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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Major Findings

1.

Wells County is well on its way to building a strong infrastructure for leisure,
recreation, and tourism. The questions remain to decide what the priorities are and
whether to create institutions to support them or rely on a laissez-faire approach.
Wells County has something to offer those inside the county and outside the county,
and every effort should be made to make it easy to find interesting things to do in the
county for the benefit of the locals and to encourage visitors to stay and spend more
time and money in the county.

Wells County has some potential to attract visitors, as some other rural places have
done (see Appendix for some examples). It is just a matter of finding the right way of
attracting visitors and encouraging them to stay longer in Wells County and spend

money in the county.

. Wells County residents have a desire for more things to do, according to the findings

of the survey and discussions with residents during the site visit. Facilities and
events for locals can also be utilized for visitors, but primarily, facilities and activities
should be designed with the ultimate goal of increasing the quality of life for the
residents of the county.

Wells County has two major economic hubs. One is the Bluffton/State Park area and
the other is Ossian. The major hub (Bluffton/State Park) is what visitors will find most
interesting because the State Park is highly developed and it has close proximity to
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the biggest town in the county (and it needs amenities to encourage visitors to stay
and spend money), although Ossian has potential for general economic
development.

6. There is an impressive volunteer spirit and sense of community service in the
population in Wells County, something that should be seen as an asset of the
county.

7. There is a demand for the development of Bluffton, specifically to create leisure
opportunities for locals and visitors. Many notice the lack of restaurants and
pleasant/interesting shops in Bluffton. There appears to be a substantial latent
demand for quality food, brewpubs, and ice cream parlors in Bluffton, as locals
frequently lament the poor food choices in the county and Bluffton, in particular.

8. There are a great number of facilities available to the local population already but
there is also a demand for more facilities that may be larger and offer different
activities, or something that may be used for facilities for substantial sports meetups.
However, because of the small local population and distance from major population
hubs, it is very risky to invest in something largescale, such as Yeadon dome' that
would enable 12 month a year indoor sports but cost one and a half million dollars or
so, depending on the size chosen. Smaller scale facilities are less risky financially

and politically, but admittedly have more limitations in terms of potential usage.

! https://www.yeadondomes.com/
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9. There is demand for more development north of the river in Bluffton. There may be
some logic to developing more baseball/softball facilities there to attract visitors for
sports events.

10.The local population values the Public Library and it obviously improves the quality
of life of the residents. There may be a way to make this institution relevant to
visitors driving through the county.

11. The county is not on a major thoroughfare or in a catchment area in which it could
expect a great deal of casual visitors to come. The only natural flow of potential
visitors are the snowbirds who visit the State Park. Encouraging those visitors to
stay a bit longer in the county would be helpful for local businesses, especially those
providing quality food and some entertainment.

12.The Street Fair is the mega-event for the county that pulls in dollars from many
visitors and enhances the quality of life of the locals. There are smaller events and
series of events that also contribute to the quality of life of the locals, but what is
missing are events that are attractive enough to outsiders to make them come out of
their way to visit the county.

13. There is history and culture in Wells County, but it needs to be developed
intentionally to make locals aware and proud, creating a sense of identity.

14. The History Museum is noble and has excellent potential. To make it more attractive
to visitors, some interpretation and modern enhancements should be put in place,
especially to make the museum attractive to younger visitors.
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15. The KOA camping grounds is a problem. While KOA is part of the network of
camping, it currently is mostly used as housing for low-income populations and
travelling labor working on projects in Wells County. Its proximity to the facility in the
State Park means it is in competition with a more pleasant camping facility in a state
park. How to make it more attractive to visitors is a challenge, although the
management seems to make serious attempts to attract a different clientele. It may

remain a venue to cater to the groups that it currently serves.
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Recommendations

1.

Create a Tourism Authority: An authority with responsibility for tourism and
leisure/recreation development is needed. What form such an authority takes, is a

strategic question that should not be taken lightly.

. Institute an Innkeeper’s Tax: While no one likes paying taxes, a modest tax that

will largely exclude the local electorate but not dissuade people from staying in Wells
County could help support the tourism authority created.

Make it Easy to Find Information: A central authority that could disseminate
information about what there is to do and see in Wells County would enable those
who are interested to easily find out what is happening and what there is to see and
do. A website with up-to-date information about events, restaurants, and attractions
would be useful to locals and visitors. A free map would do the same. Social media
should be able to do the same. A person looking to purchase local crafts or wishing
to visit historical attractions should find it easy to find such information.
Manufacture and Promote Local Charm: Wells County has much going for it. It is
a good place to live and work and a place with history. Reminding people of its
history and creating a brand based upon small town/rural charm, quality of life, and
history can create civic pride and identity. It is not an urban metropolis and it is not a
multicultural mecca; it is what it is and it should be promoted for what it is.

Keep up with Events: There is a strong start in terms of events both big and small,
but a smattering of other events could help. One major recurring theme is the lack of
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things to do and go to; events of various sizes can assist in this. While the big Street
Fair is the major event in the county and there are a number of other noteworthy
events, such as the series of events done by Bluffton Parks, more medium sized
events could be developed. Hopefully, events that would link into something of the
heritage of the county, such as an iris/flower festival, bison festival, or pretzel festival
which could help bolster a sense of identity in the community.

. Develop Downtown Bluffton: Since it is the capital and home to about a third of the
population of the county, it is the economic heart of the county and natural social
center. The creation of public space near the courthouse is a good start and offers
opportunities for public events. But smaller businesses such as restaurants, craft
beer outlets, and other activities, such as the axe throwing business, need to be
encouraged.

. Develop the Farmer’s Market in Bluffton: While such a market is an obvious place
for local businesses to sell their wares, the one in Bluffton is not thriving. A serious
effort should be done to find out how it can thrive. One possible suggestion would be
to have a permanent structure, such as a small shelter so that vendors could have a
covered place to show their wares, making it slightly easier for them to set up their
tables for sales. There could be other factors at work, but it is an obvious place to
help smaller businesses sell and encourage knowledge about the breadth of small

businesses and unique businesses in the county.
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8. Signage: Signs help drivers know where things are. It should be easy to find the
state park and a visual, such as a bison on a sign, may intrigue the casual driver
going through town. People should be able to follow signs and know what they are
looking at. For example, there should be signs showing drivers how to find the Five
Points School, as it is a bit out of the way. All major attractions should have some
signage to attract the casual driver passing through.

9. Make the Courthouse Visible: Driving north into downtown Bluffton, some of the
branches of the trees obscure the view of the courthouse. Since the courthouse is
iconic, it should be as visible as possible. The trimming of some of the branches
should make it a bit more visible to those driving through the county, impressing
them with the beauty of this central piece of architecture and encouraging people to
stop, see it and possibly eat in a local eatery. This may be done without sacrificing
any trees, as the trees too are part of the beauty of Bluffton/Wells County.

10.Think of the Snowbirds: One of the streams of outside visitors into the county are
the snowbirds, many who stay in the State Park on their trip from the north
(Wisconsin, Minnesota, Ontario...) to Florida. Some stay longer than they had
planned, since the accommodations at the State Park are so pleasant. Looking into
what this mobile population would like to see in the area to encourage them to stay
longer could be looked into. As it is one of the segments of visitors in Wells County
that seems to have money and time, providing them with leisure activities that would
be of interest to them may be a good way to increase revenue from visitors.
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11.Develop the Ossian Economic Hub: The Bluffton/State Park hub are
interconnected and should be developed in ways to gain synergies for both. But
Ossian is different and should be developed further as a bedroom community,
bringing money from outside to purchase housing and develop the town for the
benefit of the entire county. There should be some priorities put into economic
development of Ossian, such as the development of bike trails there, as this will
make it more attractive to those working outside of the county who will purchase
housing and goods/services in Wells County.

12.Make Events that are Attractive to Outsiders: While there is an impressive array
of events available to the population in Wells County, more can always be done.
One thing that could be done is thinking about a portfolio of events. While the Street
Fair is obviously the signature event of Wells County, other mid-sized events can be
developed, especially those that would be attractive to outsiders. For example, a 5K
event would not be as bombastic or massively attended as the Street Fair, but it
would attract visitors from the outside who would, inadvertently, spend money. The
other small-scale events (such as films in the park in Bluffton) seem appropriate and
great to boost the quality of life, but something bigger and more memorable could
also be added (lIris festival, 5K, or anything else) to attract outsiders and give locals
something different or interesting to do. An appendix illustrates some novel or

interesting events held elsewhere. Only the imagination limits what can be done.
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13.Encourage Synergies between the State Park and Bluffton: Since both are so

close together, those staying at the State Park, a natural magnet for visitors from
outside the county, should have ample information available on what things are
available for leisure and recreation in Bluffton. In a like manner, those passing

through Bluffton should be made aware of what the State Park has to offer.

14.Modernize the Museum: The museum is a great asset. Not every town or county

has something so impressive. However, it needs to be modernized in ways that
create more interpretive history and a more interactive experience. At present, it is a
repository for artifacts, resembling to some extent a crowded antique shop.
However, it is more and can be perceived of as more with a variety of interactive and
interpretive displays, some of which may be digital. This would make the history

appear to be more relevant and alive to the visitors.

15.Make a Documentary about the History of Wells County: A documentary about

the history of the county is needed. The documentary could be shown at an outdoor
showing in Bluffton. It could also be uploaded onto YouTube, shown in classrooms,
and made available for rental at the library. Such a documentary would assist in

creating a sense of history and pride in the county. It could also be part of an exhibit

in the museum. Ball State University should help to make it happen.

16. Exploit the Courthouse and the Area Around it: Utilize the area around the

courthouse to promote a sense of history and culture in Wells County. A mural,

statues, memorials, and other art forms can be used to do this. Make the courthouse
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13

an attraction in itself. It is a functioning building, but it is also a beautiful and iconic
building for the county. There should be information on it, a virtual tour of it, history
of its construction, and possibly a guided tour.

17.Create a Self-Guided Walking Tour of Bluffton: Since Bluffton is not a massive
city, it is ideal for walking tours. Such tours give visitors a reason to meander
around, inform them of the history and architecture and encourage spending money
in the town center. Such tours are not particularly revolutionary and examples of
such tours are available in an appendix at the end of this document.

18. Ask for Help from Educational Institutions: Ask for more assistance from Ball
State University or other educational institutions nearby, as they have expertise and
talent. Some talent may be more useful than others and some of it will be cheaper
than others, but it is unlikely that higher educational institutions will refuse to help. In
fact, it is likely the institutions will be enthusiastic about helping.

19. Invest in Recreation Along the Wabash River: The Wabash River is a major
natural asset of Wells County, and if more of an investment were made into it, then
that would provide more recreational opportunities for visitors as well as residents.
Designated landing sites would provide people with areas to dock their
canoes/kayaks for picnics or to stop and take a rest, thus making a canoe/kayak trip
more leisurely and appealing. The creation of rental shops for kayaks, canoes,
paddleboats, and fishing equipment, and also ones for bicycles and rollerblades
along the River Greenway, should also be encouraged to appeal to visitors passing
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through and residents who do not have their own equipment. Even an upscale
restaurant using the river view as an attraction would use the river as an asset to

enhance a dining experience.

20.Encourage Diversification of Agriculture and other “Rural” Products: Since

21,

Wells County is very rural, being rural and having a strong agricultural base is one of
its strengths. Creating a rural product would include making products that are linked
with agriculture, although corn and soy alone would have limited appeal for
consumers as local products. However, quality/craft/organic butter, milk, yogurt, ice
cream, maple products, honey, wine, or other things linked with rural production
would have value, especially if linked together on an agricultural route on a map,
showing where consumers and visitors can purchase these things. Lengerich Meats
is a good example of something that creates quality products that have an appeal to
visitors. If such a place could be linked on a map/route with other places such as
wineries, craft/organic cheese, ice cream, maple syrup, and other local
manufactures, it would give an interesting route for visitors to follow and spend their
money on local products. It would also be good for locals to know about what things
are available from local manufacturers in the county.

Encourage Downstream Manufacturing of Local Products: Producing milk
locally would be attractive to health-aware local consumers. But downstream
production would add value to the product and create a rainbow of choices for
consumers. For example, a local dairy could produce milk, butter, yogurt, cheese,
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cheese curds, and ice cream. Each of these products would enhance the choices for
consumers. Even the processing of deer at Lengerich Meats would offer
downstream manufacturing that would be of interest to visitors, such as the
preparation of deer pelts as rugs, the making of deerskin moccasins, and other
downstream products.

22.Encourage Local Production and Consumption: Encouraging people to buy local
is a trend. Making it known what exists locally will encourage local production, as
well as encourage visitors to spend more time and money in Wells County. This will
be a virtuous cycle in which there is more local production, more local consumption
of local goods, increased consumption by visitors, and more choices to all

consumers.
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Major Strategic Considerations

1.

The Political Organization of a Tourism Authority: The creation of a formal
organization to centralize authority with regards to marketing what the county has
to offer would go a long way towards coordination of marketing of recreation,
leisure, and tourism. To continue with a laissez-faire approach, assuming the
market will find the solutions will be a mistake, as the free market is unlikely to
produce websites, maps, and social media that will disseminate information to
citizens in Wells County and beyond. Wells County can continue without a
tourism authority of some sort, but an organization dedicated to tourism in the
county can ensure that information is available to all and may not cost much to
the locals. Locals and non-locals will benefit from easy-to-access
information/promotional materials.
The Home of the Tourism Authority: While it seems almost necessary to
create a dedicated tourism authority of some sort, there are choices for where it
is to be housed, in an institutional sense. The choice of how to do it will lead to
different costs and flexibility of the organization. The choice is highly political, as
it may be seen as costly or an inappropriate use of resources, especially for
something that is hard to measure the success of in the short term. The major
logical choices and their strengths and weaknesses are:

a. Create an Independent Destination Marketing Organization/Visitors

Bureau: A dedicated organization of 1-3 people could coordinate
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information from the various organizations creating events in Wells
County, and market events, services, and facilities. Setting up such an
organization as a non-profit will cost some money as a startup, but it will
have the legitimacy of being an independent legal entity and will be able to
market the leisure, recreation, and tourism products and services that
Wells County has in an unbiased way. An independent authority will also
be seen as an equal to other authorities externally and be able to
coordinate, cooperate, and network as an equal with other Destination
Marketing Organizations.

. Use a Pre-existing Organization’s Cover for a Responsible Tourism
Marketing Authority: A Chamber of Commerce, NOW, or other pre-
existing authority would work in ways with a responsible tourism officer.
The benefit of this would be cost savings, as the organization exists as a
legal entity and will cut costs in terms of operations with regards to
accounting, payroll, and other operational expenses that a normal
organization has. The weakness of this is that it would not necessarily be
seen as an unbiased and unfettered organization which is solely charged
with marketing what Wells County has to offer.

. Give the Responsibilities to an Arm of County Government or
Contract it Out: We usually think of government as being responsible for
economic development and this is not unreasonable. It would be possible
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to have an office of Wells County’s government responsible for marketing
what Wells County has to offer, but it may not be as flexible or responsive
as a more independent organization. In contrast, the responsibility for the
marketing of what Wells County has to offer could be contracted out to a
private contractor for such things as social media presence and such. But
such a contractor may not be such a prudent choice, as the choice of
which company to do the job would likely be driven by the cost and the
company will probably not have the sense of civic pride that an authority, it
would be hoped, would have.

d. Create a Joint Venture with another County’s Tourism Authority: If
there is funding, it would be possible to create a joint venture with a similar
county with a pre-existing organization, such as Jay County Visitor and
Tourism Bureau. This may be cost effective and strategically make some
sense, but some would probably fear that it would dilute the interests of
those in Wells County.

3. Funding a Tourism Authority: There are three major ways that Destination
Marketing Organizations are funded: innkeeper’s taxes, government grants, and
private memberships. The most common and most reliable of these is the use of
the innkeeper’s tax. As long as the tax is a reasonable amount that does not
dissuade people from staying in the county, most visitors will not notice nor care,
as it will be seen as a normal way of doing business. It is hard to imagine that a
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person would refuse to stay in a hotel for a “destination marketing fee” of five
dollars or less and instead stay in another county, and many visitors will likely not
even notice the tax. The owners of the enterprises will complain, most probably,
but eventually see it as “the cost of doing business.” Creating a new tax on a
frugal electorate is not easy, but the beauty of such a tax is that it does not
impact directly on most of the local population. Grants from government and
private memberships/sponsorships would bolster the finances of the tourism
authority, but such sources of finance will be less reliable and fickle. In addition, a
membership organization may have implications for the status of the tourism
authority, so this is a concern. The best bet is to seek funding from all possible
sources but rely mostly on the innkeeper’s tax. Serious research should be done
to determine if an innkeeper’s tax and public funding could ensure that the
tourism authority would be sustainable. It may well be that the tourism

establishments are not enough to sustain an independent tourism authority.
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Introduction

While Wells County has substantial opportunities for economic and demographic
growth, there is a lack of knowledge of the leisure and tourism potential for Wells
County. The intention of this project is to take into account what is currently in Wells
County and to make an assessment of its possibilities for attracting tourism from the
region, leisure facilities, and opportunities to make the county known. For this project,
we propose a survey of Wells County, looking at the current state of facilities and
activities that could attract tourists and enhance the leisure opportunities for those who
are currently living in Wells County. The intent is to create a strategic assessment of
the current condition of the tourism and leisure potential and to map out strategic
choices and opportunities that would make Wells County stand out as a place with a
high quality of life, invigorating tourism in the county and attracting new residents and

investments to the county.

Background and Methods

During the summer of 2018, Chad Kline, Executive Director of the Wells County
Economic Development, approached Dr. Sotiris Hji-Avgoustis, Chair of the Department
of Management at Ball State University, to ask for the assistance of Ball State in
developing the potential of recreation, leisure, and tourism in Wells County. Dr. Craig
Webster of the Department of Management was invited to the meeting because of his
experience in the political economy of tourism and tourism futures.
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In response to the initial request, Dr. Craig Webster wrote a proposal to design an
initiative to assist Wells County in the development of its leisure, recreation, and tourism
potential. It was decided that it was best to launch the program during the summer
season so that Dr. Webster could concentrate on the project and find a capable

assistant who could dedicate time to this project.

In order to make an intelligent and thorough investigation of what Wells County can
achieve, the team did desk research, a site visit, and a short survey. This report is

based upon the findings of the three-pronged investigation of the team.
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The Team

Team Leader: Craig Webster, Ph.D., MBA, MA, BA is an Associate Professor in the
Department of Management at Ball State University, USA. He studied Government and
German Literature at St. Lawrence University in New York State, received an MA and
Ph.D. in Political Science from Binghamton University in New York State and an MBA
from Intercollege, Cyprus. He has taught at Binghamton University, Ilthaca College, the
College of Tourism and Hotel Management, and the University of Nicosia. His research
interests include the political economy of tourism, future tourism, robots and artificial
intelligence in tourism, and event management. Dr. Webster is the Editor-in-Chief of
Tourism Today, has published in many peer-reviewed journals internationally, and is co-
editor of the book Future Tourism: Political, Social, and Economic Challenges, an edited
book published by Routledge. His most recent book is Emerald Publishing’s Robots,
Artificial Intelligence and Service Automation in Travel, Tourism, and Hospitality, co-
edited with Stanislav Ivanov. He currently teaches courses in Hospitality Management
at Ball State University’s Miller College of Business. Email: cwebster3@bsu.edu

Assistant: Alexis Palmer, BA is a graduate student at Ball State University in Muncie,
Indiana. She studies Political Science with a focus in International Relations. She
received her BA in Japanese from Ball State University and graduated summa cum
laude from the Honors College. She studied abroad for one semester at Sapporo
University in Sapporo, Japan and worked as an Assistant English Teacher on the JET
Program for two years in Tottori, Japan. Her research interests are the government and
politics of East Asia, U.S.-Japan relations, U.S. foreign policy, and global gender
equality and women’s empowerment. Email: agpalmer@bsu.edu.
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Details of the Site Visit

The team arrived on Tuesday, May 28", 2019 in Bluffton to begin its survey of the
facilities and people of Wells County. The team was guided by Chuck King and brought
to many sites and facilities in Wells County in order to view the facilities and meet
managers and employees at facilities. The team stayed at the Washington Street Inn

during their stay which ended on May 31st, 2019.

The following people were consulted in the site visit:
Tuesday, May 28t"
e Chad Kline, Executive Director for Wells County Economic Development

at the Wells County Chamber of Commerce and Economic Development

Chuck King, Wells County Councilman 4th District

Connie Brubaker, Vice President (in charge of acquisitions) and Curator of

the Wells County Historical Society

Thomas Liby, Board Member, Wells County Historical Society

Alice Curry, Librarian, Wells County Public Library

Kathy Gardner, Owner of the Washington Street Inn

Wednesday, May 29t
e Jonathan Winne, Property Manager, Ouabache State Park
e Morgan Myers, Operations Manager of the Bluffton KOA Campground
e Cathy Neu, Groundskeeper of 4-H Park
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Thursday, May 30t
e Jack Pace, President of Friends of Five Points School
e Joe Ayers, Bluffton Free Street Fair Board Member (Chairman Emeritus)
e Cheryl Mohr, Lengerich Meats Employee
e Kim Minnich, Owner of Minnich’s Antiques and General Store
Friday, May 31st
e Ted Ellis, Mayor of Bluffton, Indiana
The following locations were visited:

e Bluffton

e Ossian

e Zanesville

e Uniondale

e Montpelier

e Quabache State Park

The following sites were visited:

e Wells County Arts, Commerce and Visitors Centre
e Wells County Historical Museum
e Wells County Courthouse
e Wells County Public Library
e The Washington Street Inn
e Hugh's Bakery and Coffeehouse LLC
e Mariachi Loco Mexican Grill and Bar
e QOuabache State Park (and the Bison Enclosure)
e Bluffton KOA Campground
e Roush Park
o Kehoe Park
e Washington Park
o Jefferson Park
e Lions Park
=0
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Wells Community Pool
4-H Park

Milli’'s Restaurant
Whicker Park

Five Points School
Archbold Wilson Park
Heyerly’s Bakery
Lengerich Meats
Minnich’s Antiques and General Store
Billy Ann’s Supper Pub
Bummie's Drive-In
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Wells County Recreation/Tourism Potential:

Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats

Strengths

Relative to neighboring counties, Wells County’s economy and demographics are
healthy. While Wells County’s data suggests that its population is slightly poorer
than average Hoosiers, median household income and educational attainment of
residents in Wells County seems to be better than its neighboring counties, for
the most part. Only Allen County’s population is a bit more educated.

Wells County has a good quality of life.

There is a vibrant volunteer culture in Wells County’s population. Volunteer
efforts bolster many of the key leisure and recreational facilities. A noteworthy
effort, the Friends of Ouabache has supported public facilities for the general
public, but it is not the only organization of its type. Many of the facilities in the
county seem to be supported enthusiastically by volunteers in one way or
another.

There is some interesting architecture and some sights that people may find
interesting.

There is some history and folklore.

Ouabache Park has a close proximity to the county’s major population hub,
making it in essence a large Bluffton city park but under the auspices of the State
of Indiana.

Weaknesses

In terms of a natural environment for tourism development, the county is not in an
ideal position. Without oceanfront and without natural attractions such as fjords
or alpine landscapes, the natural environment is lacking in terms of naturally
occurring features that would act as a pull factor for tourism.

In terms of the built environment for tourism development, the county is not the
inheritor of a large draw for tourism that is made by humans. Although there is
some interesting old architecture in the county, no Mount Rushmore, no St. Louis
Arch, nor an Eifel Tower was built in the county that would act in ways that would
be a major pull factor for tourism.

The population of the county seems more resistant than most to increases in
taxes to fund new ventures. So if plans are suggested that could bolster
recreation, leisure, and tourism, the general public will be supportive but likely
resist funding the new ventures.

The “catchment area” is limited, as there is no nearby major city that is an
obvious source market for what Wells County has to offer and there is no major
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thoroughfare running through the center of the county. The nearest proxy for a
big city to attract visitors from is Fort Wayne or Muncie.

The population of Wells County is a limiting factor, as many facilities and events
have limitations in terms of what they can attract given the population they can
draw upon.

The population of Wells County is small, so there is a small tax base/population
to support large-scale sports/recreation facilities such as football stadiums.
Many local people do not know about many of the facilities in the county.
Blandness. There is nothing specifically unique or exciting about Wells County.
The fickle nature of the flooding of the Wabash River can endanger some leisure
activities, at times.

Opportunities

The creation of an authority responsible for recreation, leisure, and tourism for
the entire county. A visitor’s bureau is not a strange, new, or revolutionary idea.
Such an authority could serve as an organization to disseminate critical
information about events and facilities in Wells County.

The expansion of bike trails. It is seen as a feature that enhances quality of life of
the local population and encourages outside visitors. There is already a serious
effort underway to support this.

The further development of the waterways for recreation. With no oceanfront and
no breathtaking scenery, the full development of what the county has in its
physical environment, its rivers, is possible and desirable. Businesses will likely
begin to offer services (canoe and kayak rentals) once the facilities are improved.
The promotion of local businesses that produce things of high quality and are
appreciated can be done in ways to increase their economic viability. For
example, Micklitsch Maple Mill, Lengerich Meats, Heyerly’s Bakery and other
small-scale producers of quality foods or handicrafts should be promoted. At
present, it seems that some may not even know of their existence in the county.
The promotion of what is of good quality or has some charm should be a priority.
The ability to manufacture charm/culture. Just because there is no unique local
charm does not mean it cannot be manufactured. Promoting the mythology of
William Wells, reminding locals of the Kingsland Wreck, and creating mythology
of other notable residents, sites, and events should create a sense of civic pride
and uniqueness of the place. If no unique charm is now prevalent, it does not
mean it cannot be created.

The promotion of the quality of life of Wells County. Pride in the quality of life in
Wells County should be promoted.

Encourage businesses that can latch on to trends. For example, craft breweries
can be used as an economic development tool in downtown areas and can also
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encourage local farmers to grow hops and encourage the growth of nearby
restaurants.

e There is little “ethnic” food in Wells County (probably because of the
demographics of the county), apart from some Mexican and Chinese food
available to the public. A Thai, Viethamese, German, or other food choice apart
from mainstream American food fair may be a good business opportunity for
someone, as a major complaint is the lack of restaurants and good food.

Threats

e Resistance to the creation of a tourism authority, largely because of the frugality
of local taxpayers and the resistance of the owners of the hotels.

e Competitors in nearby counties could create events and facilities that would
attract visitors who would otherwise come to Wells County. Many of the local
counties have a larger population/tax base to support larger facilities and events,
giving them an advantage.

e “Suburban flight” — as younger people become adults there might be the
tendency for them to relocate to larger cities for university and remain there upon
finishing, or they might relocate simply for better job opportunities or more
exciting entertainment and leisure options.

Analysis of SWOT:

The county has some major strengths and weaknesses. In general, the county should
move ahead with what it has. What this means is that the quality of life, the vibrant
volunteer culture, and features that already exist can be used in ways to bolster the
local quality of life and encourage outside visitors. What can be done is the
manufacturing of local charm and culture and the organization of an authority to market
what the county has to offer to those already in the county and those outside of the
county. The tourism authority should make information about what is already available
in Wells County a priority and encourage other businesses to cater to the leisure and
recreation needs of the Wells County market. Creating charm and marketing the
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manufactured charm and the quality of life of Wells County should stimulate the local
market and encourage people from the outside to come to see what the county has to

offer.
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Consideration: The Innkeeper’s Tax
This is a contentious and political issue and deserves some discussion. No one wants
taxes and yet taxes are the mechanism that allows for many of the public goods that we

enjoy to come into existence and be maintained.

There are some arguments for Wells County instituting an innkeeper’s tax:

1. (Almost) Everybody does it: Of the 92 counties in Indiana, 78 have an
innkeeper’s tax2. While not all counties do it, almost 85% of the counties do,
suggesting that following the majority of counties and instituting one is not
something unheard of or revolutionary, but rather commonplace in Indiana.

2. Outsiders pay for it: Only visitors in hospitality establishments deemed taxable
will pay for it. They should be overwhelmingly people from outside of Wells
County. In a political sense, such a tax is not felt in the wallet of the common
resident/voter of Wells County and will probably only be paid by those visitors
passing through the county.

3. Most will probably not notice it nor care: As long as the tax is modest and not
much more than what is expected in other counties, most will not notice, care, or
complain. The only time it would be a concern would be if the taxation rate were
so high that a person would rather book a hotel in another county because the

Wells County rate was so high.

2 https://www.in.gov/dor/3469.htm
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a. For example, if one searches on Expedia for a hotel in Bluffton, Indiana
during June, 2019, two options come up, one for $67 per night for a room
for two guests and one for $130.

i. Assuming a 2% Innkeeper’s tax (the lowest rate in Indiana), a guest
would expect to spend between $1.34 to $2.60.
ii. Assuming a 10% Innkeeper’s tax (the highest rate in Indiana), a
guest would expect to spend between to $6.70 to $13.00.
iii. Assuming a 5% Innkeeper’'s Tax (the most common rate in
Indiana), a visitor would expect to spend between $3.35 to $6.50.

b. Following the herd (copying the common rate of other counties in Indiana)
would suggest that the average guest would pay about five dollars in
innkeeper’s tax to spend the night in Bluffton. It would be hard to imagine
that a five dollar charge or so would dissuade someone from staying in the

county for a night.

The strategic choice of deciding a rate that is reasonable, so as not to dissuade visitors,
if a rate is to be decided, seems to be quite simple. Of the 78 counties in Indiana that
have such a tax, 59 (almost 76%) of them have the tax set at 5%. According to the
Indiana Tourism Association, the lodging tax is 5% at a maximum, under most

circumstances?. So, in a realistic sense, the tax would be capped at 5%. A look at the

3 https://www.indianatourismassociation.com/burea-basics
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counties adjacent to Wells County show a large variation in the tax rates for them.
Three of the six adjacent counties have a tax of 5%, while one has a tax of 7%, and the

remaining two have no such tax.

Adjacent Counties to Wells County County Innkeeper's Tax: Rates*
Adams County 0
Allen County 7%
Blackford County 0
Grant County 5%
Huntington County 5%
Jay County 5%

Following the herd would suggest instituting such a tax and having it set at 5%. While
following the herd and going from zero to five percent overnight may be desirable, it
may be a shock for those paying for it. The political authorities should first determine if
the institutionalization of such a tax and going from no tax to five percent would be a
good idea. A gradual increase in a tax from 2% to 4-5% may be more palatable. But

estimates should be made to determine how much money is needed to fund a tourism

4 https://www.in.gov/dor/3469.htm
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authority to determine if the few applicable establishments in Wells County could

actually sustain such an authority with the tax.

How Much Revenue from an Innkeeper’s Tax?

In terms of the foundation upon which such a tax can be based, there are only a few

businesses that would likely have to deal with the tax. The five establishments and the

number of beds that would expect to be taxed are shown below.

Housing Establishments Number of Rooms Available
Americas Best 43

Comfort Inn 53

Budget Inn 30

Washington St. Inn 4

KOA 5

Total 135

Assuming no renovations and that the number of rooms available in the county is 135,
we can make some estimations of how much gross revenue can be collected by
instituting an innkeeper’s tax, changing some of the assumptions with regards to room

costs and occupancy rates. Such simulations are shown in the table below.
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Assumptions Tax Average Gross Revenue Expected
Rate Room Cost

All rooms sold out 365 days 5% $100 $246,375

a year (135 x 365)= 49,275

Half rooms sold 365 days a 5% $100 $124,100

year (68 x 365)= 24,820

All rooms sold out 365 days 5% $75 $184,781

a year (135 x 365)= 49,275

Half rooms sold 365 days a 5% $75 $93,075

year (68 x 365)= 24,820

This is where the changes in the average price of the room and the number of visitors
becomes an issue. In a scenario in which the average room is $100, there is a 5%
innkeeper’s tax, and all rooms are full, the expectation is about a quarter of a million
dollars in gross revenue. Assuming the rosiest of scenarios seems to gross what would
likely be a sustainable amount of money to fund a modest tourism authority (salaries,
operational expenses...). However, some of the other scenarios suggest a more modest
funding base, if the funding is to be based only on the innkeeper’s tax. Therefore, while
an independent tourism authority may make the most sense, there should be some
consideration with regards to the amount of funding that an innkeeper’s tax would likely
result in. Such an authority would have to be run in a frugal way, most probably

because the most optimistic of outcomes should not be relied upon.
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Overview and Methodology of Online Survey

In order to gather data systematically from the residents of Wells County, an online
survey was developed during the site visit of the team. Following the visit, the survey
was put onto an online platform and disseminated with the help of the Wells County
Chamber of Commerce and Economic Development. The intention of the survey was to
learn from the local population something about attitudes towards the leisure and
recreation facilities in Wells County, and get input into what assets are most valued and
what assets are desired by the population. To this end, a fourteen-question survey was
developed by Craig Webster. It was posted to Facebook on June 7%, 2019 and was
closed on June 18", 2019. There were 257 responses to the online survey. The tables,
graphs, and responses to the open-ended questions are found in the appendix, at the

end of this report.

The Findings
When asked to measure how important (specified) leisure-related facilities are for
the residents for Wells County, there was a significant amount of variation, although
most of the facilities were rated quite high on a scale of importance from not important
at all to extremely important.
e The facilities that rated the highest were Ouabache State Park, Wells County
Public Library, and the River Greenway. Each of these rated at 4.5 or higher as a
mean response on a five-point scale in which five signified “extremely important.”
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4-H Park, Wells Community Swimming Pool, Kehoe Park, Roush Park,
Washington Park, Archbold Wilson Park in Ossian, Jefferson Park, and the Wells
County Historical Museum were not deemed nearly as important as the top three,
although the responses typically suggest that the respondents view them as
‘moderately important” to “very important.”

Lancaster Park and Five Points School were generally perceived as the least
important, commonly described as “moderately important” on the scale given,
although Lancaster Park was rated slightly higher than Five Points School.

Thirty other facilities/comments were written in by respondents, most notably
Whicker Park, mentioned by ten respondents, and Downtown
Bluffton/Courthouse Plaza, mentioned by four respondents. Three mentioned

development of the rivers for recreation.

Respondents were asked about which facility they rated as the most important leisure

related facility in the county.

Over a third of respondents responded that Wells County Public Library is the
most important.

Over a quarter of respondents indicated that they felt that Ouabache State Park
is the most important facility in the county.

Twelve percent of the respondents indicated that the River Greenway is the most

important.
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e Trailing far behind the three first choices is 4-H Park (six percent), followed by all
the other facilities.
e Interestingly, two respondents noted that Whicker Park is the most important,

although it was not in the full list of choices.

In terms of how people said that they felt specific facilities were the most important, an
open-ended question allowed respondents to indicate the reason that they rated their
preferred facility most highly. One hundred and sixty-five respondents wrote
comments to the question.

e The most common reasons for valuing Wells County Public Library so highly are
linked with the multipurpose nature of the activities that go on in the library, the
fact that it offers yearlong opportunities, its provision of free access to computers,
internet, and other resources, and that it is educational in nature.

e The most common reasons for rating Ouabache State Park as the most
important facility are that it offers a diverse set of recreational activities, it offers a
place for families to have recreation, it allows people to experience the outdoors
and learn about nature, and it attracts visitors from outside of the county.

e Reasons for rating the River Greenway so highly are generally linked with the
fact that the facility is free of charge, encourages exercise and fitness, is

accessible to all, and is attractive.
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e Trailing far behind these three first choices is 4-H Park. The reasons that are
generally given for rating it as the most important are the variety of activities and

accessibility to the families and communities in the county.

There is variation in terms of the facilities that the respondents had visited, visited
more than a year ago, or visited in the last year, according to the responses in the
survey.

e The facilities that strong majorities of respondents had visited in the last 12
months were (in order of the size of the majority): Ouabache State Park, 4-H
Park, the River Greenway, and the Wells County Public Library.

e Around half of the respondents had visited Kehoe Park and Roush Park in the
last year.

e Many of the other facilities (Lancaster Park, Archbold Wilson Park, Wells County
Historical Museum, Jefferson Park, Wells Community Swimming Pool, and
Washington Park) were visited by about twenty to forty percent of respondents to
the survey in the last year.

e The least visited facility is the Five Points School, probably because it is so far
from the population centers of the county. About three-fourths of respondents

indicated that they had never visited the facility.
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In an open-ended question aimed at learning about what leisure, sports, or recreation

facilities respondents would like to see developed in Wells County, one hundred

and sixty-five respondents made some suggestions that could be analyzed. Many

respondents showed a general desire to develop indoor facilities, whether for sports or

other forms of recreation for use all year, and to keep children/teenagers occupied.

There were also a number of responses that illustrated a desire to develop facilities and

opportunities in Ossian.

The most common theme from the responses, mentioned by about thirty-seven
respondents, is the desire for a movie theater/drive-in theater.

The second most common theme, mentioned by about nineteen of the
respondents, is a desire to develop Lancaster Park.

The third most common themes, mentioned by about seventeen respondents
each, are the expansion of the River Greenway/trails and the need for better
restaurants/eateries.

Around twelve respondents indicated a desire for improvements/additions to the
Wells Community Swimming Pool, a pool in Ossian, and other recreational water
facilities, as well as the development of the river for recreation

A number of specific facility ideas were mentioned, such as ten mentioning an
indoor recreation facility/facility for year-round activities, eight mentioning building
a skate park, eight mentioning a sports complex, and five mentioning a
social/community/theater facility.

S

|

\Z

BALL STATE
UNIVERSITY

WE FLY



40

Kayaking/canoeing was mentioned about eight times, with respondents indicating
the need for rental locations and easy access/launching points.

Wells County Public Library was referred to about eight times, with some
respondents commenting in favor of continued support, expansion, and funding
for the library.

About ten responses mentioned the need for improved baseball/softball facilities.
Specific sports/pastimes mentioned a noteworthy number of times were mini

golf/putt-putt golf, go carting, ice skating/rollerblading, and rock wall climbing.

When asked about attendance to events offered in the county, there is a great deal

of variation.

Of those responding, over ninety percent said that they had attended the Bluffton
Street Fair in the last year.

About three-fourth of respondents had been to the 4-H Fair in the last year.

Only a little over forty percent of respondents noted that they had been to

concerts in Kehoe Park or the Bluffton Farmer’s Market in the last year.

When asked how people learn about events in Wells County, it seems that a variety

of different means are used to become informed.
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Most commonly, Facebook is the way that people become informed about events
with almost thirty percent of respondents indicating that this is how they become
informed.

Word of mouth is the second most common way people become informed about
events (reported by about a quarter or respondents).

The newspaper is the third most common way people become informed about
events in the county (almost twenty percent of respondents).

Only about ten percent were informed by email, according to their responses.

A few indicated alternative ways of being informed with the Chamber of

Commerce being one of the ways that some become informed about events.

When asked in an open-ended question on historical or other points of interest in

Wells County that more people should be aware of, eighty-eight respondents

volunteered responses that could be interpreted. The most common themes in the

responses to this question are:

More people should be aware of the Historical Society/Museum and it was
mentioned in over twenty of the eighty-eight responses. This is the most common
theme and many of the responses seemed to indicate that few know about the
museum and what it has to offer.

The second most common theme is that people should be more aware of the

State Park and its CCC heritage.
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Another common theme is that people should be more aware of Downtown
Bluffton/the Courthouse.

Several respondents also mentioned the work of Bluffton’s Parks Department
and the events that they organize as well as other events organized.

A few respondents also mentioned the Five Points School and the Old Bluffton
Cemetery Trail.

Additional parks were mentioned by several respondents, such as Whicker,
Lancaster, and Roush Park.

There were additional comments made but they were difficult to classify into

meaningful categories.

In responses to an open-ended question about what Wells County could do to

attract more visitors, many respondents suggested very specific recommendations,

while some were more general. One hundred and forty-four respondents gave

responses to the question that could be interpreted for this report.

The most common theme in the responses is the need to have better or more
restaurants/eateries/cafes/or brewpubs, mentioned by about twenty-nine of the
respondents. The responses lament the lack of variation in what is currently
available and suggest that local respondents feel that by having better food and
drink choices in Wells County, visitors will be encouraged to spend more time

and money in Wells County. One respondent wrote, “Allow more upscale chain
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restaurants like applebees [sic] and Texas Steakhouse [sic],” suggesting a
demand for something other than low-end fast food.

The second most common theme in the responses is the idea that advertising,
marketing, or using social media would bring people to Wells County because
more would be known about what is available.

As common as the theme of advertising/marketing is the idea that more events
and better events/festivals should be developed.

The fourth most common theme is the notion that sports facilities/sport teams
should be developed. The theme is based upon the notion that youth sports and
travel teams are big business and that organizing them and having the facilities
to host them would put Wells County into a situation in which it could raise
revenue from such activities.

About as common as sports facilities/sports teams is the notion that something
has to be done to give kids something to do, such as putt-putt, go carts, a roller-
skating rink, or laser tag.

Other themes that are less common in the responses are the notion of cleaning
up/developing Bluffton’s downtown, having a movie theater, improving shopping
opportunities, developing the river for recreation, and having more/better
concerts. There were also a few who were interested in developing the Bluffton

Farmer’s Market.
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In terms of rating many of the aspects of daily life in Wells County, the respondents
showed that they are generally happy with the quality of the schools and public safety,
above all else. The findings also suggest a generally happy population in terms of the
quality of life in Wells County.

e The highest rated aspect was the quality of the schools, with strong majorities of
the respondents rating them as somewhat good or extremely good.

e The second highest rated aspect was public safety, with about ninety percent of
respondents rating it as somewhat good or extremely good.

e Most of the other aspects of quality of life asked about (quality of public events
for the family, variety of public events for the family, quality of county
government, quality of public spaces, quality of leisure and recreational facilities
for residents) were rated quite high (usually described as “neither good nor bad”
or “somewhat good”). This suggests that the respondents are generally satisfied
with these aspects of the quality of life in the county.

e Only the “quality of roads” was not rated so highly, with the median respondent

describing the quality of roads as “neither good nor bad.”

All respondents were given the opportunity to identify something interesting in Wells
County that few people would know of. While only forty of the respondents replied to

the question, there were some interesting responses.
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e The leading theme was connected to the history of Bluffton/Wells County.
Respondents mentioned things such as the old tunnels connecting buildings in
Bluffton, a mafia bust in the 1970s, the historical courthouse, the history of
William Wells, the Underground Railroad, and the Kingsland train crash.

¢ A more minor theme was the trails in the county that are attractive for biking and
hiking.

e Another minor theme was the rivers and potential for recreation on or near the
rivers.

e A less common theme was the events of the Bluffton Parks Department.

e There were also some other idiosyncratic responses that are hard to classify into

broader categories.

All respondents were given a chance to make any final comments for how to improve
the quality of life for Wells County’s residents and visitors. Fifty-five of the
respondents made some comments. The general themes of the comments are:
e The leading theme identified is that there should be more and better
events/activities/festivals to provide things to do and things for kids/families.
e The second most common theme is the need for better or more variety in the
restaurants available.
e The third identifiable theme is tha