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301 Centennial Mall South, 1st Floor, PO Box 98907, Lincoln, NE 68509-8907
402-471-3796 • VisitNebraska.com

Nebraska Tourism Commission

The mission of the Nebraska Tourism Commission is to expand Nebraska’s 
dynamic and diverse travel industry, making it more viable by creating 
awareness and attracting increased visitors, which results in greater 

tourism revenue and economic gain throughout the state.

District 1 Representative: 
Roger Dixon     
Metropolitan Entertainment & Convention Authority 
402-341-1500   
rdixon@omahameca.com

District 2 Representative:  
John Chapo 
Lincoln Children’s Zoo 
402-475-6741   
jchapo@lincolnzoo.org
   
District 3 Representative:  
Jeanna Stavas 
Whispering Pines Bed & Breakfast 
402-873-5850  
jeanna@bbwhisperingpines.com

District 4 Representative 
Roger Kuhn 
Nebraska Game & Parks Commission  
402-471-0641   
roger.kuhn@nebraska.gov
  
District 5 Representative 
Darrin Barner 
Heritage Homes of Nebraska 
402-316-0100   
darrin@heritageind.com

District 6 Representative 
Deb Loseke 
Columbus/Platte County  CVB  
402-564-2769   
deb.loseke@nebraska.gov 

District 7 Representative 
Ashley Olson 
Willa Cather Foundation  
402-746-2653   
aolson@willacather.org

District 8 Representative 
Roger Jasnoch 
Kearney Visitors Bureau  
308-237-3161 
roger.jasnoch@nebraska.gov

 
District 9 Representative 
Sarah Sortum 
Calamus Outfitters 
308-346-4643   
sarahsortum@gmail.com

District 10 Representative 
Barry McFarland 
Mac’s Creek Vineyards and Winery 
308-324-0440   
barry@macscreekvineyards.com

District 11 Representative 
Starr Lehl 
Scottsbluff Economic Development 
308-630-6213   
slehl@scottsbluff.org

Commissioners after October 2018 
meeting in Nebraska City.
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It’s the start of a new year, which 
means it’s time to look back on 
everything we accomplished in 2018 
and look forward to challenges we’ll 
face in 2019. For me personally, it’s 
hard to believe that I’ve been part of 
the Nebraska Tourism Commission for 
two years now – time does truly fly. 

The past year was full of exciting accomplishments including 
the highest lodging tax collection ever for a fiscal year, 6.98% 
higher than the previous; a successful ad campaign focused 
specifically on the spectacular Sandhill Crane Migration; 
a change in marketing strategy that moved our marketing 
dollars out of state resulting in a nearly 6% growth in traffic 
to VisitNebraska.com; another record-breaking year for the 
extremely popular Passport program; and a great Tourism 
Conference where more than 250 industry partners gathered 
in Nebraska City to learn, share and build an even more 
cohesive voice for Nebraska tourism, the state’s third largest 
industry.

The frosting on the cake was when the introduction of our 
new ad campaign at the Tourism Conference immediately 
went viral – and “Nebraska. Honestly, it’s not for everyone” 
was in the news coast-to-coast and was the buzz for a 
surprisingly long period of time with pretty much favorable 
reviews. In fact, media coverage reached an estimated 
884,301,401 people with a publicity value worth over $7.1 
million, a number larger than the Commission’s entire 
annual budget and more than three times our paid media 
budget. Nebraska was top-of-mind in cities and towns across 
the country. 

Understand all of that happened without spending a dollar 
advertising our new campaign. The dollars will be spent 
starting mid-January when we kick off our sandhill crane 
migration effort in Denver, Topeka, Wichita, Kansas City 
and Sioux Falls. That’s when the “rubber will hit the road,” 
followed by the kick off of our spring/summer campaign in 
April. We’ll be watching closely, and will keep you all up to 
date.

Director’s ReportNebraska Tourism Commission

John Ricks, Executive Director
Nebraska Tourism Commission • 402-471-1558

John Ricks, Executive Director 
402-471-1558 
john.ricks@nebraska.gov

Bryce Arens, Office Manager/Director’s Assistant 
402-471-3796 
bryce.arens@nebraska.gov 

Callie Austad, Industry Relations 
402-471-7755 
callie.austad@nebraska.gov

Jenna Bartja, Adventure Travel Specialist
402-471-3767 
jenna.bartja@nebraska.gov

Micheal Collins, Group Tours Coordinator 
402-471-3795 
micheal.collins@nebraska.gov
 
Jenn Gjerde, Marketing Manager 
402-471-3768 
jenn.gjerde@nebraska.gov
 
Heather Hogue, Deputy Director/Grant Administrator 
402-471-3774 
heather.hogue@nebraska.gov

Karen Kollars, Agritourism Development
308-249-3220 
karen.kollars@nebraska.gov

Erin Lenz, Public Information Officer 
402-471-3797 
erin.lenz@nebraska.gov

Alisha Simonson, Accountant 
402-471-3776 
alisha.simonson@nebraska.gov

Erin Wirth, Passport Program Coordinator 
402-471-3789 
erin.wirth@nebraska.gov 
 
Becca Schrack, Intern 
402-471-3744 
ntc.tourism2@nebraska.gov 
 
Josie Meister, Intern 
402-471-3791 
ntc.tourism2@nebraska.gov 
 

Staff
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 •The Nebraska Tourism Commission’s  annual budget is 
approximately $6.5 million.  The Tourism Commission 
was appropriated about $6.5 million in cash funds from 
the State Lodging Tax for operations and $852,600 of the 
appropriated budget is for State Aid.  There is no State 
General Fund appropriations in FY 2017-18.

•As of November 2018, the lodging tax collections totaled 
$5,489,451.89, which is up from $5,157,064.47 in November 
2017, a 6.4% increase.

•Final 2018 (calendar year) lodging tax revenue numbers 
will be available at VisitNebraska.com in February 2019.

Source: The U.S. Travel Association Impact of Travel and State Economies 2016

Nebraska’s Travel Industry Economic Impact

49,360 Jobs generated  
by domestic and  

international travelers

$732 Million+ Tax Revenues gen-
erated by domestic and interna-

tional travelers.

$4.9 Billion+  
Travel Expenditures

Nebraska’s 3rd  
Largest Industry

Financial Report

february, march, may,  
august, september and 

november 2018 were all  
record-breaking months  

for lodging tax collection
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Grants
the nebraska tourism tommission received 76 grant applications in 2018. 
 

community impact grant awardees
  
• Omaha Sports Commission 
• Nebraska City Tourism & Commerce, Inc
• Friends of the International Quilt Study Center 
• Opera Omaha 
• Maha Music Festival
• Golden Spike Tower 
• Lincoln Calling 
• Visit Omaha

Marketing Grant Awardees  

• Visit Omaha 
• Cheyenne County Tourism 
• Kearney Visitors Bureau 
• Western Nebraska Tourism Coalition 
• Lincoln Convention and Visitors Bureau 
• Omaha Equestrian Foundation 
• Rabble Mill
• Kearney Cultural Partners 
• North Platte/Lincoln County Visitors Bureau 
• Willa Cather Foundation 
• Sports Nebraska 
• Columbus/Platte County Convention and Visitors Bureau 
• Hastings Museum 
• Lied Lodge at Arbor Day Farm 
• Museum of Nebraska Art 
• Norfolk Area Visitors Bureau 
• Grand Island Convention and Visitors Bureau
• Sandhills Journey Scenic Byway 
• Gering Convention and Visitor’s Bureau  
• McCook/Red Willow County Visitors Bureau 
• Nebraska High School Sports Hall of Fame Foundation 
• Joslyn Castle 
• Red Cloud Area Chamber 
• Fontenelle Forest 
• Southwest Tourism Coalition 
• Minden Chamber of Commerce 
• Nebraska State  Historical Society Foundation 
• Wessels Living History Farm 
• Kearney’s Classic Car Collection 
• Star City Pride 
• Brownville Cultural Center 
• Friends of Lied Center for Performing Arts 
• The Archway 
• Northwest Nebraska Tourism 
• Red Path Gallery and Tasting Room  
• Knox County Economic Development 
• Calinda’s Pot Shop & Art Gallery 
• Mustang Club of America 
• Genoa US Indian School Foundation 
• Gage County Historical Society’s 
• Legal Aid of Nebraska and Center for Rural Affairs 
• Seward Arts Council 
• Harchelroad Motors 
• The 2018 Renaissance Festival 
• Legacy of the Plains Museum

2018 grant  
applicants  
were awarded  
$835,548 
in funding
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In 2018, Nebraska Tourism did two large advertising 
pushes. An advertising campaign for the sandhill crane 
migration and a traditional  spring/summer campaign. These 
advertising efforts included billboards, TV, print, digital, 
cinema, baseball sponsorships and other methods, aimed at 
visitors in target markets. All creative assets were from the 
Through My Eyes storytelling campaign produced in 2016. 
The media buy budget for 2018 was $1,735,241.

Nebraska Tourism’s  
2018 Target Markets

 Denver
 Kansas City
 Topeka

 Witchita
 Sioux Falls
 Des Moines

Nebraska Tourism Received over  
32 Million impressions  
from advertising placements in 2018.
Print publications included Midwest Living, Reader’s Digest and Conde Nast Traveler

Advertising

co-op marketing

Publications Included: 
AAA Living, AAA Midwest Traveler, AAA World, 
American road, birds & Blooms, country living, trains, 
true west and TRIPADVISOR.com

Partners included: 
Koolaid Days, Sandhills Journey Scenice Byway, Hastings Museum, 
Kearney Visitors Bureau, McCook, Alliance, North Platte/Lincoln 
County Visitors Bureau, Columbus, Nebraska Historical Society 
Foundation, Scottsbluff County, Gothenburg, Ogallala, Kimball,  
Golden Apike Tower, The Archway, Hooker County, Robert Henri 
Museum & Art Gallery and Pioneer village

Nebraska Tourism worked with statewide partners on print and interactive 
Co-Ops in 2018. The total Co-Op budget was $119,707.
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If you could see Nebraska through my eyes, you’d see a spectacle
so immense, it could only be described as “epic.” 
An awakening of such scale and magnitude that it stirs your soul. 
Breathtaking. 
Beautiful. 
Cinematic. 
My name is Jameon, and this is the Sandhill Crane migration  
through my eyes.
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VisitNebraska.com 2018 Statistics 

 • 393,646 Users
Up 6.09% from 2017

 •493,835 Sessions 
Up 6.23% from 2017

 •1,535,508 Pageviews
Up 16.90% from 2017

VisitNebraska.com and Travel Guide

nebraska tourism printed  
200,000  
travel guides in 2018
Travel Guides were requested from all 
50 states and numerous countries.

Social Media
Nebraska Tourism uses two primary social media channels, Facebook and Instagram.  
Both saw success in 2018.

13,805 followers 
Up 25.6% from 2017

36,335 likes 
Up 21.5% from 2017

in 2018 Nebraska Tourism boosted 39 social posts, reaching an additional 6.3 million people
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2018 Nebraska Passport Statistics:

• There were 95% more prize entry sheets submitted  
and 50% more Passports requested in 2018 than 2017.

• The average number of stamps submitted per  
participant was 31.

• Participants included residents from 418 Nebraska 
communities and 46 states.

• Passport participants ranged in age from  
1-year-old to 98-years-old.

•

 Top 15 Most Visited Stops

1.  UNL Dairy Store, Lincoln

2.  Rabbit Hole Bakery, Lincoln

3.  Piezano’s, Lincoln

4.  The Archway, Kearney

5.  Zio’s Pizza, Omaha

6.  Wave Pizza Co., Grand Island

7.  Platte Valley Antique Mall, Greenwood

8.  Sheldon Museum of Art, Lincoln

9.  Mahoney State Park, Ashland

10.  Passageway Gallery, Omaha

11.  The Durham Museum, Omaha

12.  Gene Roncka Willow Point Gallery, Ashland

13.  Milady Coffeehouse, Fremont

14.  Bottle Rocket Brewing Co., Seward

15.  Shopping Tripps, Kearney

“We’ve been very busy and excited about the number of Passport visitors 
we’ve had. They have all been so wonderful and it’s been fun hearing 
their stories about their other Passport travels. We are so grateful for 

this program and have recommended it to other businesses in town.” – 
Amanda Rekasis, owner of the Sugar Bee in Hickman

Nebraska Passport

48,895  

passport booklets  
were requested  
in 2018
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In 2018, Nebraska Tourism  hosted 23 writers/influencers 
through group media tours and individual visits to the state. 
These writers work for top national, regional and niche 
publications. Publications include National Geographic, 
Tribune News Service, Big Life Magazine, Lonely Planet, 
Mother Nature Network, Food & Wine, UNITED 
Hemispheres, Saveur, Thrillist and more. 

 The 2018 Media Tours were:

• Crane Migration Media Tour in March

• Sandhills/Valentine Media Tour in May

• Wild West Media Tour in June

• Culinary Harvest Media Tour in September 
 

Media Tours

These Tours have  
Produced media  
exposed to
677,772,696 
potential visitors

Other media
In 2018, Nebraska Tourism
 •Sent out 31 press releases related to tourism business and Nebraska 
 destinations and events. 
 •Did 74 TV and radio interviews.
 •Garnered over $10 million in coverage from press releases and story pitching.
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Education
2018 PLAINS SAFARIS CONFERENCE 

This conference combined three conferences into 
one large-scale event. The Nebraska Tourism  
Commission’s annual Agri/Eco-Tourism  
Workshop, the Heartland Scenic Byways Annual  
Conference and the Center for Great Plains Studies 
Great Plains Symposium. This conference provided 
the avenue to explore how tourism in the Great 
Plains and around the globe could boost 
conservation, assist landowners, and build thriving 
rural communities. The fifty plus speakers  
featured sessions for businesses, government 
leaders, ranchers, conservationists, community 
partners and academics, as well as wide-ranging 
discussions about preserving the stunning beauty 
of Great Plains ecology. Eleven field trips provided 
hands-on opportunities for attendees to see  
regional ecotourism and agritourism attractions. 
Over three hundred attended the conference. 

Speakers included: 
•Joel Sartore, National Geographic photographer 
•Dan Flores, author of American Serengeti: The 
Last Big Animals of the Great Plains 
•Nils Odendall, CEO, NamibRand Nature Reserve
•Okwa Sarefno, owner, Nature Leadership
•Martha Kauffman, World Wildlife Fund’s 
•Micheal Forsberg, photographer 
•Many more 

2018 NEBRASKA TOURISM CONFERENCE 

Nebraska City, the Home of Arbor Day, was the 
hosting community for the 2018 Nebraska  
Tourism Conference from October 16-18, with 252 
attendees consisting of visitors’ bureaus,  
destination owners and forty sponsors  
supporting the conference. 

Educational sessions, activities, and networking 
opportunities were held.  Dean Savoca, national 
speaker with over 25 years’ experience in the  
hospitality industry shared interesting insights 
about essential attributes of being a successful 
leader.  Jonah Sachs, author and digital marketing 
expert, introduced the concept of  

“Unsafe Thinking” and breaking the status quo.  
Best and Worst Practices in Sports Tourism  
Marketing, Travel Trends, Producing Videos, 
Signage, Grants,  Developing Bicycle Tourism and 
Watchable Wildlife Adventures were just some of 
the other sessions offered.  Nebraska Tourism’s new 
marketing campaign for 2019 was also unveiled at 
the conference. 

The conference concluded by celebrating the  
Nebraska Tourism Industry’s best and brightest 
at the Celebrate Nebraska Awards Banquet.  The 
celebration concluded with the bestowing of the 
Tourism Industry Awards and the prestigious  
Henry Fonda award.

Seward’s Pat Coldiron was 
honored with the  

Henry Fonda Award at the 2018 
Nebraska Awards Banquet.
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group tours
In 2018 Nebraska Tourism hosted three familiar-
ization tours for Group Tour operators in the hopes 
that they would bring their bus tours to the state. 
The tours were: 

Sandhill Cranes, Cars, and Cuisine
April 2-5, 2018

Western Nebraska’s Buffalo Bill, Oregon Trail,  
Pioneer Experience
April 30-May 5, 2018

Northeast Nebraska American Indian Heritage, 
Cowboy Life, Airboats, Bison
September 17-20, 2018

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In 2018, Nebraska Tourism attended  Group 
Marketplaces promoting the state as a group tour 
destination. The conferences were: 

American Bus Association (Charlotte, NC)
Select Traveler Conference (Louisville, KY)
IPW (Denver, CO)
Travel Alliance Partners (Atlantic City, NJ)
National Tour Association (Milwaukee, WI)

 

travel counselor program

According to the 
American Bus  
Assocation  
Foundation,  
motorcoach  
travel generated 
$71.51 million  
in Nebraska in 2018.

Nebraska Tourism 
staffed 14 rest areas 
over the summer 
allowing travel 
counselors to assist 
180,000+ travelers.
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national western stock show
Nebraska Tourism was a major sponsor for the National Western Stock Show and received one 
premium exhibit space in the Expo Hall, where people could learn more about a Nebraska vacation and 
take a photo in a tank. 

705,574 visitors walked 
through the gates at the  
2018 National Western  
Stock Show. 
 
it was the second-highest 
attended show in their  
112-year history.  

nebraska state fair
The 2018 Nebraska State Fair ran from August 24 through 
September 3 in Grand Island. Nebraska Tourism had a 
booth in the expo building, distributing travel guides and 
other marketing material for partners from across the state. 
The booth was run by Nebrasaka Tourism staff and  
volunteers. 
 

314,805 people attended the 
2018 nebraska state fair
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Honestly. it’s not for everyone.
At the 2018 Nebraska Tourism Conference, the 
new marketing campaign was unveiled. The  
premise, Nebraska may not be on everyone’s buck-
et list of places to visit, but if you like experiences 
that are unpretentious and uncomplicated or if 
you enjoy escaping the big city life for moments of 
solitude in the open plains, creating your own fun 
or exploring the quirkiness the state has to offer, 
chances are, you will like it here. 
 
The campaign will launch 
in target markets in  
winter of 2019.

“ 

Nebraska. Honestly, it’s not for everyone,” was a 
hot topic after it was unveiled at the 2018 Nebraska 
Tourism Conference in October. Some highlights 
of coverage received because of the campaign are 
as follows:
 
•Media coverage of the campaign reached over 884 
million people. 
•The Late Show with Stephen Colbert’s opening 
monologue on his October 19th show was about 
the new Nebraska Tourism Campaign.
•LIVE with Kelly and Ryan talked about the new 
campaign on multiple occasions 
•The Omaha World-Herald named “Nebraska’s 
saucy new tourism slogan” the most popular story  
on Omaha.com in 2018. 
•Additional big name coverage of the campaign  
includes: Today Show, TIME, New York Post,  
NPR, Washington Post, ABC News, Fox, AdWeek, 
Chicago Tribune, Thrillist, theSKIMM, CNN and 
more.

Media coverage of 
the campaign had a  
publicity value of 
over $7.1 million,  
more than the  
Nebraska Tourism 
Commission’s entire 
annual budget &  
three times more 
than Nebraska 
Tourism’s paid 
media budget

Coffee mugs featuring the 
new campaign logo  
were featured on 
LIVE with Kelly and Ryan 
on December 13th, a result 
of staff mailing them mugs  
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Many people think of Nebraska as flat, featureless and unappealing, probably  due to its location in the heart of the Great 

Plains. Perhaps we should have called them the Great Dazzling Spectacles or something, because to us, the Plains are 

anything but plain. They’re majestic, beautiful and awe-inspiring in their own way. Not everyone can  

appreciate that. But if you can, go to VisitNebraska.com for  your free Travel Guide.  

And prepare to be greatly dazzled.

MAYBE CALLING
THEM PLAINS 
WAS A POOR
CHOICE OF WORDS. 


