Economic Development Article for 6/7/07
The Summer Tourist Season is Here
With few exceptions, retailers, galleries, lodging and food establishments in Taos have had a rough winter and spring.  Sales are down, tourist count is down, and expenses are up.  Not a good trend.  There are spurts of activity on some weekends but for many businesses it seems the challenge remains to sustain a healthy and profitable enterprise.

There is no clear, single answer to this challenge.  The local economy that for the most part has grown around tourism for the past several decades is vulnerable to the changing dynamics of the tourist market.  When planning a vacation, families no longer go exclusively to a travel agent or read an ad – they go to the internet.  If you have ever surfed the web for a vacation idea, you know there are thousands of options available both domestically and internationally.  The result is a dilution of the market with fewer people choosing any given destination.

Then there is the cost of travel.  According to tourist profiles, people are looking for vacation options closer to home and are watching vacation budgets carefully.  Add to this the concerns many have about the instability of our international relationships, the falling dollar, and other rising costs.  The result is a direct impact on the number of people traveling and the money spent on vacation.

So what can we do locally to prop up our businesses?  One thing we can do is make a stay in Taos an exceptional experience for anyone who does visit.  This starts with simple hospitality.  A beginning step has been taken to introduce a hospitality training program in Taos. This needs to be activated and sustained.  Visitors need to see a smile and a welcoming attitude wherever they go in the region.

We need to have a pleasant atmosphere on the streets and walkways.  The Taos Project has over the past few years accomplished several beautification projects in the Historic District.  This effort needs to be expanded to every shop and business.  Shop owners can do their own beautification project by perhaps putting out hanging baskets of flowers, or simply sweeping the sidewalk.  Many shops and buildings do in fact have nice garden areas but more can be done.

The Plaza merchants are working with the Town Manager and Public Works Director to address key concerns regarding the Plaza area.  Maintenance of the Plaza is one issue.  The pressure of parking meters on tourists is another.  Safety, traffic noise, delivery trucks, and drainage problems are other concerns.  Specific recommendations and solutions are being developed for presentation to Town management in the next week or so.  All of these issues directly affect the experience a tourist has when visiting Taos.

The point is that people talk and share experiences with others back home.  We want folks to have positive reflections that will stimulate others to visit the Taos region.  Visitors to Taos when they leave have the potential of being the best ambassadors money can buy.  We need to treat every visitor as we would a guest in our home.

Of course we need to continue marketing Taos to the outside world.  Traditionally this has been mostly through print media.  In the last few years, more and more digital media is being used through a variety of web sites.  Digital media is becoming the front line of marketing impact and needs to be embraced collectively throughout the Taos region.  There are some new and innovative ways to use digital media to market either companies or entire regions.  This is where the marketing dollars of this region should be placed.

Yes, the summer tourist season is here.  Put a smile on, Taos. Put the welcome mat out.  Have a great summer!  
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