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LITTLE ROCK - For the first time ever, in 2006 the Arkansas tourism industry contributed more than $5 billion in spending to the state economy. 

Tourism in Arkansas grew by 9 percent, the highest rate of growth since 1980 and more than twice the rate of growth for tourism spending in the entire United States.
A strong tourism industry is important in Arkansas because almost 63,000 people are employed in travel-related jobs. Their total annual payroll is more than $1.1 billion.
The state Parks and Tourism Department promotes Arkansas tourism, using revenue from a 2 percent sales tax levied exclusively on tourist-related items and activities. The department buys television commercials and magazine advertisements, and relies on market surveys to make the best use of its money. 

For example, to best promote Arkansas tourism in the fall the Parks and Tourism Department places ads in cities to the south, where the landscapes do not have the beautiful fall colors found in Arkansas.

Creating an emotional response in potential vacationers is the strategy of the summer advertising campaign. One method is to showcase the state's natural beauty and its outdoor activities, in vivid contrast to the stress of modern workplaces. Other ads show families playing together and reconnecting with loved ones, thus making memories they will cherish a long time.
Ads for Arkansas tourism emphasize the healthy benefits of an active, outdoors vacation. This approach is effective with Americans of all ages who are becoming more health conscious. 

Surveys indicate that Americans have become very sophisticated about choosing vacation destinations. In response, the Arkansas Parks and Tourism Department has worked hard to take advantage of the Internet.
The department's web site is prominently featured in all of the promotional material distributed and broadcast by the Arkansas tourism department. Arkansas tourism sites on the Internet had a 49 percent increase in traffic last year. 
Technology allows the department to analyze the effectiveness of its web sites. Last year the Parks and Tourism web site linked 2.5 million Net surfers to Arkansas hotels, restaurants, amusement parks, museums, marinas, galleries and other tourist-related businesses. That was an increase of 138 percent over 2005. 

People "visiting" Arkansas Internet sites printed off more than 3.3 million pages of information about the state's tourism attractions.
The 2 percent tourism tax generated $11 million last year, a 9 percent increase. The busiest month for tourism was June, when it brought in more than $1.2 million. July was a close second. 
Tourism spending amounts in May, August, September and October are nearly equal. About $1 million in tourism taxes are generated in each of those months.
January and December are the slowest months for tourism. Each month generates just over $600,000 in tourism taxes.
Before the legislature approved the tourism tax, the Parks and Tourism Department could only afford small ads in a few magazines and no television. Now, the state buys full page ads in national and regional magazines,  as well as television spots. Also, the tax pays for the tourism web site and a toll-free 1-800 number.
