document

Shawn noted that the Governance group had met via email and said he had received “great feedback” from Wayne Oliver, Diane Brudos, Mike Gargaro and Dan Kapanke.  Shawn noted he had shared with them the feedback he had received at the June 26 Intergovernmental Tourism Collaboration meeting and said the group had asked that some of the Governance points be simplified and condensed into “good action items.”  Shawn said the feedback he had received on June 26 encouraged the next group to “carry on” and address more of the details.

Shawn referred to Recommendation No. 1 on page 14 of the White Document and noted the group was under the direction to further examine the type of organization the group had chosen.  Shawn said the group still felt “very strongly” that the organization needs to be a 501(c)(6), with other 501(c)(3) organizations attached to it.  Shawn said the group understood the intricate details that would be associated with the potential dissolution of the LACVB.  The group’s recommendation is to still create a new organization.  However, Shawn said the group believed they required more information to confidently recommend one way or the other.

Shawn said, “The reason they felt very strongly for a new, independent, neutral organization was that for all of the municipalities that are involved in this to become a part of something that is really greater, they really felt that a new organization is important.  However, in saying that, I think they also were very interested in what the specific legal steps are in terms of the word ‘dissolution.’  I think that was a very key component that they wanted to understand.  And, if as pointed out, that are some very tough legal ramifications for doing it, then by all means let’s look at that in terms of just a smart organization because, as we’ve all pointed out, the speed at which we need to get this going is much more important than some of these technical details.  So if speed trumps details, then let’s do speed.  But we really need to make sure that this organization is seen from Nancy’s point of view, from Tim’s point of view, from Joe’s point of view, from West Salem – from all of our stakeholders – as neutral.  Neutral, neutral, neutral – that was really the biggest feedback that they gave me, that neutral and the independentness of this organization is really key to getting this done and approved from all of our stakeholders.  I don’t know if that gives an answer to what we’re ...”

Chris asked Shawn if he had presented the option of a d/b/a (Doing business as).

Shawn said yes and noted the group approved of the name.  Shawn said, “I think they felt that the whole theory of it was a little bit deeper than just what you call it, because I think what we call it is perfect.  But it’s the feeling of a neutral organization from the stakeholders’ point of view that they kept coming back to.  It’s not that all of a sudden West Salem becomes La Crosse or Onalaska becomes La Crosse or La Crosse becomes Onalaska.  You could shift this thought process in all these different directions from different municipalities, but it’s the neutral, independent part of it that they kept coming back to.”

Brent said, “I think they stress too much this ‘neutral’ to the point of that I don’t really think they understand this organization all that well.  To totally dissolve and everything else, this is going to knock contracts out and everything else that has gone into place for all the way up into 2020 and 2025.  These are all null and void if this thing dissolves and goes out.  It can be done with verbiage, plus the fact that you’re going to have lawyers’ costs that are going to have to come in to reset these frameworks back up, which is going to be expensive, besides restructure this.  And there’s about $200,000 sitting in a coffer right now in the La Crosse Convention and Visitors Bureau.  According to bylaws right now, that gets turned back over to the state if that is taken out.  That’s crazy to turn that kind of money back over when I think with proper verbiage and everything else we can roll what is in existence right now … When this all started, that was kind of the framework.  We wanted to be a part of the La Crosse Convention and Visitors Bureau because we wanted that sales team and we wanted them working for all of our municipalities and townships and roll in Onalaska’s into it to be part of that also.  To redo it, I think we’re just taking time, expense and all this to a level that I think we’re just going backwards.  I don’t agree with it at all.”

It was noted that the new convention center will be located in the City of Onalaska.

____ said she does not object to the new organization remaining under the La Crosse umbrella with a d/b/a and stated, “We would like to see it moved forward as quickly as possible … I think this is one of the areas where we don’t need to spend more money.  We just add a ‘d/b/a’ to it and just keep going.”

Mayor Chilsen said he believes speed to market is critical and stated he also believes contracts are “very important.”  Mayor Chilsen said, “Because of those elements, I think we need to move forward quickly.”

_____ said another factor to keep in mind is the morale of the employees, who do not want to think of something being dissolved.

Shawn said he is merely reporting what the group’s consensus was and stated, “Their whole thought process was we’re going to get a lot more for our communities based on a neutral, independent … That’s their thinking.”

Brent said he believes verbiage can be added to the present contracts that will represent all the participating La Crosse County municipalities equally.  Brent also noted that the Mayors will have input on the new entity’s board.  Brent said, “I do get where you’re coming from; don’t get me wrong.  It’s just that … when we presented the White Paper to the board in La Crosse this week, it was fine and everything, but the staff there was paralyzed.”  Dave said he does not want the staff to be concerned over the possibility losing their jobs and stated, “They’ve got jobs, and they do a good job at what they do do right now.  We’ve got to somehow bring that into this fold, and I think we can do it faster by doing this rewrite than trying to start anew.”

Nancy said she agrees with Brent in that it was the never the intention to start over and hire new employees.  Nancy stressed that she believes the employees at the LACVB “have done a good job.”

Shawn stressed that starting over was not the working group’s intention and said, “The intention is from a public perception, from the perception of a brand-new organization.  That is the direction they were coming at it at.  They weren’t coming at it from any other angles that anybody has mentioned here – d/b/a or anything.  That was a thought, but that wasn’t the driving force.  The driving force was, ‘We’re creating a whole new brand, a new image, a new everything.’  So to be most successful with this new brand, this new image, this new everything new, and in terms of everything was …”

Dave noted that the rewrite will be new and said this will be a good opportunity to include verbiage on how to alleviate pressures on the respective municipalities in light of the recently passed State of Wisconsin’s biennial budget, which includes a change in statutes that states room tax dollars will be distributed to local tourism entities.

Shawn said, “It’s really the will of this group.  We’ve had some great advisors from everything from Governance to Budget to you name it that has added their influence into this. But it’s really this group that makes this decision.”

Sean addressed the second part (interim director) and said the group believes having an interim director in place on January 1, 2016 is important.  Shawn said the members of the group left it up to the group of the regional tourism entity going forward to obtain more details.  The interim director would “get the feelings of the communities melded together.”

____ asked about possibly choosing a qualified interim director immediately so he/she can obtain as much information from Dave as possible.  _____ pointed out that doing so would help the staff avoid several transitions such as Dave’s retirement on January 1, 2016, working for an interim director and then working for a new director.

Shawn said, “Again, the thought process was looking at it in terms of the brand and the community and the entity.  That’s what we were tasked with, so we were looking at it from that standpoint and felt that an interim leader to get all of the communities’ feedback from a neutral standpoint and not somebody that necessarily is going to be associated with long term was the best for this entity.”

Mayor Kabat said the new entity will have a new Board of Directors, and the new board presumably will hire the new director.  Mayor Kabat said he assumes that this afternoon the steering committee will adopt the recommendations, and from there will go before boards and commissions in each municipality to be modified.  Mayor Kabat said, “It almost seems to me that in tandem we could be looking to create whatever this new board is going to be because they’re going to be the ones to hire a director.  If we could get that all done within relatively within the next few months, I guess there’s nothing stopping us from doing the national search for a director of this new organization.  If it coincides that we could get somebody on board and still take advantage of the crossover between what Dave is doing, that would be ideal.”

Shawn said, “That was discussed, and it was just a time issue.  We didn’t think that in that short of an interim when we were combining and starting and just kind of getting things going that a national search at that point … That gave us some time, and it also brought in some new influence, too.”

Brent noted that the executive director in La Crosse is in charge of the staff and said he believes some individuals who hold this position become uneasy when faced with the possibility of working for an interim director.  Brent said he believes an interim director’s primary duties should be to bring together all the communities and stated, “The day-to-day and running of the shop still, I think until we merge these things and get them going together, will still be run as usual. … Like [Mayor Kabat] said, I think we should really be concentrating on what this new board is going to look like and how we’re going to put this together. … I think the other most important thing is how we’re going to get to these bylaws to get them put in.  I’d really like to see something move forward on that sooner than later.”

Dave noted he had written some bylaws approximately 18 months ago that he thought were conceptual.  Dave also noted that he had spoken to some of his peers from around the state and said one of the ways their boards are structured is if a community contributes between zero and $250,000 to the organization it has one person appointed to the board.  Communities that contribute between $250,000 and $500,000 have two individuals appointed to the board, and communities that contribute more than $500,000 have three representatives (this is the limit).  The board also consists of 10 community members who might be restaurant owners, hoteliers, bankers or individuals with a marketing background.  This structure guarantees that every community is represented on the board.  Dave also said he believes it would be unfair to both the La Crosse and Onalaska staffs to hire an interim director for three months and then hire a permanent director.  Dave said, “There are ways to do this without doing an interim director.”

Brent said he believes an interim director’s lone purpose should be to “draw this together.”

Shawn said the working group did not believe it was feasible to finish everything in terms of months.  This is why its members had suggested hiring an interim director.

Erik welcomed discussion on what Shawn had presented and said committee can discuss how they want to proceed.  Erik said the committee then could discuss Item 5 and decide whether to address it today or another day.

Mayor Chilsen suggested that the committee make the amendments to the White Document today, approve it and move it forward.

Erik asked the committee for its input regarding the 501(c)(6) organization and whether to start over or do a d/b/a with the current setup.

Shawn said the working group had discussed both forming a new organization and doing a d/b/a if dissolving the current organization proved to be challenging.  Shawn suggested perhaps including verbiage for both options in the White Document and allowing the next group to “take it a little bit further.”

Chris said he believes it is important to have “something solid” to present.

Erik said, “I think it’s more realistic if we want to move this forward that we go with the d/b/a.  With that being said, I think it would be in the best interest of all the communities that we do our best to present it in a manner that despite the fact that we’re taking the existing that we are going to always, in our best interests, be in the best interest of all the communities.”

Nancy noted that concerns had been raised over the LACVB and Onalaska Tourism Visitor Guides, which are due out by January 1, and asked if a joint venture between La Crosse and Onalaska will be feasible.

Those in attendance stated that the process already has begun.

Brent said he agrees with Erik’s suggestion, adding he believes the process will become more confusing and expensive if another route is taken.  Brent said, “This will be a good starting point to come in with, to keep rolling.”  Brent also said he does not want a new organization to have to redo existing contracts.

Motion by Chris, second by Brent, to proceed as a 501(c)(6) with the current organization doing business as the new entity, with the understanding that this entity will in every possible manner work in the best interests of all the communities and the stakeholders involved.

On voice vote, motion carried.

Erik asked for feedback regarding hiring an interim director.

Nancy asked how an interim director would be paid.

Erik said, “I think we’re putting ourselves in another position where we’re putting this committee responsible for that person because at this time there’s no steering committee.  The other element is, who’s paying for it?”

Chris inquired about what type of timeframe each local government is seeking for a possible assignment of a Board of Directors.

Mayor Kabat noted that because the City of La Crosse already has a nonprofit CVB in place it does not have to go before the Common Council.  Mayor Kabat said the CVB would have to modify its bylaws and create a new Board of Directors.  Mayor Kabat said the White Document will need to be shared with the Common Council once it has been edited and has gone through the public meeting process.  Mayor Kabat noted that the CVB will be making the changes and asked Chris how quickly the bylaws can be modified to come up with a new Board of Directors based on the recommendations of the steering committee.  Mayor Kabat said he assumes that then the new Board of Directors could be appointed and then begin the process of hiring a director.

Erik asked Mayor Kabat if the City of La Crosse will need to decide where room tax dollars will be directed.

Mayor Kabat noted that the room tax and the CVB are two separate issues and said what he hopes to do with the City of La Crosse Common Council based on the state law changes is to, in essence, have a piece of legislation that goes through the Common Council and identifies how much will be directed to La Crosse’s General Fund and how much will be utilized for tourism.  This way, the new CVB would know what to expect from a budget standpoint.

Nancy asked Mayor Kabat how much time will be involved with this process.

Mayor Kabat said room tax allocation will be done as part of the budget process and added, “There’s no delay on our part.”

Mayor Chilsen noted that the City of Onalaska’s Tourism Commission will remain in place and said the city will need to add some ordinances.

Erik estimated that the process will take two months.

Shawn noted all the communities have asked that listening sessions be held.

Brent asked Dave, “Do you think we can get this restructured by the end of August and get it in front of both Mayors so they can look at it?”

Dave said yes.

Mayor Chilsen said that if the White Document is passed this afternoon he and Mayor Kabat can begin working together.

Dave said that if the LACVB wanted to change its bylaws it could introduce something and adopt it at its August meeting.  Dave said it would become the new CVB 30 days later and come September there could be a new Board of Directors that includes representatives from the Village of West Salem, Village of Holmen, Town of Campbell, City of Onalaska and City of La Crosse.  Dave said it is possible the new entity could be operational before Oktoberfest.  Dave said that if both Mayor Kabat and Mayor Chilsen are willing to accept his thoughts on writing the bylaws and the board is willing to accept them he could have the bylaws ready in one week.  Dave also said he is willing to create an organizational chart that would encompass both sets of staff.  Dave said, “I think there’s plenty of work to do that we could merge the two staffs that currently exist.  There’s plenty of work and plenty of duties that we can divide up and have that done.”

Dave said he believes a search for a director could begin in October, and the new board would be ready to hire a director.

Shawn said, “I think one of the questions is Onalaska’s Common Council and the timeline and the thought processes there.  I think that’s going to be the question mark as to the timeliness of this.”

_____ said, “Based on that timeline you really would need an interim and you could look for a director that had the skills to pull everyone together and to lead the staff into the transition.”

Dave said he has received emails asking when the recruitment process will begin.

Shawn asked that caution be exercised regarding the timeline as there still are questions that need to be answered.

_____ said it will be even more crucial to find a director if the timeline moves to late October or November.

Mayor Kabat said he does not know if it is necessary to detail ‘interim’ in the White Document and stated, “If the recommendation is we’re going to modify the current structure of the CVB and create this county/regional entity, it’s going to be up to that board to hire the new director.  And if the timing works out where you don’t have somebody ready to start on January 4, it’s up to that board to [hire] an interim [director] or something like that.  This group here really can’t tie the hands of the new board.  The new board is going to have to make that decision.”

Shawn said that instead of the committee putting down in the White Document that there will or won’t be a director, this language will be deleted and the next board will decide on a director based on the timeline.

Erik said he believes the best way to phrase a motion is that a new Board of Directors will decide the status of the director position, whether it be permanent or interim.

Motion by Chris, second by Brent, to direct the new Board of Directors to decide the status—interim or permanent – of the director position.

On voice vote, motion carried.

Brent asked if the document can include language affirming that current employees will be retaining their jobs.

Mayor Chilsen offered to meet with the staffs of both the LACVB and Onalaska Tourism.

A suggestion was made that both Mayor Chilsen and Mayor Kabat meet with both staffs.

Mayor Kabat said the steering committee can recommend that the staff be retained.

Motion by Brent, second by Nancy, to include a statement that says the intent of the new CVB is to retain all current staff employed in all the communities involved.

On voice vote, motion carried.

Brent noted that organizations have to join to become a member of the LACVB, while all parties in the City of Onalaska already are a part of Onalaska Tourism.  Brent said he likes Onalaska’s all-inclusive format that does not impose membership dues.  Brent said, “I think they should be represented and be part of it.  It isn’t that crucial of an income to run the Convention and Visitors Centers.  I’d like to adapt more of Onalaska … and maybe that’s the new board.”

Shawn said once the minutes have been released he will communicate with Peter Hughes and ensure that the committee has the final White Document with the changes that were made today.

Item 5 – Approval of White Document

Motion by Nancy, second by Chris, to approve the White Document as amended on July 24, 2015.

On voice vote, motion carried.

Item 6 – Next steps and timeline

Erik said that once the revisions have been completed a final copy of the White Document will be distributed and committee members can review it individually.

Adjournment

Motion by Brent, second by Susan, to adjourn at 1:00 p.m.

On voice vote, motion carried.


Recorded By:

Kirk Bey
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