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Among the most significant news stories emerging from the 
Recreational Vehicle Industry Association’s (RVIA) annual RVIA
Committee Week, taking place May 31 to June 4 at the Renaissance
Mayflower Hotel in Washington D.C., was the announcement that for-
mer Outdoor Industry Foundation President Frank Hugelmeyer
had been selected by RVIA’s board of directors to succeed the retiring
Richard Coon as president of Reston, Va.-based RVIA.

Beyond that much-anticipated board vote were some developments
of even more direct impact for the RV park and campground sector:
RVIA’s Seasonal Camping Committee, comprised largely of park model
RV manufacturers who vacated their former association (the Recreation
Park Trailer Industry Association (RPTIA) three years ago to join RVIA,

took the next step toward integrating their affairs with that of the nation’s RV industry in voting to invest
their own financial marketing reserves into the Go RVing Coalition’s national marketing campaign.

In return, Go RVing’s Dallas-based agency, the Richards Group, will be incorporating more seasonal
camping content into its national promotions on TV, in print magazines, on the internet and at live
events throughout the country. And while this news story may get lost to some extent in the flood of
news surfacing from Committee Week, it was a watershed moment for park model RV builders like
Kropf Manufacturing Co. Inc. Vice President Curt Yoder and Champion Home Builders’ Director
of Athens Park Model Sales Dick Grymonprez — both of whom have joined RVIA’s board since
the summer of 2012.

Yoder said the park model RV builders were impressed with the agency’s seasonal camping pres-
entation at Committee Week and, overall, with the treatment they’ve received from RVIA since first
joining up on a conditional basis three years ago.

“You know, basically, since the time we started with RVIA, a portion of our seal money has been
earmarked and we’d built up a pretty substantial nest egg. The purpose of that nest egg was to promote
seasonal camping with the Go RVing Coalition’s campaign,” Yoder told Woodall’s Campground 
Management. “And there had been some discussions as to how it was going to be funded, how much
would the park model trailer guys pay and how much RVIA would kick in. We’d had those discussions,
but nothing was ever formalized. So, we basically decided as a committee that we’re ‘all in’ with the
Go RVing campaign — and the funds that we have will be used to promote destination camping within
the RVIA campaign. So, we feel that we’ve earned their (RVIA’s) trust and they’ve earned our trust and
we’re all in this together. We believe in it and we’re going full speed ahead with it.”

Suffice to say it’s a significant turn of events for the park model builders, the national trade association
and those of us who tend to follow the emerging destination camping trend. WCM

Park Model Builders Buy into Go RVing Campaign

mailto:sales@tengointernet.com
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The RV industry’s shipments will reach
380,000 units in 2015, a 6.5% increase from
the 356,735 shipped in 2014, the Recreation
Vehicle Industry Association (RVIA) noted
in a new forecast presented by RVIA Vice
President Mac Bryan at the association’s
Joint Committee Luncheon June 2. 

As outlined in
Bryan’s presenta-
tion, RV shipments
are expected to
set a new record
in 2016 with whole-
sale production
predicted to total
394,500 units —
surpassing the re-
cent peak of 390,362 set in 2006.

RV shipments set new growth records in
the first quarter of 2015, rising 7.9% from 2014
despite slow growth in the overall economy.
As the economy bounces back from the poor
start in 2015 — the result of harsh winter
weather and weaker exports due to 
a stronger dollar — RVIA anticipates 
motorhome shipments to reach their highest
total since 2007, and conventional travel
trailer and fifth-wheel trailer shipments to
reach the highest level ever recorded.

“The U.S. economy is expected to continue
to grow at a slow but steady pace supported
by low inflation and favorable interest rates,”
said Bryan during his presentation to RVIA
members at the association’s annual Commit-
tee Week. “While interest rates are expected
to increase, consumers expect only small 
increases as credit becomes more available.”

Although industry growth could be 
affected by myriad economic factors, two key

Weather made a huge impact over the start
of the camping season across a large swath of
the U.S. After a drought, an unprecedented
amount of rain took Texas and nearby states to
the opposite end of the spectrum with wide-
spread flooding. Meanwhile, California’s drought
is going on four years — affecting nearly every
part of the state and forcing RV parks to get 
creative as they think about the future.

As drought drags on, California
campgrounds are coping

Maylon Friday knows something about
the weather patterns in the Mount Shasta
area of Northern California. She’s lived there
for 78 years.

But last winter, for the first time in her life-
time, it didn’t snow.

“We went through the whole winter with
no snow,” she said, adding that she’s worried
about late summer business levels at her 30-
site park, Friday’s RV Retreat and Fly Fishing
Ranch in McCloud, which she runs with her
husband, Bob.

Business levels were fine through late
May, when Woodall’s Campground Manage-
ment caught up with Friday — but she’s 
worried about what will happen to her busi-
ness in August and September, when water
levels plummet at McCloud Reservior and

surrounding creeks.
It’s a valid concern for many park opera-

tors as California moves into its fourth year of
record drought.

In interviews with park operators across
the state, WCM found the parks that depend
most on inland water supplies were most con-
cerned about the drought. But many parks are
also finding they can mitigate the drought’s
impact if they develop enough compelling ac-
tivities to keep people entertained. 

Frandy Park, a 93-site campground in the
southern Sierra Nevada town of Kernville, is
one park that normally generates a substan-
tial amount of its business from whitewater
rafting enthusiasts.

But since whitewater rafting is not available
this summer, park manager Beverly Demetra
is instead focusing on providing her guests
with more on-site activities and entertainment. 

“We have outdoor movie nights on Satur-
day nights that are extremely popular,” she
said, adding that the park also is offering a
greater variety of on-site games.

Demetra added that while whitewater raft-
ing is not an option in the southern Sierras this
summer, there is still enough water in the Kern
River for people to go in and have a good time. 

And while news reports tend to highlight
the areas with the lowest water levels, many

U.S. Drought Monitor
California

In California — four years into an extreme drought —
many parks are shifting their focus to other activities 
to retain campers. Meanwhile, Texas and nearby states
were dealing with major flooding in May and June.

Campgrounds in West, South Central Hit With
Weather Conditions Bringing Drought, Floods

factors that initially energized the RV market
will continue to boost sales in the future,
Bryan told the gathering.

“The first, and perhaps most important, is
the deeply held preference for the RV
lifestyle,” said Bryan. “The second is that
we’re in the midst of the largest expansion of
the market for new RVs in our lifetimes. Ap-
proximately 11,000 Baby Boomers turn 65
every day until 2029. And, through our Go
RVingmarketing efforts, we’re making strong
inroads to younger buyers.

“Rising home values will continue to
strengthen home equity, and with small gains
in the stock market, will strengthen the will-
ingness and ability of new RV buyers,” Bryan
continued. “The ability of RV manufacturers
to design and price units to match the chang-
ing desires of consumers will continue to
boost sales.

“Expansion of the potential market for new
RVs will raise the floor on RV sales over the
next decade,” Bryan predicted. 

Bryan noted that just as industry leaders
began preparing for Baby Boomers reaching
retirement age some 30 years ago — while
boomers were still in their 30s — current
leaders must continue courting the Millennial
generation, which is now in their mid-30s.

“Millennials share core RV values,” Bryan
said. “They place a higher value on family
outdoor recreation than any prior generation.
They’re tech savvy and expect high-tech fea-
tures in the products they purchase. The dig-
ital transformation will increasingly change
how RV systems are controlled, monitored
and diagnosed by all involved in RVing. Inno-
vative products will ensure future sales
growth among the Millennials.” WCM

Southeast Publications 
Grows With 49th State

The 93-acre Alamo River RV Park &
Campground in San Antonio, Texas, is of-
fering its facility for free to members of the
military, according to an announcement
from the park.

The park is close to Lackland Air Force
Base and is available for all active military
personal and dependents to use free of
charge. Former service members and retired
military personnel are offered a reduced rate
for use of the park.

Activities include fishing along one mile
of the river, hiking and biking on the shaded
trails, canoeing, kayaking, camping in both
tent and RVs (for up to two nights when
space is available), horseback riding and
horse camping. All of the activities are avail-
able at no cost to the service member. A cur-
rent military or dependent ID card is the
only requirement for entry into the park.

Future plans and projects include acquir-
ing additional land, which will allow Alamo
River to add an equestrian center, fishing
lakes and additional trails and camping
areas. The equestrian center will offer horse-

back rides and horse therapy for wounded
warriors who are experiencing post-trau-
matic stress disorder. “San Antonio has long
needed this kind of facility for our military
and it is here now,” said Charlie Brown of
Alamo River.

“The park will be open to the public and
we hope the citizens of Bexar County will
support our military by utilizing the
amenities for their own needs such as pic-
nics, birthday parties, weddings, family re-
unions, company picnics, church picnics
and just having a great time in the out-
doors,” Brown said.

Alamo River RV Resort has long sup-
ported the military by being a member of
Tents 4 Troops. This program offers free
camping for military members and has
numerous parks throughout the country.
Visit their web site at www.Tents
ForTroops.org. This organization has of-
fered free camping and RV stays and 
is growing every year with more and
more RV parks joining in honoring our
military. WCM

Alamo River RV Park & Campground is offering its amenities, including horse trails, free for the use of
military personnel and their families.

Texas Park Giving Free Camping 
To U.S. Military Service Members

Southeast Publications announced
that it has signed a three-year marketing
agreement with Alaska State Parks, a Di-
vision of the Alaska Department of Natu-
ral Resources (DNR).

The DNR manages all state-owned
land, water and natural resources, except
for fish and game, on behalf of the people
of Alaska. When all land conveyances
from the federal government are com-
pleted, the people of the state will own
land and resources on 104 million acres;
approximately 100 million acres have
been conveyed so far. 

Southeast Publications also signed an
agreement with the Alaska Campground
Owners Association (ACOA). The ACOA
represents campgrounds throughout
Alaska and is a member-owned nonprofit
organization. 

“We are so proud to be supporting
America’s last frontier,” said Southeast
Publications Business Development Direc-
tor Brian McGuinn. “Alaska experienced a
surge in tourism over the past year and we
intend to keep the buzz going.”

Southeast Publications produces guest
guides for more than 1,500 RV resorts and
campgrounds nationwide and currently
works within 22 state park systems. Most
recently, the company worked for two
state associations — the California Asso-
ciation of RV Parks and Campgrounds and
the Tennessee Association of RV Parks
and Campgrounds — leading Southeast
Publications to win the 2014 National As-
sociation of RV Parks and Campgrounds
Supplier of the Year Award. WCM

Record Growth of RV Industry is
Expected to Continue Through ’16

Mac 
Bryan

streams in California are spring fed and are
still running relatively well, despite the drought.

“Water levels are lower, but there’s still 
lots of swimming, wading and fishing,” said
Dave Hammond of Three Rivers Hideaway,
which is located along a river outside Sequoia
National Park.

He said the river is continuing to flow 
because it’s fed by springs inside Sequoia
National Park.

“Business is good,” Hammond said of his
park, which has 40 RV sites, 25 tent sites and
three cabins. “We’re slightly up from last year.”
Weather Conditions – continued on page 6
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New York Jellystone Park Gets New Owners
Bob Palmer and his son, Adam, hiked the

entire 2,178-mile Appalachian Trial in 39
sections over 18 years, from the time Adam
was five until he turned 23.

Bob and Marion have also hiked,
camped and backpacked with their two
daughters, Katy and Sara.

The Jellystone Park in Mexico has 125
campsites, including eight park model RV
rentals and nine cabins.

The campground’s previous owners,
Barb and Ed Lighthall, started the park 45
years ago and converted it to a Jellystone
Park in 1994. The park is already a popular
location for families throughout central
New York and the Northeast, and the
Palmers said they hope to make continuous
improvements to the park and expand the
park’s schedule of family activities, which
currently include everything from choco-
late-themed weekends with chocolate Slip-
N-Slide games, candy bar bingo and tasty
chocolate treats, to Christmas in July and
early Halloween-themed weekends.

And given the park’s location along the
Little Salmon River, it continues to be a
sought-after venue for fishing enthusiasts.
“We are almost fully booked in September
and October for the salmon run,” Marion
Palmer said, “It’s an exciting time of the
year, and the beauty of the changing fall
colors can be spectacular.” WCM

Some of Patty Jarnot’s fondest childhood
memories involve camping trips with her fam-
ily. They traveled all throughout her home
state of New York and to many different
places around the country. “It was a great
way for us to spend that quality time together,”
she said. “It was something I wanted to be
able to do with my family.” 

Jarnot is now helping other people make
memories in her first season running Dream
Lake Campground in Warsaw, N.Y. The park,
located in a remote area about an hour east
of Buffalo, has 100 campsites that can accom-
modate sleeping arrangements from tents to
Class A motor coaches. They also rent three
trailers and two cabins. 

Jarnot Enterprises, the family company
that owns Dream Lake Campground, pur-
chased an existing campground in November
2014. It started snowing not long afterward, so
Jarnot’s main focus so far has been improving
the campground’s cleanliness and overall ap-
pearance. She’s also invested a lot of time in
organizing activities, since her focus is to cre-
ate a fun environment for families. 

Within the park there is a bounce house,
mini-golf course, playground, volleyball and
basketball courts, and horseshoes. A five-
acre privately owned lake is available for
swimming, canoeing and fishing; boat rentals
are included as part of the camping fee. A
general store sells RV and camping supplies
and other essential items and laundry facili-
ties are available. 

Summer weekends will have different
themes, such as Game Show Mania and
Christmas in July. The staff can help book day
trips with local companies such as Adventure
Calls Outfitters, which takes people on white-
water rafting and other boating excursions.
Letchworth State Park and Darien Lake
Theme Park aren’t far away. 

The campground is set on 43 acres, only
26 of which have been developed. The rest
of the property is available for hiking, dog
walking and other outdoor activities. Jarnot
expects they will create new campsites on
some of that acreage in the next few years.
She also plans to improve an existing bath-
house and add a water element such as an
inflatable water slide, pool or splashpad. 

The great thing about this venture, she
noted, is that it allows her to spend plenty of
time with her own family as well as her
guests. Her husband, Keith, does all the
maintenance at the campground. Her ex-
tended family lives in the area, and they pitch
in to help with projects as needed. Children
Kaleb, 15, and Makenna, 12, are involved in
all aspects of the business. 

“They’re in as deep as my husband and
I are,” Jarnot said. “The kids are right there
generating ideas and learning how the
whole business runs. I love that I’m working
with my children and teaching them life 
lessons like business skills and customer
service.” 

Owning a campground isn’t for every fam-
ily, Jarnot acknowledged. It’s a lot of work,
and the family had to make some sacrifices
to follow their dream. “There’s a lot to it,”
Jarnot said. “Be very sure it’s exactly what
you want to do.”

But she and her family have no regrets
about their decision. “This is a perfect fit for
us. I love being outside. I love the people that
are coming in. I love seeing the kids’ faces
when they’re having a great time. There’s not
much I don’t like about this.”

Dream Lake Campground will be open
May 1 to Oct. 15 every year. For more infor-
mation, call 585-786-5172 or visit their web-
site at www.dreamlakecampground.com.
—Sophia McDonald-Bennett  WCM

New Owners of Dream Lake Campground 
in New York Make It a Family Business

A popular family spot, Dream, Lake Campground is also
bringing together the family that recently bought it.

Buffalo Chip, S.D., the campground
that became a town, is down to business,
television station KOTA reported.

Fourth Circuit Judge Michelle Percy
presided over the swearing in of the 
new town’s first board of trustees that 
included campground owner Rod
Woodruff’s son, Dayman. All of the land
within the town’s boundaries is owned by
Woodruff.

Meade County Commissioners May
13 certified the 43-0 vote of Buffalo Chip
residents to incorporate, paving the way
for the first town meeting.

The nearby city of Sturgis and some
residents have opposed the formation of
the new town but court challenges so far

Buffalo Chip Campground/Town Gets Down to Town Business

The Good Sam RV Travel & Savings
Guide is highlighting “Top Independ-
ence Day RV Parks” as part of the pub-
lisher’s 12 Months of RVing promotion,
according to an announcement from
Good Sam.

The RV parks on this list pull out all
of the stops for their nation’s birthday,
hosting celebrations that include fire-
works, colorful parades or excursions to
nearby celebrations.

Some parks host patriotic musical
performances, while others serve up
barbecued hot dogs. All parks on this list
help guests appreciate the biggest day of
the summer travel season in the United
States.

Arkansas
Catherine’s Landing at Hot Springs,

Hot Springs.
California
Los Angeles Fairplex KOA, Pomona.
Mission Bay RV Resort, San Diego.
New Jersey
Long Beach Carefree RV Resort,

Barnegat.
Oregon
Phoenix RV Park, Salem.
Tennessee
Two Rivers Campground, Nashville.

Good Sam Guide Names Top 
Independence Day RV Parks

Poisson KOA Franchise 
Development Manager

Bob and Marion Palmer are the new
owners of the Yogi Bear’s Jellystone Park
Camp-Resort in Mexico, N.Y., having closed
escrow on the park in mid March.

While the Palmers are already identify-
ing possible cosmetic improvements to the
125-site park — which opened for the sea-
son May 1 — their biggest goal is to ensure
that Jellystone Park remains a special
place where parents can bond with their
children, grandchildren and create memo-
ries to last a lifetime, according to an an-
nouncement from Leisure Systems Inc.
(LSI), franchisor of the Jellystone system.

The Palmers, in fact, have a lot of expe-
rience creating family memories.

have been rejected.
The new town has authority to levy

taxes and issue tax-free municipal bonds,
but Woodruff says the town has no plans
at this point to do so. He said the main rea-
son for forming the town is to provide po-
litical stability to attract new businesses.

“Really, we needed the security of
being able to control our own destiny
and becoming a municipality by bikers
for bikers that has that dedication and
that devotion to individual freedom and
for basic promotion of American free en-
terprise allows us to be able to tell these
businesses what they can expect in the
future if they make an investment here,”
he said. WCM

CANADIAN PARK ADDING 20 OTENTIKS
Canada’s Riding Mountain National

Park in Manitoba will get 20 additional
oTENTiks this summer, ChrisD.ca 
reported.

The popular camping-style structures
will be in the Wasagaming Campground
as part of improvements announced by
Parks Canada.

Further improvements in the camp-
ground include eight renovated washroom
buildings and more than 200 improved
sites. For the 2016 camping season, over

130 existing sites will be upgraded to have
water and electrical utility services. WCM

Nichole Poisson has
been hired by Kamp-
grounds of America Inc.
(KOA) as KOA’s new fran-
chise development man-
ager, according to an
announcement from KOA. 

Poisson comes to KOA
from Leavitt Insurance, one of the leading
providers of campground insurance in the U.S.
Before joining Leavitt, Poisson had been an ac-
count executive with Evergreen Insurance.

“We are thrilled to have someone of Nichole’s
experience join KOA,” said Chris Fairlee, KOA’s
vice president of system development. “She has
an obvious passion for the camping industry, and
she certainly knows a good campground opera-
tion when she sees it.”

Poisson has a bachelor’s degree in business
from the University of Maine, along with various
professional certifications including Charter
Property and Casualty Underwriter (CPCU),
Credit Advisor.

In her new role, Poisson will work with inde-
pendent campground owners in North America
who are interested in joining the 485-camp-
ground KOA system.

Poisson and her husband, Travis, are expect-
ing their first child in June. Poisson will be based
in Turner, Maine. She can be reached by emailing
npoisson@koa.net. WCM
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Weather Conditions —from page 3 vation and recreation purposes. The white-
water rafting industry has contracts with
water agencies which guarantee that water
will be delivered during the spring and sum-
mer for rafting purposes.

“The only difference for us this year is we
don’t have water guaranteed on Tuesdays
and Wednesdays,” Fabela said. “But that’s
during the week so it doesn’t impact the
weekend campers. So we’re not seeing a big
change there.”

May/June flooding took serious
toll on Texas and nearby states
Memorial Day Weekend is the unofficial

start to summer in the U.S. — and with it, the
summer camping season.

But in parts of Texas, Oklahoma, Missouri
and Arkansas, the weekend was an evacu-
ation time for many campgrounds, and
flooding moved on into Louisiana shortly
after that.

The list of affected parks is lengthy, ac-
cording to available reports, as more than 20
people were killed or missing in Texas and
Oklahoma over Memorial Day weekend. Lee
Creek Campground in Van Buren, Ark., was
submerged under floodwaters, according to
media reports, while in Tipton Ford, Mo., Wa-
ters Edge Campground had to evacuate its
guests due to floodwaters. The Medina River
in Bandera, Texas, led to the evacuations of
Pioneer RV Park and Riverside RV Park.

For Mary Theriotof Blanco Settlement RV
Park and Cabins, “It was terrible. We barely
made it out with our lives. We didn’t know if we
were going to,” she told the San Antonio Ex-
press-News. Theriot and her husband, Joe,
bought the park in Blanco, Texas, in June 2014,
and less than a year later the site was among
the hardest hit when the Blanco River flooded. 

“We’ve talked to a number of parks that
have been hit,” Brian Schaeffer, executive
director of the Texas Association of Camp-
ground Owners (TACO), told Woodall’s
Campground Management.

For instance, the flooding at Pecan Park on
the San Marcos River in San Marcos was
pretty dramatic, Schaeffer said. “They had
eight to nine feet of water inside the resi-
dence of the owners who live on site. They
tried to warn people to get their RVs out, but

Manufacturers of Quality Recreation FUNniture
www.ParkEquipment.com

1-800-376-7897
2061 Sulphur Springs Rd

Morristown, TN 37813

some people, their RVs were there and they
were somewhere else,” Schaeffer said. There
were 26 RVs and eight to 10 vehicles totaled,
in addition to five rental cabins, a laundry
building, a bath house and two gazebos.

While the floods may have hit fastest at
riverside campgrounds across the region, the
floods could have the longest impact at
award-winning The Vineyards Campground
and Cabins in Grapevine, Texas, a suburb on
the north side of the Dallas-Fort Worth area.

Grapevine Lake virtually swallowed the
campground over the course of 10 days in
May, and in June it was still anyone’s guess
when the water may recede. That’s because
the lake serves as a flood-control basin for the
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, which created
Grapevine Lake by damming Denton Creek in
the 1950s.

“We’re the farthest northwestern extent of
where they catch water for the Trinity River,
so we’re last out,” Peter Doyle, manager of
The Vineyards, told WCM.

The flooding started to encroach on the 93-
site campground in April, and it kept coming
until the very end of May, when water finally
reached the top of the dam and poured over
the emergency spillway. By the start of June,
the two small peninsulas on which The Vine-
yards sits were under water.

The campground, which has won awards
from the Texas Association of Campground
Owners, the National Association of RV
Parks and Campgrounds and “A” ratings for
seven straight years on GuestReviews.com,
was full of guests before the water began

moving up. “We had the topographical map
of the campground and we knew the hard
numbers of when we needed to evacuate
each section, so we closed them off system-
atically,” Doyle said. 

They also cleared out their 14 cabins, dis-
connecting them before moving them off-site.

Eventually, the water was up nearly to the
top of the gatehouse window and had nearly
reached the entrance road to the premium
campground as the floodwater poured over
the spillway. 

While flooding is not unusual for parts of
the campground, to have the entire facility
shut down is uncommon. “The last time the
campground flooded was 2007. We’ll get a
flood once every 10 to 15 years, it’ll shut down
part of the campground, some of the low-lying
areas,” Doyle said, “but it’s the first time

water’s crested over the spillway since 1990.”
The Corps of Engineers won’t release

water below the spillway line until after down-
stream flooding clears. And even when that
process begins, the flooding won’t be over im-
mediately. The Corps estimates 45 to 60 days
for the water to reach the normal level, Doyle
said, “though in 2007 it took about 100 days for
it to get down to normal pool, and the flooding
didn’t happen until June. We didn’t reopen the
park until October. 

“This flood is significantly worse. We don’t
know what will happen. It would be optimistic
to get the park up and running by Labor Day.
It will probably be October,” he said, noting
that while the busy summer season is, well, a
wash, the campground should still be operat-
ing again in time for Winter Texan season.

Schaeffer estimated that about 10% of pri-
vate RV parks and 20% of government-owned
RV parks in Texas were flooded.

“We’d watch some of these storms roll
through, they’d be from Amarillo to San An-
gelo,” he said, “even parts of the Rio Grande
Valley — everything from West Texas all the
way to the Panhandle, parks that if you asked
the owners, ‘Y’all ever have water problems?
Never.’ Guess what: If you get 25 or 30 inches
of water in a month, you can have problems
you never have.”

Despite the surprise, in general, the TACO
head said, “Their attitudes are great and
they’re ready to rock it out. It hurts that they
missed Memorial Day, but the bottom line is
they’re going to be back at it because business
overall in Texas is still amazing.” —Jeff Crider
& Justin Leighty   WCM

The playground at The Vineyards shows just how much Grapevine Lake rose in the Texas floods.

Another campground benefitting from a
spring-fed river is Casini Ranch Family Camp-
ground in Duncan Mills, which is also at least
as busy as last summer, said Skeet Freytag, a
Casini Ranch reservationist.

Water levels fluctuate because there is a
dam upstream, but “water levels are good,”
Freytag said of the park, which is located
along the Russian River about 80 miles north
of San Francisco.

Being near the Sonoma County wine coun-
try, Casini Ranch also serves as base camp
for wine tasting enthusiasts as well as people
who come to the area to attend food and
music festivals and other special events. 

And while the Russian River is always a
popular attraction, Freytag said Casini Ranch
also offers many other on-site activities.

“We do a big bonfire and we have activi-
ties for the kids, including hayrides and
crafts,” Freytag said. “We also do karaoke
sometimes and show movies in our rec hall.
On the 18th and 19th of July, we will also have
a Civil War reenactment.”

Throughout California, the greater the vari-
ety of activities a park offers, the better its abil-
ity to withstand the drought, said Debbie Sipe,
executive director of the California Associa-
tion of RV Parks and Campgrounds in Auburn.

“We can survive the drought,” said Sherry
Fabela, manager of Coloma Resort, which
has more than 100 sites in the historic Sierra
Nevada gold country town of Coloma. 

While the park is located on the South Fork
of the American River, which is popular with
river enthusiasts, Coloma Resort has so many
on-site activities — including panning for gold
on weekends — that many of guests don’t
even have time to do anything in the river it-
self. Coloma Resort also has a ropes course,
which is popular with older children as well
as adults. 

And while the drought has affected every
region of California, Coloma is one of the only
areas of the state where whitewater rafting is
continuing this summer. 

While most Sierra rivers ebb and flow
with the snowmelt, there are eight dams
along the South Fork of the American River,
which hold back the water for both conser-

www.bookyoursite.com
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MODERN MARKETING

tices) to realize your goals.  
Before you can begin a benchmarking

study you must first identify the area(s) of
your operation that you’d like to measure
and improve upon. On the service side of
your business, using customer reviews
and conversations to understand where
there is room for growth is very effective. 

If you operate a café you might take a
look at the efficiencies behind the counter.
Parks with camp stores may be interested
in streamlining the ordering, receiving,
stocking and tracking processes. 

Your behind-the-scenes reservation
process and the methods used to develop
activities programs are ideal candidates for
benchmarking. And don’t overlook your
digital marketing program — including
email marketing or social network success
— or even your process for continuous
improvement, employee training or
weekly staff meetings.

How to Benchmark
Begin your benchmarking quest by cre-

ating a collection of written documenta-
tion as noted in the steps below. Keeping
an easy-to-access notebook will help you
track your progress, accomplishments and
weaknesses. Be careful not to overwhelm
yourself and your staff with an excess of
benchmarking areas. Instead, start small;
choose one to three areas for improve-
ment that are measurable and can provide
rapid benefits to your business. 

Step 1: Identify areas of opportunity
Once you have identified what areas

you’d like to study and improve upon you
must determine where you currently
stand — a baseline. For example, if you’d
like to reduce the time it takes to check in
a customer you must know how long it
currently takes. While this step requires
your time and effort — perhaps you or a
staff member standing at the front door
with a stopwatch — it is critical to the
process. 

Evanne 
Schmarder

Step 2: Establish a reasonable goal
After this brief study, you may find that

it takes five minutes per customer at your
park. Your (and your customer’s) ideal
may be three minutes maximum. How do
you get there?    

Step 3: Identify other businesses that
are meeting those goals

It’s human nature to compare ourselves
to others like us, but in benchmarking the
entire business world is your oyster. Not
only should you look at other RV parks
and campgrounds but, using our check-in
time example, is there any other business
you know of that may have some type of
“check-in” process? The next logical
thought might be other travel providers
— hotels, cruise lines, airlines, etc. Stretch
your thinking and see where it takes you.
How about grocery store checkout lines?
Drive-throughs?

Step 4: Research and contact those
“model” companies/leaders identified in
Step 3

It’s very likely that you will be able to
connect with someone in the “model com-
pany” that is happy to share with you what
they do to achieve the specific goal. Be pre-
pared to reveal information about your
successes as well as adhering to the “Code
of Conduct” as set forth by the APQC.
Boiled down, treat your benchmarking
partner and their data as you would like
them to treat you and your data. 

You might gather information via tele-
phone interviews, in-person discussions
at conferences or professional meetings,
or at site visits. If you are fortunate
enough to belong to a 20 Group, a collec-
tion of business peers that share best prac-
tices, then you know the power and value
of benchmarking. Encourage others to
participate. 

The Result: Best Practices 
So you’ve identified areas of opportu-

nity, established a reasonable goal, identi-

I would venture to guess that every sin-
gle campground owner/operator reading
this column would like to improve the ef-
ficiency of their processes, increase cus-
tomer satisfaction and deliver more value
— resulting in more revenue. While each
of us has a unique way of operating our
business, the fact is that the wheel has al-
ready been invented. 

Look around at others in our industry
and in business in general and you may
identify a few standouts, operations that
you’d like to emulate. Perhaps you’d like
the customer retention rate of business X,
the operational efficiency of business Y
and the administrative cost savings of
business Z. Rather than trial and error,
successful, forward-thinking businesses
use benchmarking and best practices to
grow and prosper, and you can too.

What is Benchmarking?    
According to the American Productiv-

ity & Quality Center (APQC), “Bench-
marking — the process of identifying and
learning from best practices anywhere in
the world — is a powerful tool in the
quest for continuous improvement and
breakthroughs.” 

Benchmarking is a specific process that
helps you focus on your goals, understand
your business’ current performance meas-
urements — and offers direction on how
to achieve quantifiable goal-based results.
Benchmarking does this by assisting you
in recognizing how other organizations
have met similar goals and how you can
adopt their processes (called best prac-

Benchmarking, ‘Best Practices’ Spell Success for Your Park
fied others that are meeting those goals,
and learned how they are making it hap-
pen. Congratulations, you now have best
practices (the “how-they-are-making-it-
happen” information) to implement.   

Review the best practices you have
gathered and identify how they differ from
what you are currently doing. It’s here that
you’ll begin to formulate operational
changes, communicate with and re-train
your staff, and put these newfound best
practices into play. 

Using our example of reducing check-
in time, some best practices may be:

• Streamlining computer entries — in-
corporating auto-fill fields, reducing
amount of information gathered (gather-
ing email addresses is much more valuable
than street addresses — could that save a
little time?).

• Obtaining more complete informa-
tion at the time of phone or online reser-
vation.

• More in-depth staff training.
• Better paperwork organization —

check-in packets, etc. 
• Scripting of important information —

amenity locations, activities, etc. 
Measure your progress at frequent in-

tervals. Early research told you that an av-
erage check-in takes five minutes. How
are you progressing toward your three-
minute goal at one week, two weeks, a
month out? Track and record this infor-
mation. You may need to customize the
process along the way. Remain flexible
and seek out staff feedback.  

Whether you are a large organization
or a small company, continuous improve-
ment is the lifeblood of your business.
Benchmarking will help you determine,
apply and measure high-value perform-
ance. It’s true time and time again: Success
leaves clues.

Like what you see in Modern Marketing?
Stay abreast of the latest digital marketing
trends for the outdoor recreation industry
by subscribing to Schmarder’s bi-weekly
trend digest Digital Marketing for the Out-
door Recreation Industry at www.road
abode.com. Ask her about her digital mar-
keting/social media diagnostics and tune-
ups, content strategy and marketing plans,
and more at evanne@roadabode.com or
702-460-9863. WCM

Manufacturers of Quality Recreation FUNniture
www.ParkEquipment.com

1-800-376-7897
2061 Sulphur Springs Rd

Morristown, TN 37813

www.yurts.com
www.minigolfinc.com
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SMART OPERATIONS

camping industry since 1982, although I
started my business in the New England
ski industry back in 1980. With an inti-
mate understanding of both industries, one
of my most fascinating recent reads was
Hal Clifford’s “Downhill Slide: Why the
Corporate Ski Industry Is Bad for Skiing,
Ski Towns and the Environment.” In this
compelling exposé, Clifford documents the
evolution of skiing in the U.S. I believe that
there are parallels between the downhill
skiing and family camping industries.

The ski industry in the United States
was essentially given birth in the first three
decades of the 20th century, including the
development of Sun Valley as the first des-
tination resort by railroad magnate W.
Averill Harriman. By 1938, Harriman un-
derstood that there was far more income to
be generated than what could be realized
through lift ticket sales, adding tennis, golf,
fishing, rodeo, hiking and swimming. 

The “golden age” of skiing took place in
the 1950s. This was the period of time
when 2,000 veterans from the U.S. Army’s
10th Mountain Division returned home
from the Italian and Austrian Alps to kick-
start the post-war ski industry, founding,
managing, or running the ski schools at 62
American ski resorts. In New England
alone, there are 605 former ski areas (most
operating in the 1950s) that are docu-
mented by the New England Lost Ski Areas
Project. Most of these were “mom and
pop” operations run on snowy hills, with
rudimentary rope tows run by the likes of
tractors or old Packard automobile en-
gines. In Massachusetts alone, my com-
pany has at least two campground clients
with campsites that are partially located on
the remnants of the slopes and trails of for-
mer ski areas.

In the five years following the 1960 Win-
ter Olympics at Squaw Valley, Calif., skier
days increased by 50%, with the greatest in-
crease going to destination resorts. The

Peter
Pelland

What Lessons Can Campgrounds Learn From the Ski Industry?

The 2015 Outdoor Recreation Participa-
tion Topline Report from the Outdoor Foun-
dation includes a breakdown of outdoor
participation by activity for everything from
adventure racing to wildlife viewing. 

In summary, it reports that 48.4% of
Americans participated in at least one out-
door activity in 2014, translating into 141.4
million participants engaging in a total of
11.8 billion outdoor events. These are im-
pressive numbers, many of which are
skewed — either positively or negatively —
by weather patterns; however, it is impor-
tant to examine individual industries in
order to get a better grasp regarding trends.

With the gathering of statistics going
back to 2006, the report includes three-year
changes within individual activities that
provide a quick snapshot of either increases
or decreases in participation. There are sim-
ilar trends exhibited between Alpine/down-
hill skiing and RV camping. Putting aside
the reported three-year changes, I think
that it is even more compelling to compare
the 2014 participation numbers with the
high-water marks within the nine-year sur-
vey period. Measuring people ages 6 and
older, skiing peaked in 2010 when there
were 11.5 million participants, decreasing
24.8% to 8.64 million participants in 2014.
Similarly, camping peaked in 2009 with
17.4 million participants, decreasing 16.1%
to 14.6 million participants in 2014.

Beyond Blaming the Weather,
What Is Happening?

I have been working with the family

handwriting was on the wall for the mom-
and-pop areas attempting to compete. 

A decade later, in 1975, there were 745
ski areas in the United States, a number
that would drop to 509 by the year 2000. 

By the 1990s, three major companies
controlled 24% of all lift ticket sales in the
U.S.

Despite the advent of snowboarding,
total visits to ski areas stagnated in the
1980s and 1990s, numbers which would
have witnessed double-digit declines if not
for snowboarding. According to Clifford,
only 15% of beginners go on to become se-
rious skiers. Although 33 million Ameri-
cans considered themselves skiers or
snowboarders (when the book was written
in 2003), only a third of them actually go
out even once in any given year.

Part of the problem with the ski industry
is the aging of the post-war Baby Boomers.
Statistics have shown that, once they hit the
age of 44, the average skiers hang up their
skis for the last time. The changing popu-
lation does not bode well for the ski indus-
try. People today have less leisure time, less
disposable income and new interests. An-
other strike against skiing is that it requires
a learning curve — and most people today
want instant gratification.

Lift Tickets Equate to Campsites
It is a well-documented fact that most

of the ski industry is no longer in the busi-
ness of selling lift tickets. Even with single-
day lift ticket prices topping $100 at many
ski resorts this past season, those ticket
sales cannot begin to cover expenses. In
2000, a Poma detachable quad chairlift
would cost slightly less than $3 million to
install, plus another 15% for site prepara-
tion. Then it would cost about $14,000 per
month for the electricity to turn the lift. At
the same time, an eight-place gondola car-
rying passengers only 2,200 feet would run
about $6 million, with a monthly electric

bill of about $20,000. Not pocket change.
Even some of the biggest corporate players
have faced economic challenges.

Then there are snowmaking costs.
Again, in 2000, the air compressors to run
a bank of snow guns cost about $250,000
each, basic snow guns cost about $1,000
each, fan-driven snow machines cost about
$10,000 each — and the electricity to
make the snow might cost a large resort $1
million per season. Clifford cites an inter-
view with the general manager of Sugar-
bush Resort  in Vermont, who said at the
time that his snowmaking costs were
$1,000 per acre per inch, with a monthly
electric bill of $300,000 to $400,000. For
all of this money, skiers and snowboarders
get snow conditions that are as predictable
as a McDonald’s hamburger … something
that not every skier actually wants.
Whether or not skiers demanded the in-
dustry improvements, or whether they got
caught up in the competitive one-upman-
ship of corporate skiing, the industry
changed, just like the cruise industry, the
theme park industry — and perhaps what
is beginning to happen with camping.

In the ski industry, the profit center is
now real estate development, with million-
dollar building lots for second homes, con-
dominiums for every middle-to-upper
income level, fractional ownership, absen-
tee homeowners and artificial “ski villages”
that are designed to keep all of the dollars
spent in the resort’s pockets. People who
were once attracted to authentic ski towns
and their ambiance have found those
towns displaced by the new manufactured
village concept, with bars, restaurants,
shops and hotels all designed to capitalize
on that now lost romantic notion of the ski
towns of yesteryear.

At one extreme is the relatively new
concept of the private membership ski re-
sort. The Yellowstone Club, in Montana, is
only open to members who can demon-
strate a net worth in excess of $3 million,
paying an initiation fee of $250,000 and an
annual $16,000 membership fee — along
with the mandatory purchase of property
at the resort. Then there is The Hermitage
Club in Vermont (located at the former
Haystack Mountain, one of my favorites
back in the day), with an initiation fee of
only $75,000.

The good news is that there is a back-
lash in the ski industry, with a growing
popularity of back-to-basics skiing, often
cooperatively owned, at ski areas like Ver-
mont’s Mad River Glen, California’s Bear
Valley and British Columbia’s Shames
Mountain. There are also many of the
healthier mom-and-pop areas that are still
maintaining their niches in their markets.

Yes, there are many parallels between
what is happening in the ski industry and
the family camping industry in North
America. I will leave it to my readers to
connect the dots. 

The bottom line is that there are forces
that are driving up the price of camping,
that profits cannot be based solely upon
campsite fees — and that there is plenty of
room for diversity. There are many defini-
tions for the “perfect camping experience,”
and it will continue to be the goal of every
campground to effectively market itself
within its niche target market. 

Define your park’s experience, and then
do everything you can to get the word out,
helping the people who want precisely

Smart Operations – continued on page 28
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ON CAMPGROUNDS

Reports from 
the field: 

Bob Ashley

Klearwater Lake Campground a ‘Small, Family Kind of Place’

Jim Dux, the semi-retired owner of a
furniture-refinishing business in Flagstaff,
Ariz., returned to his family’s homestead in
Indiana this year to open Klearwater Lake
Family Campground in Eaton, about 15
miles north of Muncie.

The park is small with only 16 campsites,
but Dux plans to turn the lake into a recre-
ation area for local children and groups.

“I’ve already
had one couple
call and ask
about a doing
their wedding
on the lake in
S e p t emb e r, ”
Dux said. “I’ve
also had a group
of seven RVers
that came to
look the lake

over who had been staying at another
campground that they got upset with.”

Four-acre Klearwater Lake — formed
when a stone quarry closed in the mid-
20th century — was formerly known as
Richardson’s Lake. It has been in Dux’s ex-
tended family for about 50 years and is
used primarily as a day-use park for fish-
ing. It’s fed by three springs and has an av-
erage depth of about 30 feet.

“It hasn’t been restocked in a while, but
it hasn’t been fished in a while, either,” Dux
said. “They used to hold catfish tourna-
ments here; the biggest catfish that came
out of there was 65 pounds.”

A levy on the property’s perimeter sepa-
rates the campground from the Mis-

sissinewa River, which also is available for
fishing.

Rumors are that the lake was a hiding
place for John Dillinger, the notorious bank
robber gunned down in 1934 by the FBI in
Chicago. “It’s rumored that there’s a safe at
the bottom of the lake,” Dux said. “I’m
having some scuba divers come in and look
for it. It’s a clear lake but it’s got a muddy
bottom and it may have silted over.”

There had been plans for a long time to
turn the property surrounding the lake into
a campground. “When my cousin had it,
that’s what he wanted to do with it,” Dux
said. “He just didn’t have the time. I’d come
back for family reunions and help him get
it fixed up when it needed work.

“I took my retirement income and
plunked it in here. God sort of asked me to
do it. I’m just doing it on faith.”

Dux already has built a 45-by-12-foot
deck that can be used for gatherings that
extends into the lake and a 32-by-20-foot
open-air shelter.

“It’s said that if you build it, they will
come,” he said. “Hopefully, that’s true.”

The day I spoke to him, he was working on
installing electric service to the campground
and upgrading the park’s water system.

Dux has turned a former bait shop into
a concession stand. The grand opening was
over the Memorial Day weekend when he
offered people to camp and local kids to
swim for free.
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The lake provides fun recreation options at
Indiana’s Klearwater Lake Campground.

Jim Dux

ment of sunken attractions. “There are a
couple of helicopters down there, cars,
Jeeps, a bus and other things,” Rautanen
said. “We get a lot of people who come up
here to go scuba diving to look for the
relics.”

With a fishing pier and boat landing on
Lake Ore-be-gone, Sherwood Forest also is
adjacent to the 1,200-acre Iron Range Off-
Highway Vehicle Recreational Area that
draws scores of people with ATVs, dirt
bikes and Jeeps. Also passing through the
campground is the 72-mile Mesabi Trail bi-
cycle trail that connects a number of small
communities in Minnesota’s Iron Range.

Fifty miles north of Duluth and 75 miles
south of the Canadian border, Sherwood
Forest has a late-season start — opening on
May 1 through whenever the first freeze
occurs, usually between Oct. 1 and 15.

“The snow has melted, but we did have
snowflakes last week,” Rautanen said just
after Memorial Day. “We don’t like to tell
people that,” she joked.

The park was full over Memorial Day,
and Rautanen expects that will be the case
on weekends through the summer.

* * * * *
Having managed Hillview RV Park in

Clarkston, Wash., for 20 years, Marlene
Patterson is sanguine about the 103-site
campground.

“We are not a ‘destination’ park,” she
said. “We are a ‘passing-through’ park.
There’s really nothing for people to see
here. The only thing we have are boat trips
that go up the Snake River. We’re on the
Lewis and Clark Trail; that brings a few
people through.”

However, they are open year-round, “We
basically are full all the time,” she reported.

Weather, she said, is a key reason.
“Winters are really good around here,”

she said.
“We are in a ‘banana belt.’ We didn’t

have any snow this last winter and we
didn’t have any zero-degree temperatures.”

About 75 of the park’s sites are perma-
nent or seasonal rentals. “We have some
people who have been here for 10 years,”
she said. “We are clean and tidy for a park
that has seasonal campers. We don’t want
to start looking like a mobile home park.”

WCM Editor-at-Large Bob Ashley is 
a Central Indiana-based freelance writer/
editor and a 25-year newspaper veteran who
has focused on the RV industry and national
recreation issues for the past 19 years. He 
received the 2013 “Distinguished Service in
RV Journalism” award from the Recreation
Vehicle Industry Association (RVIA). WCM

With the lake taking up half of the prop-
erty, Dux has no plans to expand anytime
soon.

“People really like the cleanliness of it
and the smallness of it,” he said. “It’s not 150
sites. I want it to be a small family-atmos-
phere kind of place. I could get up to 30 sites
in there if I really tried, but I don’t want to
build it up just to make more money.”

* * * * *
Among Minnesota’s best known loca-

tions — at least to National Public Radio
listeners — is fictional Lake Wobegon, “the
little town that time forgot, and the decades
cannot improve.”

But the Land of 10,000 Lakes also fea-
tures 140-acre Lake Ore-be-gone on the
shores of which sits Sherwood Forest
Campground in Gilbert, Minn., a 59-site
RV park that’s extremely popular with
scuba divers.

“Some parts of the lake are 450 feet
deep,” said Barb Rautanen, who manages
Sherwood Forest with her husband, John.

Created by the flooding of three aban-
doned iron ore pits, Lake Ore-be-gone also
has become the resting place of an assort-

Klearwater Lake is a former stone quarry.

www.campgroundmanager.com
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Best warranty in the industry with a lifetime warranty 
on all our ground spray nozzles.

Testimonials... We have received very positive feedback from many campground/
RV Park owners. Here are comments from a few:

• • • • • • • • • •
“The splash pad has been a huge hit, best thing we ever did!” - Chelsie, Scenic
View Campground

• • • • • • • • • •
“The kids absolutely love it!” - Chris, Sleeping Bear RV Park & Campground

• • • • • • • • • •
“Revenue is up over $100,000 this quarter, and we have nothing else to attribute
it to other than the splash pad.” - Todd, Flying Flags RV Park & Campground

Benefits of owning a splash pad:
• Safe • Little Maintenance • Affordable 

• Increase Your Bottom Line!
Rain Deck caters to all markets in the splash pad industry. Campground owners can now
take advantage of huge price breaks by going with a “light commercial” splash pad since
they typically have supervision, operating hours, and less chance of vandalism, etc.

Rain Deck offers an on-site training package for those that feel their project could be a bit
over their heads. Rain Deck’s “Purchase With Confidence” program is the only one of its
kind in the industry. It was designed to specifically meet the needs of campground/RV park
owners and their staff to save them thousands of dollars!

GUEST VIEW

Peter
Doyle

I’m going hedge my bets, and even though
I don’t know your property I’m confident to
say your campground is vulnerable to a nat-
ural disaster. You would be hard-pressed to
find one acre of land in this country that isn’t
susceptible to some destructive weather
event, whether it be forest fire, snow, hurri-
cane, extreme heat/cold, earthquake, tornado
or, in our case at The Vineyards Campground
and Cabins in Grapevine, Texas, flood.

Texas has experienced unprecedented
rainfall this year, with more than 35 trillion
gallons of water falling on the state in May
alone. That’s enough cumulative downpour
to cover the entire surface area of the state
with eight inches of standing water. Our park
is situated on the shore of Grapevine Lake.
Like many of your properties, the best natu-
ral feature that drives people to our park is
also the biggest threat that drives people out
of our park when it gets out of control.

For about 10 days we systematically evac-
uated sites and closed utilities. We com-
pletely closed down operations and cut off
utilities to our park on May 20 when our data
projected the lake would rise to 549’ eleva-
tion, which was our hard number to vacate.
I’m not going to belabor the dimensions of
lost property, insurance claims, expected

cleanup expenses and lost revenue. Most of
y’all should understand those numbers well
enough for your own park. 

With this being my first time managing
our campground during a flood there have
been about 50 learning moments an hour, but
above all else this experience has been a
school on communication and customer care.

The phrase “If I knew then what I know
now” isn’t just reserved for your Uncle Billy.
Every day that I’ve been at work over the past
few weeks I’ve wished that I had done some-
thing different the day before to preempt an
issue I was dealing with at that moment. 

Everything has centered on communica-
tion with my team — their needs, our
guests’ needs as well as the property’s needs.
In dealing with the evacuation of our camp-
ground at maximum occupancy and then
having to cancel every reservation through-
out our busiest season, believe me when I
say communication and customer care are
paramount. Here are a few lessons learned
that are now law in my book.

Know your termination point and stick to it
Over the last month I have amassed a li-

brary of U.S. Army Corp of Engineers, Na-
tional Weather Service, U.S. Geological
Survey and other departmental documents
and resources — and I’m glad they exist. 

As taxpayers, we have already paid for the
information and these departments are obli-
gated to provide any topographical maps,
historic data, etc. that we request. Use them.
More pertinent government data about the
land you operate on exists online than you
would believe. Tip: Google your location

(city, county or state), plus your threatening
resource (freeze, hurricane, drought, etc.)
plus “PDF” and see what comes up. That’s
typically a good launching point to easily
find government or academic resources
about your potential weather event. 

Having hard data to work with gave us
the resources to make responsible termina-
tion points based on elevation for various
sections throughout the campground. Once
we had our termination points we told our
campers “if the lake reaches XX elevation
you will have to go” — and we stuck to
those numbers. 

Don’t monopolize information
From a management position, I under-

stand that a good portion of what we know
and share about our businesses is on a need-
to-know basis. But unless you are the sole
person interacting with your guests, I en-
courage you to share whatever resources you
use to track weather patterns, water levels or
fire movements with every one of your team
members who interacts with your customers. 

Admittedly, we did this later than we
should have during our event. Prior to
doing so I was fielding innumerable calls
from guests, staff and business partners ask-
ing for updates, and also found out that
some of my team did not give correct infor-
mation to guests. Once I created separate
(exhaustive) lists of business partners and
staff that needed my resources and provided
them the information on how I was tracking
the lake level rise, my phone quieted to just
necessary calls and our guests were kept
much better informed. 

Even today I immediately update these
email groups with any new information that
crosses my desk. So, I’ve effectively created a
system that preempts inevitable questions. 

Everyone was sincerely grateful to be out
of the dark and not waiting for me to remem-
ber to tell them what’s going on as I’m run-
ning around doing another million things.

All of this boils down to one most im-
portant point.

Customer care cannot stop for a disaster
The Vineyards is a rare recipient of seven

consecutive years of “A” rated customer re-
views from GuestReviews.com. I accept lit-
tle of this accolade myself and rightfully
redirect that praise to our team. Our camp-
ground will reopen — and when it does I
expect to see our eighth year of “A” ratings
for 2015 despite our current closure. Our
staff has been calling months’ worth of
guests to apologize and reschedule or re-
fund their planned trips, and the team does
need some encouragement and cheerlead-
ing from me to lift spirits from time to time. 

I always try to remember when talking to
our team or our guests themselves the simple
wisdom shared with me by Billy Kinder
when I voiced my first commercial for The
Vineyards on his radio show Big Billy Kinder
Outdoors: “They need to hear your smile.”

Peter Doyle is manager of The Vineyards
Campground & Cabins. He’s been working
in outdoor recreation since receiving his
Master of Science degree in parks, recre-
ation and leisure studies from Texas State
University in 2011. WCM
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A Good Relationship Between Park Owner 
and Insurance Agent Can Be Integral
to a Smooth-Running Campground

Handling insurance matters for your busi-
ness, as important as that is, can be a com-
plicated challenge. There’s no easy way
around it. Just like every campground and RV
park is different, every insurance agency —
and agent — is different. Every insurance
company is different.

The good news is that once an RV park
owner finds a professional agent, that agent
can help camp-
ground opera-
tors navigate the
choices and
make the right
decision for the
property, the
business and the
guests.

“It gets very
confusing,” said
Bob Barber, a
McNeil & Co.
program underwriter. “Generally your first
contact with our industry goes through an in-
dependent agent. They go out and do a sur-
vey with you and do the paperwork and then
they send it to us or they send it to Philadel-
phia Insurance Cos.”

McNeil and Co. is a Cortland, N.Y. com-
pany that works for Chicago-based Arch In-
surance Group — which, with Philadelphia
Insurance, are the two largest national insur-
ance companies serving campgrounds
among many other regional companies.

When insurance companies look at a
niche like campgrounds and RV parks and

ask why owners buy insurance, “The most
common answer is ‘because we have to,’”
Barber said. “The second most common an-
swer is ‘I don’t know.’ The answer that we like
to work with is we want people to buy insur-
ance because on the worst day of your life —
your buildings burn down, somebody got hurt
at a campsite, an infant drowned in your pool
— you know you’re prepared. You’ve done
everything you could to stop it.”

Philadelphia’s Ian Rider said, “We are not
a direct writer. We rely on our insurance pro-
fessionals to help you choose the right car-
rier, which hopefully is Philly.”

The most important thing in dealing with in-
surance, professionals agree, is finding an in-
surance agent with whom you’re comfortable;
someone you can consider a partner in some
respects. “It’s a matter of who you want to do
business with, who you trust and who you be-
lieve is going to be there for you when you re-
ally need it,” said Tom Gerken, a Topsham,
Maine-based agent of USI Insurance and an
e s t a b l i s h e d
campground-in-
surance veteran.

“The choice
for you is who
you’re going to
trust to handle
your insurance,”
added Guy
Gagnonof Leavitt
Recreation and
Hospitality Insur-
ance of Sturgis,

S.D. “That’s really what it boils down to, be-
cause we’re all using the same companies.” 

And, as most agents Woodall’s Camp-
ground Management spoke to noted, there’s
a lot more involved on their end than simply
writing up your policy.

“One thing I
do is I look at ac-
counts 120 days
before your ef-
fective date,”
said Brittani Vil-
landry, an avid
camper and ac-
count executive
at NFP Poulos
I n s u r a n c e
Agency, with of-
fices in Vermont,
Massachusetts and New Hampshire. “I want
to push the underwriters and I want to see
what product I can get you. It doesn’t always
come down to pricing, it comes down to cov-
erages. Pricing is very important to your
budget — but you really need to look at the
bottom line of coverages. That’s what I’m
there to do.” 

Irene Joneswith the Marshall & Sterling
Campground Insurance Program suggests
that businesspeople take a big-picture look
at their insurance options and risks.

“We’re giving you a relationship, a review
and resources,” said Jones. “If you don’t ad-
dress the fact that you need to look at your
risk management and have resources for
that, if you don’t address having a review

that’s in-depth
so you know
what’s going on,
and if you don’t
have a relation-
ship with your
insurance pro-
fessional, then
there’s going to
be this never-
ending cycle of
a lot of claims
going on, never understanding what’s caus-
ing them — and that’s an issue in the industry. 

“There’s a lot of carriers who have come
in and out of the industry — Selective, Ever-
green, Markell — and other ones over the
years,” she added. “So how do we as an in-
dustry invest in ourselves and make our indi-
vidual campgrounds more insurable and
make our industry more insurable?”

In fact, the exit of Evergreen USA Risk Re-
tention Group Inc. — a key player in camp-
ground insurance until a year ago — is still a
major factor in campground insurance.

Gagnon, who worked at Evergreen along
with Bryan Tolli, said, “March 30 of 2014 was
a shock to all of us, including Bryan and I.”
That was the day that Evergreen boss Lucas
Hartford announced the company would exit
the market a few months later, Gagnon con-
tinued. “We had no idea that this was com-
ing. Knowing Lucas Hartford, he did
everything possible within his powers to
avoid this happening. When he finally de-
cided he had to make a choice or face worse
consequences down the road, he put to-
gether a plan through Leavitt. Leavitt was in-
strumental in putting together the plan for
Evergreen customers.”

Barber said that the plan Hartford
crafted with Leavitt and Philadelphia was a
good one for the industry. “Philadelphia and

‘We want people to buy insurance because on the worst day of your
life — your buildings burn down, somebody got hurt at a campsite, an
infant drowned in your pool — you know you’re prepared. You’ve done
everything you could to stop it,’ said Bob Barber of McNeil & Co.

Guy Gagnon

Bob Barber

Brittani Villandry

Irene Jones

Water attracts campers, but it also means campground
staff members  have to be consious of safety
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Jumping equipment can be done
safely, or it can be treacherous

Lakes are an attraction, but campground owners need to
enlist their insurance professionals to help manage risksTrees can cause  risk at RV Sites

Leavitt, as their competitors, I think they did
a great thing for (the campground) industry
in giving (park owners) two years as a
bridge. It’s a big credit to them that they
could pull that off together,” he explained.
“It stinks for me that they gave park opera-
tors some things that I can’t for those two
years, but I think they’re right. The chaos
that could’ve created in the marketplace,
they really solved some big issues.

“Now,” he continued, “you — camp-
ground owners — are going ahead with
choices. You’re going to have to make some
decisions about what you do after that period
ends. It’s tough. When the bridge is over, it’s
going to be over. All of you should be ready
for that bridge to
be over.”

Again, pro-
fessionals em-
phasized, the
key is a trusting
relationship with
an insurance
agent, not only
for policy re-
newals but for
campground im-
provements.

Ron Norton, senior vice president of the
leisure division for K&K Insurance Group in
Fort Wayne, Ind., told WCM, “It’s always im-
portant to consult with an insurance profes-
sional before expanding services; many times
an agent or underwriter can add perspective
that the campground owner may not have
considered. 

“If a campground owner wants to expand
activities offered or add amenities,” he ex-
plained, “it could affect their premium. If a
loss occurs to any newly added structures
that aren’t added to the insured’s policy, that
loss may not be covered. If the campground

activity is potentially dangerous, our under-
writers may be able to advise and educate
the campground owner on risk he or she
hadn’t considered.

“Extra revenue is always tempting to
campground owners,” Norton cautioned,
“but the risk factors should always be con-
sidered. Some activities carry a higher risk of
exposure that may surprise park owners,
such as ATV guided trails. A good risk man-
agement plan and attention to detail is ex-
tremely important when considering new
amenities and communication with your in-
surance provider before beginning the
process can help avoid higher premiums and
potentially risky activities.”

Managing Risks
Often, it’s the very features that attract

campers that need the most scrutiny to man-
age the risks they present to RV park owners.

“The problem comes,” Villandry said,
“when your risk is heightened by having a
pool, a lake. Do you have a lifeguard? Do you
have posted rules? That helps a little, but
that’s not going to do it for you.”

In addition to water, the other staple of
many campgrounds, trees, pose a risk. “Is it
a heavily wooded area? Are trees falling
down? That’s a big one,” she said.

McNeil’s Barber agreed. “Tree mainte-
nance especially seems to be a big issue with
campground owners across the country. We
put together a tree-maintenance program. As
an insurer I don’t want to keep paying the
claims. As campground owners, I can pay the
claims for you — but what I can’t pay is the
customer who got damaged by the tree who
doesn’t come back for five years. If we can
stop the process, economically it’s much bet-
ter for all of us.”

Warren Oliver of Scirocco Group Insur-
ance of Hasbrouck Heights, N.J., described

the key insurance challenges he sees in the
campground insurance market. 

“You’re insuring a city. You have a little bit
of everything,” said Oliver. “What you don’t
have is a police department, a fire depart-
ment and a rescue squad. One of the things
that’s very important to reduce claims is to
have people that are ready to take care of
these problems as soon as they happen. The
sooner you get emergency attention to a per-
son, the better the results. The better the re-
sults, the smaller the claim. The smaller the
claim, the better chance we have of writing
you with lower rates.”

To that end, recommends K&K’s Norton,
“taking proactive measures by simulating
emergency situations and developing emer-
gency response plans is always good loss
control. Make sure your fire department,
medical responders and safety personnel are
familiar with your campground.” 

After all, Norton said, “a documented
safety plan can show your insurance com-
pany that your campground is well prepared
to respond appropriately in a variety of emer-
gency situations.”

Of course, the first line of response is on
the campground. Oliver raised questions
campground owners should consider. “Is
there a training program in place for your em-
ployees? Is there a written risk-management
program? Are there emergency procedures
in place? These are all important things. I’m
not so concerned with owners. You’ve been
doing this for years, you know exactly what to
do and you’re doing it. But does your staff?”

Gerken said an insurance agent is going
to look at four categories in trying to help
campgrounds assess and manage risks:

• “Obviously property at risk from various
things,” he said. “Weather, maybe improper
wiring, vandalism — there’s any number of
things that can damage your property. A

physical inspec-
tion is very im-
portant. You’re
there every day.
An outside per-
son coming in
might identify
things you’re
overlooking.”

• Next, he
said, is liability
— third-party li-
ability, bodily in-
jury or property damage, injury to your
customers or their property or other people,
plus things like libel, slander and copyright in-
fringement. “These things are more popular
than ever today because we’ve got so much
out there on the Internet, so much on your
websites.” Also under liability, Gerken said,
comes “unsafe acts and unsafe conditions,
because 90% of the times those are going to
be the causes of losses and claims.”

• The third risk category, he said, is human
resources. “Again, your employees and your-
self. You could be sued by an employee for
misconduct, discrimination, improper hiring
or firing,” Gerken said. “Or what are you
going to do with the loss of a key employee?
Are you going to replace that person? What’s
it going to do to your revenue stream, and are
you insured for that?”

• Finally, the assessment looks at possible
loss of income. “Obviously you insure your
property, your liability, your human resources
— but you need to take care of your income
as well. Losses in any of the three categories
we’ve already discussed can impact your in-
come,” Gerken said.

The good news, Gerken and others said,
is that even if you have claims, if you take
steps to keep those from happening again,

Insurance – continued on page 26

Tom Gerken

Ron Norton
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‘Membership camping for years has been on the decline, but we’re
seeing evidence that it may well start expanding again,’ said Bruce
Hoster, president of Coast to Coast Resorts

What was supposed to be a three-month
RV trip that escalated into a yearlong ad-
venture for a retired Houston couple is a
great example of how a member-based
camping association can work.

Full-timer RVers Piper Morgan and her
husband, Orlando, have been members of
Thousand Trails, a resort membership as-
sociation, for a little more than 10 years. A
few years ago, they decided to cross one
item off their bucket list and take an RV
along the West Coast. Starting from their
new home base at the Thousand Trails
Lake Conroe resort in Texas, the two drove
their 2003 Newmar KountryStar Class A
motorhome west to San Diego, then north
all the way to Washington. 

They would camp at Thousand Trails
parks along the route, staying several weeks
at a time before moving on, often not
knowing their next destination until other
members would set them off on a new
course for adventure.

“You go to one park and you stay for a
while and you do all the touristy things and
you meet people who say, ‘Well, while
you’re here in this area you need to go visit
this park and go do this and go do that,’”
Piper told Woodall’s Campground Manage-
ment. “It was only supposed to be for three
months, and we found ourselves staying
longer. A year later we decided it was time
to come back to Texas.”

Thousand Trails is one of the camp-
ground industry’s several dozen member-
based camping associations, of which there
are two types: discount clubs, whose mem-

Membership and Discount Camping 
Clubs Are Eyeing Growth Potential

Membership camping resorts like Lake Shore in Davison,
Mich., a Coast to Coast  property, are seeing a resurgence.

the decline, but we’re seeing evidence that
it may well start expanding again.”

That evidence is in the opening and ac-
quisitions of new resorts, he continued.

“One of the biggest issues we’ve had in
this industry is
we just don’t
have enough
people selling
out there. We
need more sales
locations and
d i s t r i bu t i on
points for mem-
bership camp-
ing, and we see
that happening
with top inde-
pendent (mem-
bership) sellers and owners,” Hoster
explained. “A lot of them are buying new
resorts, which opens new sales centers for
us. The developers who’ve done it have
seen some real nice success with new loca-
tions they’ve opened and they’re planning
to continue opening a new location almost
every year. That has helped and, obviously,
we’re encouraging that and working with
them in any way we can to make sure we’re
supporting them when they do open the
new locations.”

For the consumer, Coast offers three dif-
ferent membership levels: Classic, Deluxe
and Premier, which was introduced a few
years ago. Similar to a “good-better-best”
model, each offers an escalating level of
benefits. 

For example, while Classic members
have access to a limited number of travel
services, such as cruises, airfare and car
rental, Deluxe members have a greater
amount of travel services available to them
including Condo Vacation Getaways. Pre-
mier members enjoy all the same benefits
as Deluxe members, but while Deluxe (and
Classic) members can stay at a Coast resort
for $10 a night, there is no charge for Pre-
mier members.

Similarly, there are three different types
of Coast resorts: Coast Classic, Coast

Bruce Hoster

bers enjoy reduced rates at participating
private parks; and membership associa-
tions, in which members enjoy access to ex-
clusive resorts either owned by the
association or often by other corporate-
owned parks.

There are many discount clubs, but
some of the larger ones include Passport
America, Good Sam Club and Happy
Camper Club. In addition, many RV own-
ers clubs including the Escapees and Fam-
ily Motor Coach Association (FMCA)
also offer discounted camping at participat-
ing parks as a member benefit.

Two of the larger membership 
associations, both headquartered in
Chicago, are Coast to Coast Resorts,
which is owned by Good Sam Enterprises
LLC, and Thousand Trails, which is owned

by Equity LifeStyle Properties (ELS).

Coast to Coast Resorts
Founded in 1972, Coast to Coast Resorts

offers about 400 independently owned and
operated parks along with a number of
travel services and other benefits. The asso-
ciation does not release its membership
numbers for competitive reasons, but
Bruce Hoster, president of Coast to Coast
Resorts, said they’ve experienced several
years of double-digit increases — as much
as 20%.

“We saw a dip during the recession — I
think everybody did — but it’s come back
very strong,” said Hoster. “It’s been a real
good three or four years for us coming out
of the impact we saw from the recession.
Membership camping for years has been on

Emerald Cove Resort in Earp, Calif., is one of Coast to Coast’s popular properties.
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Deluxe and Coast Premier. While all offer
a full complement of amenities such as
swimming pools, clubhouses, sport courts
and lakes for fishing, boating and swim-
ming, generally speaking the resorts tend to
be a little better as you move from Classic
to Premier.

Coast resorts are independently owned
and operated, including several dozen by
multi-resort systems such as Colorado
River Adventures, Ocean Canyon Prop-
erties, K/M Resorts of America, Travel
Resorts of America, Sunrise Resorts and
Outdoor Adventures.

In addition, Coast members can enjoy
$15 camping at participating open-to-the-
public campgrounds known as Good
Neighbor Parks. Certain restrictions apply,
including site availability, “blackout dates”
(which are most often holiday weekends),
and length of stay, which is either one or
two weeks, depending on membership
level and resort type.

To become a member, you must first join
any one of the affiliated membership camp-
grounds in the Coast to Coast system.

Hoster declined to note the one-time
consumer fee to join Coast to Coast, but
said often that cost is included when people
join their home resort. Renewal rates range
from $99.95 for Classic members, to
$149.95 for Deluxe and $199.95 for Pre-
mier. He added that a healthy 70% to 80%
of people renew their memberships.

“We like to think of it as, the resort
membership is what they’re buying so
when they go to their home resort obvi-
ously that’s what they’re going to use,” he
continued. “But whenever they travel away
from their resort that’s when the Coast to
Coast membership kicks in — whether
they want to take an RV trip, or they want
to go stay in a cabin somewhere, or for our
Deluxe and Premier members if they want
to take a condo vacation getaway, a cruise
or whatever it is that’s available through
Coast to Coast.”

Hoster also pointed to a couple of advan-
tages Coast to Coast enjoys in the market-

place. First, it’s part of a family of well-
known brands such as Good Sam and
Camping World. Second, Coast resorts are
rated by the same teams that determine the
ratings for the annual Good Sam RV Travel
& Savings Guide.

Thousand Trails
Thousand Trails was formed in 1969

with a single campground in Chehalis,
Wash., which is still part of the Thousand
Trails system today. During the last 46
years, the Thousand Trails network has
grown to more than 80 campgrounds in 22
states and British Columbia. The camp-
grounds span more than 16,000 acres and
more than 24,000 campsites. The Thou-
sand Trails system serves nearly 100,000
members.

Dan Perlis, senior vice president of
Thousand Trails, said the company’s mis-
sion has always been to “provide lasting
memories for families and camping enthu-
siasts in beautiful vacation destinations.”
Generations of families have been enjoying
Thousand Trails campgrounds for decades,
he added.

Membership is as easy as three steps.
First, participants select one (or more) of
the five geographic zones across the U.S.,
which feature anywhere from 13 to 23
Thousand Trails
resorts. Second,
they purchase a
$545 annual
Camping Pass.
Third, they
enjoy mostly
u n l i m i t e d
o v e r n i g h t
camping to all
the camp-
grounds in the
s e l e c t e d
zone(s). In gen-
eral, members can stay up to 14 consecu-
tive days at a time and wait seven days
before beginning their next stay. The first
30 nights a year are free of charge, after that

a modest daily usage fee of $3 applies.
Thousand Trails often will also have

member recruitment specials, including
most recently a “Buy One Zone, Get One
Zone Free” offer that expired May 31; nor-
mally, a second zone is an additional $749.
The price for all five zones is $2,995, but
no matter how many zones are purchased,
the annual fee is $545.

The Thousand Trails Camping Pass can
be purchased at a campground, through a
call center or online at ThousandTrails.com.
Customers can buy a Camping Pass and
begin camping the same day.

Also, current members earn cash and
prizes for referrals. Finally, all Thousand
Trails members using their RVs receive dis-
counts on stays at the 90 different Encore
Resorts, also owned by ELS, which owns
or has a hand in more than 370 properties
with nearly 140,000 total sites.

“We are also able to attract outdoor en-
thusiasts by providing rental accommoda-
tions that include park models, cabins, and
unique experiences such as yurts, teepees
and covered wagons,” Perlis mentioned.
“Thousand Trails features organized activi-

ties and theme weekends that include mu-
sicians, magicians, games of skill and games
for fun. We have pool parties and movie
nights, cookouts, cook-offs and contests of
all kinds. From sun up to sun down, there
are plenty of memory-making activities and
events in store for everyone.”

Perlis added that Thousand Trails is also
experiencing “exciting growth.” 

“The number of new members joining
the Thousand Trails family has steadily in-
creased over the last few years, and we ex-
pect to maintain this trend in 2015,” he
said, adding they attribute this growth in
large part to their industry partners and
loyal membership base, many of who have
been with Thousand Trails for more than
20 years. 

“The continued strength of our member
referral program speaks to the overall sat-
isfaction of our members, as they continue
to refer their friends and family to join
Thousand Trails,” he continued. “ Further-
more, through our network of preferred RV
dealer partners across North America, we
are introducing Thousand Trails and the
outdoor lifestyle to a new generation of
first-time RVers.”

Discount Clubs
While membership associations offer its

members access to exclusive resorts, dis-
count clubs provide its members with re-
duced rates at participating private parks. 

For campers, the cost is often quite rea-
sonable, usually less than $50 a year, and
they enjoy as much as 50% off the camp-
ground’s listed rate.

For park and campground owners, the
overwhelming benefit of participating in a

discount club is the opportunity to in-
crease business, especially with campsites
that might otherwise go unfilled.

This opportunity is touted nicely by
Passport America, one of the nation’s
largest discount clubs, on its website: “At
Passport America we seek out quality
campgrounds to participate in our free and
simple program. Each campground con-
tinues to operate as it has in the past. You
may affiliate for free with Passport Amer-
ica by offering your ‘unused’ sites to our
cardholders on a space available basis only.
You charge our Passport America card-
holders half (50%) of your regular rate.
This rate will be published in our Interna-
tional Camping Directory, which goes out
to more than 100,000 members each year.
You earn revenue on a site that would have
been sitting empty. You also have the op-
tion to customize our program around
your campgrounds needs.”

Passport America, which was founded
in 1992 by campground owner Ray E.
Fernandez, features more than 1,870
campgrounds across the United States,
Canada and Mexico. Campers enjoy 50%

off the regular nightly rate at these camp-
grounds. The Passport America discount
RV travel card is only $44 per year, with
two-, three- and five-year terms also avail-
able. Campers can also opt for a $399 life-
time membership.

Meanwhile, the 1.5 million members of
the Good Sam Club, founded in 1966 (and
a sister company of Coast to Coast Resorts
and Camping World), save 10% on the reg-
ular nightly RV site rate at more than 2,100
participating RV parks and campgrounds
and up to 30% discounts at Camping
World SuperCenters. Membership costs
vary from $25 for one year, $44 for two
years and $60 for three years.

Other benefits include discounts on fuel
at Pilot and Flying J Travel Centers, and
significant savings on insurance, roadside
assistance, financing, extended warranties,
travel medical insurance, health insurance
and a credit card rewards program — all of
which are available through Good Sam’s af-
filiated companies.

Other discount clubs, although smaller,
offer similar benefits at about the same
reasonable cost. The Happy Camper Club,
for example, boasts more than 1,200 RV
parks on a full hook-up site for up to half
price for $39.99 per year. For a one-year
membership to Recreation USA costing
$44, members can pay as little as $10 for
camping at one of the group’s 400 partici-
pating parks. 

Among other restrictions, most discount
club campgrounds won’t honor the club
discounts during holidays and weekends
and some block off entire weeks or months
in peak season. Also, sites are subject to
availability. —Rick Kessler   WCM

Dan Perlis

The cabins at Bass Lake in Parrish, N.Y., are popular amenities for this Coast to Coast resort.

The Thousand Trails resort at Lake Conroe, Texas,
provides amenities and activities to attract families.

The pool and sports courts are part of the draw
at the Thousand Trails resort in Chesapeake, Va.
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All but a handful of the 25 RV parks in
Yuma County, which is located in the ex-
treme southwest corner of Arizona and bor-
dered by Mexico and California, are found
within a 10-mile stretch of Interstate 8.

During the summer months, when the av-
erage daily temperature in Yuma is 99 de-
grees, the parks are decidedly less than half
full. But from October through May, when the
thermometer tops out at a much more com-

fortable 75 degrees, the campgrounds’
10,000 combined sites are commandeered by
an estimated 100,000 Snowbirds escaping
the snow and cold up north by spending their
winters down south. 

More importantly to the park owners and
the local economy in general, those Snow-
birds have money to spend. The Yuma
County Chamber of Commerce pegged the
Snowbirds’ annual economic impact at more

than $527 million.
“I personally love our winter visitors as

they have two things that are in short sup-
ply: time and money. Our Snowbirds give a
tremendous amount of both to our many
non-profit organizations. The businesses in
Yuma County cannot thank them enough for
spending time here — at any time of the
year,” said John Courtis, the chamber’s ex-
ecutive director.

Each year, more than one million Snow-
birds descend upon all of America’s tradi-
tional sunbelt destinations, in particular
Arizona, Florida, and the coastal regions of
Alabama, Mississippi and Texas, where

Snowbirds are known as Winter Texans.
Many of those Snowbirds choose to stay in
RV parks and campgrounds, whether it’s in
an RV or park model cottage or cabin.
Woodall’s Campground Management talked
to a handful of parks in those states, and all
reported a boost in Snowbird business this
winter.

About 240 miles east of Yuma is Tucson,
Ariz., another hot spot for Snowbirds origi-
nating west of the Mississippi River. Ken
Shrensel, general manager of Far Horizons
RV Resort in Tucson, said Snowbirds —
which increasingly are coming from Canada,
he said — take up as much as 350 of the re-
sort’s 514 sites each winter.

“We really don’t do much as far as mar-
keting to them,” Shrensel explained, “we rely
on the word-of-mouth from our repeat visi-
tors, and our Good Sam ranking, too. We
probably should start advertising soon
enough, though.”

Because his resort is not exactly on the
beaten path to the more traditional Winter
Texan destinations along the Gulf of Mexico,
Doug Shearer, owner of the ParkviewRiver-
side RV Resort in Concan, Texas, said he ad-
vertises in Trailer Lifemagazine and blankets
the Internet and social media. But, like oth-
ers, it’s referrals from his steady customers
— about 80% of his guests return year after
year — that provide the most new business.

“There’s nothing better than a testimo-
nial from a current camper, and that’s a big
reason we’ve been able to build our winter
business,” Shearer said.

Most of his Winter Texans come from the
Upper Midwest to the 95-site, 17-acre RV
park, which Shearer built in 2001 across the
Frio River from popular Garner State Park. He
said the first few Winter Texans begin to ar-
rive immediately after Labor Day, when
monthly rentals are first available, and they

Snowbirds are Changing Their Migration Patterns
— and Park Owners are Reporting Big Benefits

From Arizona to Florida, Snowbirds and Winter Texans
brought 100% occupancy to more RV parks last winter, and
even those not at that level expect the trend to continue

One of the more popular amenities offered by RV park resorts that cater to snow-
birds is pickleball, such as this one at Thousand Trails Bend-Sunriver in Oregon.

http://kandkinsurance.com
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usually will stay all the way until Memorial
Day, which is when 30-day stays are discon-
tinued.

He added that his Winter Texan business
has been growing slowly but surely. “I think
that first year we had people on two sites.
We had about 60 or 70 this year, and I hope
to get about 20 more. I’ll cap it at 90, though,
and save the prime riverside sites for week-
end campers in the winter,” Shearer said.

Not too far away is the Big Chief RV &
Cabin Resort in Burnet, Texas, where Alan
Williams just finished his second winter as
the owner. Because of this, he said he really
couldn’t provide much insight as to any long-
term trends for Winter Texans. He did say,
however, that he had more Winter Texans
this year than he did previous, and he’s al-
ready booking repeat campers for next win-
ter.

“You know, it seems to me they are com-
ing earlier and staying later, too. The first
year they were coming down after Thanks-

giving, but this year it was the first part of No-
vember,” added Williams, who is the host of
the Lonestar Sportsman radio show. “And,
maybe it’s just me, but they seem to be stay-
ing longer, too. We had some people who
stayed with us all the way through April.”

Williams, whose resort features 72 camp-
sites and 10 cabins on nearly 20 acres on the
shores of Lake Buchanan, said another trend
he saw this year was “short-term Winter
Texans.” Instead of staying throughout the
winter, several campers stayed for a few
weeks at his campground before moving to
another location for a similar length of stay.
He also noticed many camped toward the
end of April, perhaps on their way home from
more southern campgrounds.

“I don’t know if they were just trying us
out for next year or if they just choose to be
more mobile,” he said.

Chassie Williams, resort manager of the
Thousand Trails Lake Conroe location in
Texas, which has 365 sites and 22 cabins on

The most prevalent marketing method for parks
to attract Snowbirds is word of mouth.

Active snowbirds keep coming to award-winning
Sun-N-Fun in Sarasota, Fla., each year.

128 acres, said the Winter Texans season
was “busy and long.”

“It felt like it was never going to end be-
cause at about the time the Winter Texans
normally would start to check out and go
home, we were having a whole lot of snow
and bad weather up north so everybody ac-
tually had to extend their stay and stay much
longer than they normally do,” she said,
adding that 60% of their winter business is
Winter Texans; the other 40% are locals
using the resort for the day.

“A lot of our Winter Texans come year
after year. They leave for the summer and
come back for the winter. Some of them even
have what we call an annual site, which
means that it’s their site year-round. Some of
them have purchased a cottage from us and
they actually just use it just for the winter. We
have very loyal Winter Texans,” Williams
said. 

The Gulf Coasts of Alabama and Missis-
sippi are quickly becoming popular snowbird

destinations, as well. Lake Osprey RV Resort
in Elberta, Ala., a 188-site park that’s part of
the Roberts Resorts network, had a “great
Snowbird season with great guests and
great activities,” said Debbie Daniels, who’s
in her first year as the resort’s lifestyle con-
sultant and operations manager.

“I think they left too early, though. They
left the first part of April and I was thinking
they’d stay through to the end of April,”
Daniels joked. “But the farmers all said they
had to get back to their farms.”

For the first time in several years, 95-site
Majestic Oaks RV Resort in Biloxi, Miss..
boasted 100% occupancy during the winter,
according to the park’s manager, Charity
Devore.

“They started coming in November, but it
was the first part of January when they really
started coming in. Most Snowbirds will stay
and enjoy the holidays with their families be-
fore they come on down, and they’ll stay all
the way through April,” Devore said, adding

mailto:bkim@carefreervresorts.com
www.carefreecommunities.com
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• Real Rustic Log Cabins
• Turn-Key!
• Durable and Appealing
• Highly Profitable
• Pays Off Within 1-3 Years

Amish Built Park Model Log Cabins

1-800-684-5808 • www.keystonekabins.com

Park Model Cabins
starting at $20,900

Located in Lancaster, PA

Cabin Kits 
starting at 

$8,900

they already have a waiting list for next
year’s winter season. 

Apart from a monthly rate, Devore said
Majestic Oaks doesn’t do anything particu-
larly special to attract Snowbirds, instead re-
lying on word of mouth.

“Some of the new ones we had coming in
are telling us they heard about us
from some of their friends who
were already here,” Devore said,
who mentioned that another lure
was a barbecue the resort hosts
every weekend. “They don’t have to
bring anything. We provide all the
fixings,” Devore said.

Every year Florida reinforces its
claim as the undisputed mecca of
Snowbirds — at least those coming
from east of the Mississippi — and
this year proved no different. Bobby
Cornwell, president and CEO of
Florida ARVC, which counts 380 RV
parks and campgrounds as mem-
bers, said he has yet to hear one re-
port of a campground which was down
during the peak Snowbird months of January
through March.

“We just had our annual meeting and con-
ference in May, and during the cracker barrel
and open discussions overall people in the
Snowbird region said their business was up
10% to 15% — and most reported they were
at 100% occupancy,” Cornwell said.
“Throughout the rest of the state the general
comments were that business was up, prob-
ably the most since 2008.”

Tim Deputy, general manager of Sun-N-
Fun RV Resort & Campground, a 1,500-site
park in Sarasota and part of the Carefree
Communities network, said they had a good
Snowbird season that was ahead of the pre-
vious year overall, including January which
was up 10%.

“The weather was a little bit milder than
the previous year when it was so cold, and

there was so much snow that some people
couldn’t even get down here because they
were snowed in,” Deputy said, adding snow-
birds account for about 85% of their business.
The resort, which has won the ARVC Na-
tional Mega Park of the Year Award four
times since 2008, is expecting another good
season next winter. Based on advance reser-
vations, Deputy said some 70% of the snow-
birds are expected to return.

Of course, the gains aren’t universal. 
While Texas saw winter occupancies up

from 5% to 15% altogether, according to
Brian Schaeffer, CEO of the Texas Associa-
tion of Campground Owners (TACO), the ex-
ception was parks in the Rio Grande Valley,
which were more likely to report winter oc-
cupancy figures that were unchanged from
the previous year. 

“The valley parks were basically flat,
which frankly is a bit of a victory because
they went through a number of years of
steady decline,” Schaeffer said.

The declines were due in part to negative
publicity involving violence in Mexico. But
cities across the Rio Grande Valley are now
banding to together to step up their regional
marketing efforts to strengthen their winter
business.

“The fact that (parks in the Rio Grande Val-

ley) are holding their own may mean they are
poised for an uptick,” Schaeffer said, adding
that cities across the valley have formed a
coalition and are heavily promoting them-
selves as a winter destination. 

“They have stopped the bleeding,” he
said. “They are back to realizing that they will
need to do something significant to offset the
images out of Mexico and routine news.” 

Schaeffer added that while other states
compete with Texas for winter business, dif-
ferent regions within Texas also compete
with each other for business. 

There seems to be no shortage of people
wanting to spend all or part of the winter in
Texas.

Hidden Valley RV Park in Von Ormy, near
San Antonio, had an 88% occupancy rate
from October 2014 through April of this year,
according to park co-owner Teri Blaschke.

The high occupancy rate is significant,

she said, because Hidden Valley RV Park lost
all of its campsites in a May 2013 flood and
has had to rebuild. The park currently has 50
sites, including rental accommodations of
two cottages, two RV rentals and five park
models. 

Blaschke attributed her increase in busi-
ness to word-of-mouth referrals and to peo-
ple who have found her park through social
media channels. Her park has been in busi-
ness since 1972.

Texas Lakeside RV Resort in Port Lavaca
also reported a strong increase in Winter
Texan business. 

“Occupancies were up quite a bit this past
winter. We had a large population of Winter
Texans from November to March,” said Sheryl
Roberge, who manages the 97-site park. “This
was the first year our park seemed to be a des-
tination for them. A lot of them came because
it’s not Port Aransas. They wanted a more
quiet, calm place to relax.” —Rick Kessler
with Jeff Crider   WCM

Lake Osprey RV Resort had a great Snowbird season.

La Hacienda RV Resort’s campsites are popular with Winter Texan visitors to Austin.

http://dogipot.com
http://dri-dek.com
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GUEST VIEW

you built a doghouse and put a night light
in it, you have a structure and thus would
need a grounding rod.

So during the spring and summer of
2014, the NFPA convened a group of peo-
ple from various code panels to look at the
definition of a structure and whether we
really should describe RV pedestals as
such. The outcome was to develop a hand-
ful of public inputs to the code-making
process for the 2017 cycle that better de-
fines “structures” and “RV site equipment”
as well as specifically prohibiting the re-
quirement of ground rods. You may still
place them, but you cannot be required by
an inspector to have them. This input
(called Public Input or PI) was adopted by
Panel 19 and will follow the complete
process described above.

• Additional overcurrent protection
on pedestals: A PI tried to make the case
that additional overcurrent protection
was needed at each RV site pedestal. This
PI posited that protection was needed be-
yond that provided by the individual
breakers in the pedestal and the supply-
panel breaker feeding that group of RV
sites. Panel 19 cited other incidents
where overcurrent protection is provided
by up to six breakers in a panel or other
equipment and determined that the addi-
tional main breaker on the pedestal was
not required.

• Minimum percentage of 50-amp
sites: The Recreation Vehicle Industry
Association reports that approximately
50% of all new RVs built are manufactured
with 50-amp service. In anticipation of the
need for more 50-amp sites at RV parks
and campgrounds, a PI to Panel 19 re-
quested a minimum of 40% of all electri-
fied sites have 50-amp service. 

At first glance this may appear as a de-
cision to be made by the operator of an RV
park or campground based on their loca-
tion and clientele. But when you consider
the use of “dogbones” adapters and other
non-safety listed equipment used by
campers to make a 50-amp connection,
the lack of 50-amp service quickly be-
comes a safety issue.

Currently the code requires 20% of all
electrified sites to have 50-amp service.
The panel elected to find a middle
ground that requires only new sites meet
the proposed 40% requirement of 50-
amp service.

• New load calculations: Current RV
site code provides 9600 Volt-Amperes to
every 50-amp RV site. When you work
through the math, this provides 40 amps
to a 50-amp site. As RVs become more and
more electrified, more of the 50 amps are
needed — and the closer we come to out-
running the 40 amps we built into our
electrical infrastructure.

For the 2017 NEC, a 50-amp site will
use 12,000 Volt-Amperes, equating to 50
amps for a 50-amp site. The net effect is
that larger wire is needed when upgrading
or adding to your park. 

This will reduce low-voltage problems
plaguing many operators and provide the
park with a happier customer.

• Tamper-resistant (TR) as well as

Every three years the National Fire
Protection Agency (NFPA) convenes 19
panels of people from various disciplines
to update, change and develop what be-
comes the National Electrical Code
(NEC) in the United States. People from
safety groups, electric utilities, equipment
manufacturers, electrical inspectors, in-
surance companies and industry associa-
tions, among others, gather to consider
proposed changes to the NEC — and de-
termine how best to implement these
changes.

Changes can be as simple as wording
changes and updating references to en-
tirely new articles dealing with new tech-
nology like electrical vehicle chargers.
Additionally, changes in one article may
necessitate changes in other articles to
conform to the new paradigm or to ex-
empt some other article from the new
changes.  

In January of this year Panel 19 of the
NEC finished the First Draft of RV Park
and Manufactured Home, Recreational Ve-
hicle, Park Model Trailer sections for the
2017 code cycle.

The next step is to open up the work
the panels did to the public for comment.
Over this summer anyone with access to
the Internet may go to www.nfpa.org and
comment for or against the work done by
the panels during the first-draft process.
New concepts or proposals will not be al-
lowed unless somehow connected to an
input to the first-draft process. The time
for new ideas is over for this cycle.

Once these comments are collected the
panels will convene again in November
to discuss the comments and their rele-
vance to safety and the NEC. A formal
electronic ballot is taken in December
and the final results are reviewed for im-
pact on other panels. Finally, the results
are placed before the NFPA board for ap-
proval (which will meet in the summer of
2016). When approved the 2017 NEC
will be published and effective January
2017.

What topics during this code cycle af-
fect RV parks and campgrounds?

1. Ground rods at RV sites.
2. Additional overcurrent protection for

the RV pedestal or box.
3. Percentage of 50-amp sites required.
4. New load calculations.
5. Removal of requirement for tamper/

weather-resistant 20-amp receptacles at
sites.

Here’s a look at each of these topics and
the preliminary decisions made during the
first-draft meeting.

• Ground rods: During the 2014 code
cycle a proposal was introduced labeling
RV pedestals and boxes as a “separate
structure.” In the NEC world, this desig-
nation requires the presence of grounding
rods at each structure. In the NEC a
structure is defined as anything that is
built or constructed. Using this logic, if

How the 2017 National Electrical
Code Will Affect Your Park

The Aqua-Cycle Water Trike
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GuestView Elliott – continued on page 28
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VENDORSCAPES
‘Heating Up’ Campfires, Camp
Chairs, Websites and Revenue

FunFlicks 

FunFlicks indoor/outdoor cinema
event rental packages, available across the
U.S., include screen rental (12, 18, 25, 33
and 45 feet), audio/visual systems and a
set-up and hosting team for events such
as drive-in and poolside “dive-in” movie
events. Specialized parties for events such
as action and dance video game tourna-
ments and televised sports events include
game console and satellite dish equip-
ment, with add-ons like decorations and
popcorn also available.

According to FunFlicks owner Steve
Mocco, rentals offer easier set-up and
more versatility than equipment owner-
ship. “If you have a big weekend with a
lot of people, like the Packers game we
did last year, we can take care of it; but
you’re not going to need a 45-foot screen
every time,” he said. “The times that you
do, we’re there for you.”

Call 920-472-4495 for FunFlicks of
Wisconsin, or visit www.FunFlicks.com for
a state-by-state list of FunFlicks vendors.

Pelland Advertising
Pelland Advertising has been focus-

ing on responsive websites for clients,
owner Peter Pelland said.

“We have clients who still have con-
ventional websites and it’s time for them
to make the transition,” especially with
Google now giving preference to mobile-
friendly sites in search rankings. Respon-
sive sites adjust to whatever device the
user has, whether a smartphone, a tablet
or a traditional computer, Josh Pelland
explained. That’s simpler than “adaptive”
technology, which created a completely
different mobile version of a website.

“Our obsession is with the user expe-
rience,” noted Peter Pelland. “That’s re-
ally what it’s all about.”

Another thing he said his company is
working on is picking up the slack from
a brochure competitor that left the mar-
ket. Because that company largely served

smaller campgrounds, “We’ve dropped
our brochure pricing on the lower quan-
tities across the board so people who
maybe thought they couldn’t afford us,
we’re reaching out to them. Our prices
are lower than they were before,” Pelland
said.

For more information, call 800-848-
0501 or go to www.pelland.com.

Mystic Lights 
Mystic Lights LLC offers camp-

grounds a lampshade craft kit for both
staff-led and do-it-yourself activities. 

“It generates a lot of good revenue at
our campground. People pick their own
colors, and we can make it for them or
they make it themselves,” said Marley
Behnke, co-owner of Mystic Lights and
the Yogi Bear’s Jellystone Park Camp-
Resort in Caledonia, Wis. 

Behnke said many guests who see the
lamps hanging on other RVs often come
in the next day to get their own. “Last
year the activity program made $10,000
from it,” she reported. “It’s drastically dif-
ferent from our old ceramics and coloring
activities.”

Mystic Lights kits contain 30 interlock-
ing pieces made of lightweight polypropy-
lene material that’s heat-resistant, durable,
flexible and easy to clean. Each kit comes
with a light cord with on/off switch and
full instructions. 

For more information, visit www.Mystic
LightsLLC.com or contact them at
info@mysticlightsllc.com or 262-320-7477.

Bison Airlighter 
The Bison Airlighter is unlike any

other fire lighter on the planet designed
for serious grillers, tailgaters and campers,
according to The Bison Co. It runs on a
patented technology that combines a high-
velocity flame with a jet-air stream that ig-
nites charcoal instantly so that you can be
cooking for guests within five minutes. It
greatly reduces the amount of fuel needed
to get a grill going. It is also a safe way 
to start and maintain a grill, avoiding 
unwanted lighter fluid burn accidents.  

The Bison Airlighter jets a four-inch
flame to instantly ignite charcoal and

www.checkboxsystems.net
www.phelpshoneywagon.com
www.tomgerkeninsurance.com
mailto:tom.gerken@usi.biz
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wood. The superheated, 2,600-degree F
flame can overcome wind, rain and stub-
born charcoal to light fuel with ease. Once
kindling is ignited the flame can be turned
off and a built-in, cool air fan will deliver
powerful airflow to quickly spread flames
throughout the fuel pile — stoking the
fire to high heat for the fastest cold-to-
cook time. It also eliminates the need for
charcoal lighter fluid.

The barrel of the device is air-cooled
and remains cool to the touch at all times;
even seconds after lighting a fire it will not
burn skin or melt a table. There is also a
child-lock on the device so it can never be
switched on accidentally. The integrated
battery in the Bison Airlighter can be used
for 30 minutes, or up to 40 barbecue
lightings before it will require charging.
Designed with a standard USB port, the
Airlighter can conveniently be charged 
at home or in an RV with a wall 
outlet adapter or on-the-go in a car. The
flame on the Airlighter runs on butane
that will last for 15 minutes of constant
burn time, enough to light up to 40 
barbecue fires.  The Bison Airlighter has
an MSRP of $79.95. For additional infor-
mation visit www.airlighter.com and
www.thebisoncompany.com.

Moore Consulting
In the 12 years that he managed The

Vineyards Campground in Grapevine,
Texas, Joe Moore transformed the park
into an award-winning resort, complete
with activities and park model RV rental
accommodations.

Now Moore is taking his 43 years of
experience in the campground industry
expertise on the road. Moore is provid-
ing critical analysis to help RV park and
campground owners find ways to boost
occupancies and revenue.

“I’m a firm believer in data-driven de-
cision making,” said Moore, who re-
mains active in campground industry 20
Groups, in which park operators share
the details of their operations and use
their collective expertise and experience
to fine-tune their operations. “I know

how to take all those charts and put
them into language that people can un-
derstand so they can prepare their budg-
ets a little more realistically,” he said. “I
go line by line, operation by operation.
I look at their marketing, their rate
structure compared with those around
them. I look at their reservation system.
Do they need upgrading? Do they need
50-amp metered service? Do they need
new signage? Then I put together a re-
port and the park decides what they are
going to do.”

For more information, contact Moore
at 817-999-4108 or go to www.moores
campgroundconsulting.com.

Chaheati Add-On Chair Heater
A few years back the Chaheati All-

Season Heated Chair hit the market
and gained popularity quickly. Now the
Chaheati company is expanding that
product line by launching a new heated
slip-on cover that can be placed on any
chair — turning it into a heated seat,
ideal for cool weather tailgating, sport-
ing events, hunting, fishing, camping
and more.

The Chaheati Heated Add-On is a
cordless, battery-powered chair slip-on
that sports cordless carbon fiber non-
wire heating elements throughout the
unit offering safe low-voltage heating.
The Chaheati Add-On is lightweight,
portable and can be folded or rolled up
for easy storage and carrying.

The patent-pending technology offers
four temperature settings ranging from
98 degrees up to 145 degrees F and rap-
idly heats up in less than 20 seconds.
The high efficiency, lithium-ion
rechargeable battery provides up to six
hours of heat per charge and lasts for
more than 500 uses. The warmth of the
soft, flexible ultra-thin heating element
can even help relieve tight and aching
muscles and joints. Chaheati’s heating

system is optimally positioned to pro-
duce a comfortable, even heat across the
entire back, buttocks and the back of
the thighs. The fabric of the Chaheati is
rugged yet comfortable and is designed
to be fire and water-resistant. 

The Chaheati Add-On retails for
$79.99 and is available at www.cha-
heati.com. To stock them in a camp
store, contact CEO Kyle Smith directly
at krsmith@chaheati.com. WCM

http://silver-top.com
www.yourelectricalsolutions.net
mailto:sales@yourelectricalsolutions.net
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Several years ago, owners Lisa and Tom Cauthen created their own ‘Western Town’ in a
barn on the property, consisting of fake furnished storefronts on the inside of the building,
giving it an Old West appearance. There is also a saloon, Western-themed dance hall with
a stage and a chapel built and decorated in the style of the late 1800s.

Johnson Creek’s rustic chapel is used for on-site
services as well as being a popular wedding spot.

They previously had spent more than 20
years running various businesses, including
a scuba diving store, a health club and a
mobile home park in Huntsville, Texas,
when Lisa started asking Tom about some
of his fondest memories.

“He told me how much he loved camp-
ing with his uncle when he was growing
up,” said Lisa, who had similarly fond
memories of camping growing up with her
own family. 

After visiting the Texas Hill Country, the
Cauthens found the area too much to resist.
They sold their Huntsville businesses and
moved to Ingram to build Johnson Creek
RV Resort on a picturesque 50-acre parcel

uphill from the town.
“We fell in love with the property when

we bought it,” Cauthen said. “And it turned
out to be perfect for an RV park. The pecan
trees are huge and have lots of space in be-
tween them and there is a lot of shade. Our
guests really like that in the summer.” 

The peaceful, somewhat remote setting
was one of the draws at the park, but it also
meant that the Cauthens couldn’t rely on a
lot of drive-by traffic. Johnson Creek is more
than an hour northwest of San Antonio, the
closest metro area, and several miles from
Interstate 10, the main traffic artery that
winds through the area — though it’s prac-
tically straight and level compared to most
of the roads in the beautiful hill country. 

The park is off Texas Highway 27, with
the pecan orchard serving as a buffer be-
tween the campsites and the road. To the
back of the property is its namesake creek,
which flows down to Ingram proper — the
park is northwest of town — and into the
Guadalupe River.

While I-10 is only a few miles away by
the closest road, that road is a winding
ranch road with warnings posted about the
potential for flooding.

Award-Winning Johnson Creek RV Resort in
Texas’ Hill Country Has a New ‘Old West’ Feel

CAMPGROUNDPROFILE

Lisa and Tom Cauthen

For Lisa Cauthen, who co-owns John-
son Creek RV Resort & Park with her
husband, Tom, the most challenging and re-
warding parts of operating a mom-and-pop
RV resort are just two sides of the same coin. 

On one side, because they live where
they work, it’s a job that runs 24/7 every day
of the year. 

“When I’m at home, it’s never relaxed be-
cause you’re always thinking about the busi-
ness,” she said. “If it’s five o’ clock and the
office is closed and a guest comes in late,
guess who gets to come check them in?”

On the other side, that closeness means
that many of their guests have become like
family. 

“It’s rewarding to get to meet so many dif-
ferent people, and we get so many regulars

that are almost like family,” she said. “My
daughter Delanie just graduated and two of
our regulars sent her a graduation card. We
don’t have a lot of family so they’ve been
kind of like grandma and grandpa.  Delanie
has basically grown up here and I think it’s
been a good experience for her.”

They’ve been able to measure their suc-
cess in other ways as well — such as re-
cently winning the Texas Association of
Campground Owners (TACO) Small Park
of the Year Award for the fourth time in five
years. The 50-site resort was also a winner
in 2011, 2012 and 2014.

Cauthen jokes that she wishes TACO
wouldn’t have a rule against campgrounds
winning three years in a row be-
cause she feels like Johnson
Creek would have a shot at an ex-
tended streak. 

“I hope it doesn’t look like we
we’re doing great for two years
and then did something wrong!”
she laughed. 

For the Cauthens, the journey
started when they built the park
in 2005. Coming into the RV
park sector, they were inspired to
take their small business experi-
ence in a slightly different direc-
tion. 

Pecan trees are an integral feature of the Texas Hill Country park.
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David Paczocha

Campground Overview
Name: Johnson Creek RV Resort
& Park
Address: 4279 Junction Highway,
Ingram, TX 78025
Number of Sites: 50 full-hookup
RV sites, including three park
model cabins, three efficiency
apartments, one full apartment
and two rental RVs on site
Physical description: 50-acre,
creek-front park built among a 
mature pecan orchard in the scenic
Texas Hill Country. White-tail deer
are often seen roaming through
the park. The orchard screens the
sites from the road
Season: Open year round 
Rates: $48/site
Website: www.johnsoncreekrv
resortpark.com
Contact information: johnson
creekrvresort@yahoo.com

The property sits along its namesake Johnson Creek.

To develop the Western theme, the Cauthens added a town
motif to the inside of their rally hall, a repurposed barn. 

“We’re off the beaten path, not right off
the freeway, so we don’t get a lot of
overnight guests,” Cauthen said. “So we
had to think about what could we do to
bring more business in since we don’t have
that overnight traffic.”

One of the ways they looked to make the
park a destination in its own right was to cre-
ate spaces that were very friendly to RV rallies. 

“I love hosting rallies,” Cauthen said.
“They’re a lot of fun and the attendees are
always so friendly.”

Toward that end, several years ago, she
and Tom created their own “Western
Town” in a barn on the property that they
remodeled into a rally hall to use as a sec-
ond space for rallies to use. 

The town consists of fake furnished
storefronts on the inside of the building,
giving it an Old West appearance. Aside
from the roof and a floor with no dust, rally
attendees can get a sense that they’re gath-
ering in the main street of a frontier town.

There is also a saloon, Western-themed
dance hall with a stage, a large kitchen and
a large patio outside. 

The space has come to be used not only
for rallies by groups like Sisters on the Fly,
but it’s also turned out to be popular with
wedding parties and for other special events
with entertainers. 

But Cauthen believes that the key to suc-
cess with the space comes down to the de-
tails, atmosphere and authentic aesthetic. 

“I went to look at a couple other RV
parks, especially their rally halls. When you

walk in there, it’s just an empty building
with white walls, white tables and white
chairs, and absolutely no atmosphere,” she
said. “Everybody compliments our space
because you can see a lot of the detail we
went into to make it look authentic.” 

In addition to the park’s unique features,
Cauthen said that she believes it’s attention
to the basics that help make their resort
award-worthy. Johnson Creek’s staff focuses
on little things that improve a guest’s stay
at the resort.

“We keep it very clean and manicured so
it looks really good,” she said. “We make
sure that everyone who works here is very
customer-friendly. We’re not perfect by any
means, but we do care about the customers.
The reviews are all really positive so we
must be doing something right.”

Cauthen also put her eye for detail and
authenticity to work on a chapel they built
in 2010. While it was built for more per-
sonal reasons, it eventually served as a pop-
ular attraction for more business. 

The chapel is built and decorated in the
style of the late 1800s, with wood floors,
wood pews, vintage stained glass and other
small touches, convincing enough that
many guests believe it to be an old building
the Cauthens relocated.

“I’m a Christian woman and wanted to
have a space to do Bible study and things
like that for people who were interested,”
she said. “In the winter we hold regular
services, and we’ve had weddings, baptisms
and memorial services there. We always

have it open. We don’t lock it so people are
always welcome to go in.”

As word of the space spread in the sur-
rounding community, Cauthen said they
began to host more and more weddings and
currently host about a dozen per year.

“We’ve done really well with weddings,”
she said. “Many of our guests are people
who want a wedding that’s inexpensive —
and compared to other places around here,
we are really reasonable.”

In addition to the campground, rallies
and weddings, Cauthen and her staff also
offer catering services. They have a variety
of menu items with entrees ranging from
beef brisket with barbecued chicken and
sausage to fajitas, lasagna and old-fashioned
pot roast. 

During the winter months, the park also
hosts steak nights. The guests bring their
own steaks, which they can barbecue on
the park’s grills, while Cauthen and her
team provide the side dishes and desserts. 

The pecan orchard is another unique,
detail-oriented aspect of the business. The
Cauthens harvest all the pecans on site and
have their award-winning Johnson Creek
RV Resort Pecans processed and packaged
for sale in their gift shop. Guests can buy
the park’s whole pecans for $3.50 a pound
or shelled pecans for $11 a pound. Johnson
Creek will even crack pecans for others in
the local area for 50 cents a pound.

Earlier this year Johnson Creek also
arranged a tour and beer tasting with Per-
denales Brewing in nearby Fredericksburg,

an event that proved popular with guests.
All of this they manage with a staff of

just three — and as if that weren’t enough,
Tom also has a side job every summer in
Alaska, where he works a gold claim.   

It’s no surprise, then, that Cauthen said
their plans for the future include adding to
the staff. 

“We are planning to add another row of
sites, but we won’t even think about that until
after this summer,” she said in early June.
“We just built a new house that we’ll be mov-
ing into in about a month, so the guest house
we were living in, we’re planning to remodel
that and have a couple come live here full
time to help with the RV resort.”

Cauthen said their business continues to
grow even with a limited budget for mar-
keting, although they are adding several
bigger print- and web-advertising spots this
year. “We’re already almost completely
booked up for the winter,” she said. “We’re
not like some of these huge parks around
here with big investors. We don’t have mil-
lions of dollars to throw around and we
don’t overindulge in credit, so if we can pay
for it, we do it. If we can’t, we don’t.” 

Overall, despite the long hours and
growing trend of corporate mega-parks,
Cauthen said she wouldn’t caution folks
against getting into the mom-and-pop
campground business.   

“It’s very rewarding to work for yourself,
but you will work twice as hard as if you
worked for someone else,” she said. “In the
end, though, I think it’s all worth it.”  —Ty
Adams   WCM

The chapel’s exterior, with the creek in the background,
shows off the picturesque setting of the park.

mailto:johnsoncreekrvresort@yahoo.com
www.johnsoncreekrvresortpark.com
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Insurance —from page 15

Alliance Insurance Group Inc.
Phoenix, Ariz.
888-996-7600
www.allianceinsurancebrokers.com

Allied Speciality Insurance Inc.
Treasure Island, Fla.
800-237-3355
www.alliedspecialty.com

Calbranch Inc.
Rochester, N.Y.
585-594-9493
www.calbranch.com

Campbell Insurance Agency Inc.
Harrison, Ark.
888-893-6787
www.insuretheoutdoors.com

CapSpecialty
Madison, Wis.
800-475-4450
www.capspecialty.com

Coverra Insurance Services Inc. 
Sparta, Wis.
608-269-2127
www.coverrainsurance.com

First Insurance Services
Jasper, Texas
800-256-5116
www.1stinsurance.net

GPD Insurance Agency LLC
Rolla, Mo.
573-364-0400
www.gpdinsurance.com

John Bailey Insurance Co.
Knoxville, Tenn.
865-524-0785
www.johnbaileyco.com

K&K Insurance Group Inc.
Fort Wayne, Ind.
800-637-4757
www.kandkinsurance.com

Leavitt Recreation and Hospitality Insurance
Sturgis, S.D.
800-525-2060
www.lrhinsurance.com

Manning & Nozick Insurance Agency
Atlanta, Ga.
800-211-0468 ext. 117
www.manning-nozick.com

Marshall & Sterling Campground Insurance 
Poughkeepsie, N.Y.
845-454-0800
www.marshallsterling.com

NFP Poulos Insurance Inc.
Vermont, New Hampshire, Massachusetts
800-639-1908
www.poulosinsurance.com

Outdoor Insurance Group
Louisville, Colo.
888-683-7808
www.oigcorp.com

R.C. Lain Inc.
Port Jervis, N.Y.
845-856-5378
www.rclain.com

Rowley Insurance
Austin, Texas
800-880-9397
www.rowleyinsurance.com

Scirocco Group Insurance
Hasbrouck, N.J.
201-727-0070
www.sciroccoroup.com

SterlingRisk Insurance
Woodbury, N.Y.
800-767-7837
www.sterlingrisk.com

Tom Gerken Insurance/USI
Topsham, Maine
207-729-4013
www.tomgerkeninsurance.com

Tri-State Insurance Agency Inc.
Augusta, N.J.
888-990-0526
www.tsia.net

Western Star Insurance Services Inc.
Grand Rapids, Mich.
800-545-8606
www.foremost.com WCM

Insurance Contacts
that will help you maintain reasonable rates
for coverage.

As Norton pointed out, “Campgrounds that
have good risk-management processes in
place and are diligent in their loss-control ef-
forts will always see better pricing than
campgrounds that are less proactive in safety
measures. Loss-control processes should be
documented and provided along with the
completed application. Working with a li-
censed insurance agent can also be helpful
in completing the application process and
recommending coverage needed as well as
limits and deductibles.”

Make sure you’re covered —
don’t go cheap

Oliver suggested that former Evergreen
customers have to be especially careful to
make sure they’re covered. “One of the things
that Evergreen didn’t have that all of your in-
surance companies now have is a coinsur-
ance clause. A coinsurance clause requires
you to carry a certain amount of insurance on
every building, and if you don’t and you have
a loss, you’re going to get penalized.

“For example,” he explained, “if you have
$100,000 in coverage on a building that’s really
worth $400,000, if you were to have a claim on
that building if it
gets wiped out,
the most you’re
going to get paid
is $100,000.
Where are you
going to get the
other $300,000 to
replace that
building?”

As a real-
world example,
Oliver said, “A
gentleman called me and said, ‘I can’t believe
they only paid me $27,000 when the building’s
worth $150,000.’ They paid him $27,000 be-
cause he had $27,000 worth of coverage. It
would have cost him $80 a year in premiums.
He was with the company for 11 years. He
saved $880. You do the math.”

Jones, for her part, couldn’t emphasize
enough the importance of RV park owners
having a professional relationship with their in-
surance agents. “One thing about relation-
ships is it takes two. You have to come to the
table willing to put your work in and to have a
conversation — and you need to have a really
high comfort level with whom you’re working,”
she asserted. “You should be thinking about
what your part is and you should be expecting
us to provide you with professional guidance
and going through the risks with you. 

“You need to be comfortable with the peo-
ple you’re working with,” she continued. “Be-
cause there are a limited number of
insurance carriers that you can work with
and there are a number of different agencies,
choose your agency first. Interview the pro-
fessional you’re working with. See if you’re
comfortable with them. See what types of
questions they ask you. There are different
personality types and it has to be someone
you can have a relationship with. At the end
of the day, really what you’re buying are two
things: Protection for everything at your
campground and peace of mind. Peace of
mind is the most valuable thing you can buy.

“If you have a good review,” Jones contin-
ued, “if you have a good relationship with your
insurance professional, if you feel like you are
building a culture of risk management in your
campground, you’re going to go to bed at night
and go, ‘I have done all that I can do, I trust my
professionals, I have peace of mind.’ And
you’re going to sleep really well.” —Justin
Leighty   WCM

Warren Oliver

http://southeastpublications.com
www.airwaveadventurers.com
mailto:sales@airwaveadventurers.com
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CAMPGROUND INVESTMENT OPPORTUNITIES

WANTED!
RV parks with water feature 
(lake, river, ocean), or near major 
attraction. Prefer 200+ sites with
high number of seasonal residents,
but will consider smaller parks
(with or without water feature), if
have high seasonal occupancy in 
desirable location near attractions.
Family and/or retirement. Rural 
or city location. We will decide
quickly and pay all cash or 
structure sale to meet your needs.
We are experienced RV park 
owners and assure confidentiality.
Brokers welcome. 
Please call or email us today:

  Phone: 518-725-2003
Email: usresorts@outlook.com

60 SITE CAMPGROUND
Rated 4 Stars by Woodalls

All Pull-Thru Sites
Bath House with Showers

Laundromat
Beautifully Landscaped 

31 Unit Mini Storage Rental
114 ACRE FARM

(Sold with campground or separately)

8,000 Sq Ft STEEL BUILDING
2 Miles East of I-55
Sikeston, Missouri
Serious Inquiries Call

Alex at 573-472-1339

“Specializing in RV PARKS and
CAMPGROUNDS FOR SALE”

Over 25 Years Experience

www.rvparksforsale.com
WE SELL TO SELL AGAIN
612 Sidney Baker St.  •  Kerrville, Texas 78028
Phone: 830-896-5050  •  Fax: 830-896-5052

Campground Brokers, we
have a 30-year proven track 

record of selling parks!
• We know the campground industry.
• We help educate buyers to this industry.
• We meet the buyer to remove contingencies.
• We personally attend every closing.
• We are available to help – before, during, and even years
after the sale!

• We promise to always tell you the truth…even if it hurts!

We would like the opportunity to help you in the same way; contact
us at 800-648-1624 or email to: info@campgroundbrokers.com

Adirondack Paradise – 85 spectacular acres
located in the Southern Adirondack Mtns in 
a private, pristine, park like setting of open and
wooded areas containing a pond, stream, cov-
ered bridge, cider mill, large outdoor pavilion
and other useful buildings. Currently operating
as a successful seasonal Agri-Tourism business
featuring family attractions and cider making.
Many possibilities for expansion of current 
business or new business development such as:
• Recreation park; ropes course, zip lines,
     rock climbing walls etc
• RV Park, Campsites, Lodging development
• Health or Religious retreat
• Rustic Wedding venue, special events, 
     concerts or festival location
• Can also be made private for a family 
     compound development.

Property is located in Fulton County New York, 
minutes  from Lake Sacandaga and 20 miles West
of Saratoga with easy access from major roads. 

For sale by owner - $895,000
Please contact:  adkparadise@gmail.com

Campgrounds/RV Parks
ME - NH - VT - NY

Don Dunton – one of America’s most 
experienced Campground/RV Park Brokers
………………………………………………

DON D SELLS #144
Pumpkin Patch RV Resort

………………………………………………
This month’s featured listings:
Famous Maine landmark, tours, 60 site CG,
gift shop, FUN, much more . . . . . .Only $749K
100 sites, 200 canoe/kayaks, 1,000’ major
tourist river, house. Great Equip  .Only $1.25M
60 sites, pond, pool, house, rentals . . . .$549K
Quality 175 site Park Loaded! Pool, 2 apt,
Lg Act Blg, Near Mtns & Lge LAKE  . .$1.395M
70 sites, river, pool, Country Store, Quality
Take Out, House, LOCATION!  . . . . . .$1.295M
LAKE, 150 sites, house, GREAT LOC.  . .$1.2M
Contact Don for these and other listings.
www.BuyaCampground.com
Don @BuyaCampground.com
RE Broker, Campground Specialist.

603-755-3944

PARK BROKERAGE INC.

John Grant/Park Brokerage Inc. 
11510 Caminito Garcia, San Diego, CA 92131

john.grant@earthlink.net
800-987-3363 • Fax 858-530-2368

www.parkbrokerage.com

Dardanelle Resort, Top of the Sierra
Nevada Mountains, Sonora, CA
6,500 feet on the Stanislaus River, 34 RV, 
8 Cabins, 5 Motel Rooms, Restaurant, Store,
Outside Bar, Large Tent/Group Area
$1,250,000, Seller Financing

Red Bluff RV Park, Red Bluff, CA
69 RV Sites + Owner House, Built 1991
Excellent Condition, Pool, Clubhouse
1.5 Acres for Expansion, 9.4% Cap Rate, 
17% Cash Flow, $1,315,000

Club Royal Oak, 
Kingsburg, CA
100 RV Sites on 27 Acres on the Kings River
Excellent 3% Financing
Clubhouse, Fitness Center, Boat Launch
$2,700,000, 21% Cash Flow

MICHIGAN CAMPGROUNDS FOR SALE
SEVERAL CAMPGROUNDS AVAILABLE
Including in North Central, South

East and West Michigan Regions

BRIGGS REALTY
www.briggsrealtyonline.com
616-942-1071

For Sale By OwnerFor Sale By Owner

7th Ranch and RV Park

Adjacent to the 3rd largest tourist 
attraction in Montana, located next
to I-90, and nestled in the middle
of the Big Horn and Little Horn
River Valley, this 625-acre property
is a gentleman ranch, home,
campground, and activity center
full of Montana history, tradition,
lifestyle, and excitement. Spacious
and friendly, this property has
been built and maintained to top
standards and awaits the second
owner to continue in the tradition
of hospitality and convenience.

Offered at $1,900,000 

Contact Dan Kern, Broker
Big Horn Real Estate

406-696-4676

www.campgroundbrokers.com
www.campgroundsforsale.com
mailto:hess@campgroundsforsale.com


CALENDAR OF EVENTS

AUGUST

4-6: Tennessee Association 
of RV Parks and Campgrounds 
Conference & Trade Show
Clinton/Knoxville KOA
Clinton, Tenn.
Contact: 865-685-5339, 
tnarvc@campintennessee.com

SEPTEMBER

14-20: America’s Largest RV Show
Hershey, Pa.
Industry days: Sept. 14-15
Public days: Sept. 16-20
Contact: Heather Leach
888-303-2887, heather@prvca.com

NOVEMBER

3-6: National Association of RV
Parks and Campgrounds Outdoor
Hospitality Conference and Expo
Ocean Center Convention Center
Daytona Beach, Fla.
Contact: 303-681-0401

9-11: Pennsylvania Campground
Owners Association Convention 
and Trade Show
Penn Stater Hotel
State College, Pa.
Contact: 610-767-5026

10-12: Leisure Systems Inc. (LSI) 
Symposium and Trade Show
Northern Kentucky Convention 
Center and Embassy Suites
Covington, Ken.
Contact: Dean Crawford, 
513-831-2100 ext. 12
dcrawford@leisure-systems.com

12-14: Campground Owners of 
New York 2015 Exposition for 
the Outdoor Hospitality Industry
Turning Stone Resort
Verona, N.Y.
Contact: 585-586-4360

16-19: Kampgrounds of America
Convention and Expo
Ocean Center Convention Center
Daytona Beach, Fla.
Contact: 406-254-7416,
shuck@koa.net  WCM
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Classified Advertising Rates are $1 per
word, minimum $15 per ad. Payment
must accompany order. Closing date
is the first of the month preceding
month of publication. Published
monthly. Make remittance payable to
Woodall’s Campground Management,
2901 E. Bristol St., Ste. B, Elkhart, IN 46514

CLASSIFIEDS

HELP WANTED
CAMPGROUND MANAGERS
Travel Resorts of America is expanding
and is seeking both experienced and
potential managers to join our profes-
sional management team as operations
managers, assistant managers or man-
agers in training. For more information
about current and future openings,
please contact Robert Bouse at
rbouse@travelresorts.com. “Have Fun,
Make Money” with an industry leader!

Smart Operations —from page 10 GuestView Elliott —from page 21

what you are offering to find you. Change
might be inevitable, but the survival — and
continuing success — of your business is
held within your own hands.

Peter Pelland is the CEO of Pelland
Advertising, a company that he founded
in 1980 and that has been serving the
family camping industry for more than
30 years. His company specializes in
building fully responsive websites, along
with producing a full range of four-color
process print advertising, for clients from
coast to coast. Learn more about Pelland
Advertising at www.pelland.com. WCM

weather-resistant (WR) 20-amp recep-
tacles: At the beginning of this article I
described situations where changes in
one section of the NEC can affect other
sections. This happened with the 2008
version of the NEC where separate re-
quirements for 15- and 20-amp recepta-
cles inside homes (TR) and outside
homes (WR) inadvertently carried over to
the RV park section of the code. The
panel made a single sentence addition to
note the differences in home use and RV
park use and exempted RV pedestals and
boxes from the TR and WR requirements.

While not a complete list of inputs 

review by the panel, these five items 
represent the most important topics cov-
ered. By maintaining an active voice
through various RV & RV park associa-
tions to the NEC code panels, RV parks
and campgrounds can ensure that code
changes are balanced between safety to
your customers and efficient operation of
your parks.

Wade Elliott is president and founder of
Utility Supply Group in Kingston, Wash.
He also serves on the board of the National
Association of RV Parks and Campgrounds
(ARVC) and is ARVC’s representative to the
NEC panel. WCM

mailto:sales@bbelec.com
www.bbelec.com
www.largestrvshow.com



