
PAUL ANTHONY PEPE 
Manager, Tourism Thunder Bay

TOURISM THUNDER BAY 
Whalen Building  |  34 North Cumberland St.  |  Suite 701 
Thunder Bay, ON  |  P7A 4L4

A PART OF CORPORATE STRATEGIC SERVICES  
City of Thunder Bay 
Director: Karen Lewis

visitthunderbay.com



A GUIDING DOCUMENT TO PROPEL 
THUNDER BAY’S TOURISM PRODUCT 

DEVELOPMENT LANDSCAPE FORWARD

DRAFT

2017 - 2021



1 P R O D U C T  D E V E L O P M E N T  G U I D I N G  D O C U M E N T

PRODUCT DEVELOPMENT GUIDING DOCUMENT
The foundation of Thunder Bay’s successful tourism economy is 
rooted in quality, relevant visitor experiences and products that 
meet the evolving tastes of consumers. 

 
Tourism Thunder Bay’s vision 
positions Thunder Bay as  
Canada’s Premier Outdoor City
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The vision capitalizes upon the strengths and 
unique selling propositions of Thunder Bay as 
a city. The city, with a population of 120 000, is 
the largest community on the world’s largest 
freshwater lake. It’s bordered by the world’s 
largest contiguous boreal forest and is a hub to a 
region of over 523 000 square kilometers and over 
150 000 lakes and rivers. 

Water features very prominently in our identity as 
does a connection to the natural environment for 
subsistence, transportation and shelter. Weaving 
the city’s urban cultural and culinary experiences 
into our intimate connection to our natural 
environment is the foundation of our tourism 
strategy.

Culturally, the city is built upon an 
Indigenous cultural foundation that spans 
thousands of years, with strong, largely European, 
immigrant influences and, most recently, increased 
global immigration influences, primarily from 
Southeast Asia. 

Visitors travel for an experience or a collection 
of experiences, and their travel motivations are 
guided by experiences that match their own 
personal interests.

Understanding best bet consumer segments 
to Northern Ontario is an essential element 
of focusing product development priorities. 
Knowing why visitors come to our city and region 
is critical to helping guide investments that 
are economically sustainable and/or acting as 
community economic catalysts.
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In 2014, Northwest Ontario welcomed 2 054 600 visitors from across Canada, 
the US and around the world. These visitors spend a combined $481.3 million 
on experiences including angling, hunting, boating, events, culture, culinary, 
corporate and sport events.

61% of US travellers and 58% of Canadian travellers seek out an outdoor 
experience as a travel motivator. Northwest Ontario’s abundance of natural 
environment, parks and protected areas aligns with the outdoor experience 
seeker. In 2014:

61% of US 
travellers 
and 58% of 
Canadian 
travellers 
seek out an outdoor 
experience as a 
travel motivator. 

465 900  enjoyed the angling experiences

406 000  visitors experienced boating in all forms

308 000  came to visit family and friends

258 000  went camping

192 000  explored hiking trails 

139 900  experienced a provincial or national park 

90 000  visited a historic site

84 000  attended a conference

55 800  participated in a sport event

44 400  attended a fair or festival 

42 000  participated in a cycling activity

35 600  went snowmobiling

Leisure
In alignment with Ontario Tourism Marketing Partnership’s 2017-2020 
Northern Marketing strategy, four major Explorer Quotient profiles of visitors 
are identified as best bet segments to gear product development toward.

CONNECTED EXPLORERS 
Looking to escape, connected explorers are youthful (18-34), travel without 
children and enjoy authentic experiences. They are committed to expanding 
their horizons through travel with a strong interest in adventure and the 
outdoors, and a desire to escape from the everyday. 

UP-AND-COMING EXPLORERS 
Young affluent families looking to explore and learn as a family; this group 
includes a high percentage of visible minorities and immigrants who are 
looking to explore attractions, adventure and the outdoors, starting closer  
to home.
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International Trade to Northern Ontario remains 
small as a traditional percentage of overall visitation 
but is showing moderate year to year growth, 
fueled by increased recent investments by the local, 
regional and provincial marketing agencies. 

Tourism Northern Ontario has aligned with 
appropriate Destination Canada Explorers Quotient 
EQ consumer segments that demonstrate interest 
in Northern Ontario products and experiences. As a 
result, they have identified three target EQ segments:

• FREE SPIRITS

• CULTURAL EXPLORERS

• AUTHENTIC EXPERIENCERS

In 2016, Tourism Thunder Bay 
provided support to over 132 
tourism establishments, events  
and organizations 

Product is diverse and encompasses an extremely 
wide range of visitor experiences from seasonal 
sole-proprietor tour operators to attractions, 
culinary and cultural experiences, events and large 
scale capital infrastructure investments to support 
sport and conference.

In 2016, Tourism Northern Ontario released a 
Product Development Strategy to identify best bet, 
secondary and ancillary product opportunities 
most suited to Northern Ontario’s geography and 
proximity to source markets.

KNOWLEDGE SEEKERS 
Couples aged 55 plus who are nearing retirement, 
knowledge seekers are empty nesters looking to 
expand their minds through cultural experiences 
and understanding the places they visit.

NATURE LOVERS 
Families with kids have a passion for 
experiencing the great outdoors together. 
Travel for them is all about exploring new, 
undiscovered places off the beaten path and 
looking to be dazzled by awe-inspiring nature.
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TOURISM PRODUCT CAN BE CATEGORIZED ALONG 
TWO STREAMS.

DESTINATION DRIVERS 
These experiences are the major motivators by 
which consumers will choose a destination. Angling 
and wilderness paddling experiences are two such 
destination drivers most notable within Northwest 
Ontario. Within the urban context, corporate and sport 
events are destination drivers as participants, officials 
and family members choose Thunder Bay to attend a 
specific event. 

Thunder Bay is a gateway city or base camp to over 650 
regional angling lodges, 150 000 lakes and rivers, three 
of the world’s most renowned paddling provincial parks, 
one major National Wilderness Park and one proposed 
National Marine Conservation Area. Thunder Bay is 
also the closest international air gateway to Isle Royale 
National Park, a world renowned US National Park 
located on Lake Superior.

TRIP ENHANCERS 
These represent the vast majority of visitor experiences 
and product in the urban context. Typically smaller in 
capital investment, these attractions serve a critical 
role in extending a visitor’s length of stay and economic 
yield within the community. Trip enhancers include 
most historical and cultural attractions, events, 
culinary experiences, retail, guiding services, and other 
experiences. For example, encouraging each visitor to 
the community to spend an additional $20 on a culinary 
experience alone increases total visitor spend by $11 
million annually and supports 286 jobs.

Product development encompasses a number of large 
and small-scale, public and private elements.

Major and Destination Attractions
These are large scale manufactured and natural attractions that have the potential to be destination 
drivers or strong value-added experiences. Examples of current and proposed major destination 
attractions include:

EXISTING 

Fort William Historical Park
Ontario Parks and Parks Canada Assets
Prince Arthur’s Landing 
Municipal Parks Assets

PROPOSED

Thunder Bay Event Centre
New Thunder Bay Art Gallery
Sport Tourism Infrastructure 
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Trip Enhancer 
Attraction Support
Private and public sector 
attractions that on their own 
will not motivate a consumer to 
make the visit to Thunder Bay, 
but rather enhance the length of 
their stay and the economic yield 
of their visit. 

Destination and Trip 
Enhancer Events
Thunder Bay’s event landscape 
has expanded considerably in 
recent years to offer a broader 
array of strong value added 
experiences for visitors to the 
community.

Sport Tourism 
Development
Sport tourism is a significant 
economic driver to the city of 
Thunder Bay and surrounding 
communities. Thunder Bay’s 
sport tourism infrastructure 
varies in terms of bid readiness 
across all sport sectors, with 
most facilities capable of 
regional- or provincial-level 
events. Infrastructure specific 
to cross country skiing and 
baseball are notable examples 
of facilities capable of national 
and international levels of play.

Convention 
Development
Thunder Bay’s convention and 
corporate market is a significant 
economic driver for the local 
accommodation, culinary, live 
music, transportation and 
corporate supply chain sectors. 

Travel Trade 
Development
Travel Trade is the development 
of strategies and industry 
education to position Thunder 
Bay and regional destination 
drivers into the international 
travel resale streams. Meeting 
the needs of global consumers, 
making investments to attract 
new markets and support 
capacity building among industry 
partners to be trade ready.

Alignment with 
Regional and 
Provincial Priorities
In early 2017, Tourism Northern 
Ontario completed seven 
individual product development 
priority reports based on the 
conclusions of the 2016 Product 
Development Strategy:

• CYCLING DEVELOPMENT

• CULINARY TOURISM 
DEVELOPMENT

• FESTIVAL AND EVENT 
DEVELOPMENT

• GATEWAY CITY 
DEVELOPMENT

• WINTER TOURISM 
DEVELOPMENT

• INTERNATIONAL TRAVEL 
TRADE

• ANGLING DEVELOPMENT 
AND ENHANCEMENT

In addition, The Ministry 
of Tourism has announced 
significant investments in 
strategies that positively 
impact tourism development in 
Northern Ontario. The recently 
released CycleON cycling 
strategy is one such example 
of a strategy to support local 
product development.
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Tourism Thunder Bay Product 
Development Focus 2017-2020
To best serve the needs of an extensive 
tourism industry client base exceeding 1 300 
partners, Tourism Thunder Bay has identified 
a number of short- and medium-term roles 
that deliver the highest impact for industry 
development. These include:

• PROVIDING ADVISORY SERVICES TO 
PRIVATE AND PUBLIC SECTOR EVENT 
AND ATTRACTION STAKEHOLDERS

• PARTICIPATING IN A MULTI-AGENCY 
APPROACH TO TOURISM DEVELOPMENT 

• PROVIDING ACCESS TO RESEARCH 
TOOLS AND CHANNELS

• CONDUCTING INDUSTRY AND 
COMMUNITY OUTREACH AND 
EDUCATION 

• MONITORING INDUSTRY PERFORMANCE 
AND COLLECTING DATA 
A critical element in evidence-based decision 
making required to support sustainable tourism 
development. Tourism Thunder Bay will continue 
to report on monthly key performance indicators 
and share data with industry, media and 

administration

Partnerships 

A successful product development program results from 
the development of partnerships. 
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External Partners
• Association des francophones du Nord-

Ouest de l’Ontario (AFNOO)

• Business Development Bank of  
Canada (BDC)

• Community Economic Development 
Commission (CEDC)

• Confederation College

• Economic Developers Council of  
Ontario (EDCO)

• FedNor

• Fort William First Nation 
FORT WILLIAM HISTORICAL PARK 

INVESTMENT DEVELOPMENT OFFICE

• Lakehead University

• Matawa Tribal Council

• Ministry of Tourism, Culture and Sport

• Nishnawbe Aski Nation

• Northern Ontario Heritage Fund 
Corporation (NOHFC)

• Ontario Parks 
ONTARIO TOURISM MARKETING  
PARTNERSHIP CORPORATION

• Parks Canada

• Thunder Bay Chamber of Commerce

• Thunder Bay Hotel Association

• Thunder Bay International Airport Authority

• Thunder Bay Port Authority

• Thunder Bay Ventures

• Tourism Northern Ontario

Internal COTB Partners
Tourism impacts almost every single municipal 
department in one form or another. It is important to 
recognize and engage other municipal departments. 

Tourism Thunder Bay is part of Corporate Strategic 
Services, and recognizes and engages with the 
following Divisions and Sections that contribute to 
the development of Tourism product:

• ACTIVE TRANSPORTATION

• ARCHIVES

• CORPORATE COMMUNICATIONS

• CULTURE AND RECREATION

• ENGINEERING

• FACILITIES

• LEGAL SERVICES

• PARKS AND OPEN SPACES

• PROTECTIVE SERVICES

• ROADS
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CYCLE TOURISM

• Collaborate with the community’s BMX,  
fat tire, road and mountain bike partners to 
enhance riding experiences through improved 
trail development and sport hosting bid 
advisory services

CULINARY TOURISM 

• Collaborate with community culinary, market, 
producer and education partners to further  
define the terroir—or taste—of Thunder Bay 
through hosting culinary tourism education 
forums and supporting events and collaboration 
among partners

• Actively engage with the Culinary Tourism 
Alliance as a member

TRAILS

• Collaborate with and participate in Active 
Transportation trail development and 
wayfinding initiatives

• Advise on trail infrastructure development 
for leisure and sport

• Continue to participate in and advise on 
Kinghorn trail potential development

• Participate in Path of the Paddle water 
trail development

WINTER TOURISM

• Work with key stakeholders in winter sport 
and recreation development to advise on new 
and expanding offerings

• Host a winter tourism round table to explore 
opportunities to further develop a wider range 
of winter visitor experiences

• Improve collaborative opportunities with 
the local and regional snowmobile clubs to 
expand trail connectivity and event hosting

EVENT DEVELOPMENT AND 
ENHANCEMENT

• Provide advisory services to new and 
expanding event organizers to expand event 
offerings

• Collaborate with Events Services (Culture and 
Recreation) on education forums to assist 
event organizers in expanding events to meet 
emerging consumer expectations

LIGHTHOUSE TOURISM

• Provide advisory services to Canadian 
Lighthouses of Lake Superior Inc. to develop 
marketable lighthouse stay experiences 

2017-2020 PRODUCT 
DEVELOPMENT PRIORITIES



ROCK AND ICE CLIMBING

• Support and advise efforts by local rock 
and ice climbing guides, retailers, indoor 
climbing centres and clubs to map and 
create new routes and experiences, 
and position the area as a world-class 
climbing destination

SCUBA TOURISM

• Advise efforts of local SCUBA community 
to map and mark the most accessible of 
the many ship wrecks near Thunder Bay

• Participate in regional SCUBA diving 
destination tourism development

TOURING 

• Partner with Heart of the Continent 
binational touring route 

• Enhance Ride Lake Superior motorcycle 
tourism program 

• Partner with Lake Superior Circle Tour

• Develop Ride Northwest Ontario on 
highway and adventure motorcycle route 

• Develop ATV touring route and support 
event advisory with regional partners

• Continue to engage in cruise shipping 
development through Cruise Ontario

SPORT TOURISM  

• Develop sport tourism plan for  
single sport games

• Participate in Multi-Sport Games 
Committee to evaluate opportunities  
and support bidding efforts

• Provide advisory services to local  
single sport organizations

• Participate actively in the Canadian  
Sport Tourism Congress

• Assist in the preparation and enhancement 
of sport bid documents and promotional 
tools for local sport stakeholders

• Continue supporting Staal  
Foundation Open

9 P R O D U C T  D E V E L O P M E N T  G U I D I N G  D O C U M E N T
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INTERNATIONAL TRAVEL TRADE

• Act in capacity of broker for Tourism 
Excellence North programs through  
Tourism Northern Ontario

• Participate in Rendezvous Canada – 
international travel trade annual network

• Participate in American Bus Association 
(ABA) events

• Participate in Ontario Motor Coach 
Association (OMCA) events

• Provide advisory services to prospective 
travel trade inclined industry partners

• Recommend local and regional attractions 
for annual Ontario and Canadian Signature 
Experience Designation

ATTRACTION DEVELOPMENT

• Provide advisory services to private and 
public new and expanding attraction 
operators

• Coordinate “one window” approach to 
connecting attraction developers to public 
sector funding stakeholders

• Initial liaison between industry partners and 
Northern Ontario Heritage Fund Corporation, 
Investment Development Office, Nishnawbe 
Aski Development Fund, and Industry 
Canada

• Develop process for objectively evaluating 
municipal/financial support to seed new 
attraction development

LARGE-SCALE CAPITAL COMMUNITY 
PRIORITY PROJECTS

• Provide advisory services and access to 
research tools and data as requested

• Participate in working groups and project 
development committees

CONVENTION DEVELOPMENT

• Attract new provincial and national corporate 
events through bid support and advisory 
services to local community and industry bid 
coordinators

• Continue the new corporate event financial 
incentive program

• Collaborate with Fort William First Nation 
and regional Indigenous leadership 
organizations, education, business and life 
science partners to position Thunder Bay 
as a centre of choice for hosting global 
Indigenous corporate events

• Collaborate with Thunder Bay 
Accommodation partners in identifying 
emerging trends and bid opportunities
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CULTURAL TOURISM 

• Collaborate with local and regional Indigenous 
communities and partners to support culturally 
appropriate authentic Indigenous cultural 
experiences and build regional economic 
community capacity

• Collaborate with Indigenous community 
partners to support the development 
and delivery of Indigenous cultural 
education programs for local 
tourism stakeholders with an 
objective of improving hosting of 
regional Indigenous visitors to the 
community

• Collaborate with the Thunder Bay 
Chamber of Commerce, local live 
entertainment venues and other partners 
to enhance live music opportunities

DIGITAL COMMERCE 

• Facilitate the sourcing and launch of digital 
commerce tools for stakeholders

• Provide industry education 

• Nurture packaging opportunities in alignment 
with Travel Industry Council of Ontario (TICO) 
guidelines

• Report financial results of e-commerce 
channels

EVIDENCE-BASED RESEARCH

• Collect and report on key performance 
indicators including: 

• Visitor centre usage
• Border crossing 
• Hotel performance
• Attraction performance
• Event performance 
• Airport performance 
• Regional economic travel profile
• Sport Tourism Economic Impact Modeling 

(STEAM) for all sport events
• Tourism Regional Economic Impact 

Modeling (TREIM) for corporate events 
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DEVELOPMENT OFFICER 
Responsible for:

• Sport bid development

• Small business liaison

• Touring development

• E-commerce solution management

• Wayfinding

• Sector working group (cycling,  
trails, touring)

HUMAN RESOURCES
Tourism Thunder Bay expends considerable effort and investment in product development. The organization 
is a respected local and regional source for product development guidance, research and collaboration. 

In 2016, Tourism Thunder Bay assisted over 
132 local tourism stakeholders and an additional  
38 Northwest regional tourism stakeholders with  
respect to product development and enhancements.

Currently product development focus is primarily undertaken by two of  
the department’s positions.

MANAGER OF TOURISM 
Responsible for:

• Coordination of product 
development plans and priorities

• International travel trade 
development

• Providing external review of 
tourism business plans and funding 
applications

• Coordination of multi stakeholder 
relations

• Coordination of product 
development outreach initiatives

• Representation on Cruise Ontario, 
Great Lakes Cruising Coalition, 
Tourism Northern Ontario, Northern 
Ontario Multi Modal Committee, 
and Confederation College Tourism 
Curriculum Advisory Committee

• Sector representation on touring, 
power sports, international travel 
trade working groups

• Ride Lake Superior development



13 P R O D U C T  D E V E L O P M E N T  G U I D I N G  D O C U M E N T

 FUNDING RESOURCES
Tourism Thunder Bay will act as liaison with 
various capital funding providers to connect 
product development opportunities with potential 
funding resources. Financial resources include:

• Northern Ontario Heritage Fund 
Corporation (NOHFC)

• Industry Canada - FedNor

• Tourism Northern Ontario Partnership 
Program

• Investment Development Office

• Business Development Bank

• Traditional Lenders

 
Destination Management Tax
The inclusion of a provincially tourism tax on 
accommodation providers in the 2017-2018 
provincial budget provides the possibility of a 
new revenue tool to fund product development 
initiatives within Thunder Bay. Subject to council’s 
approval to proceed, the tool is expected to 
generate significant funding annually for tourism 
development support that could include:

• Sport and corporate event bid support 
and hosting 

• Financial capital investments in large 
scale community tourism infrastructure

• Cultural event development and  
ongoing support

• Financial support program to incubate 
new product development
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