NOTE:  There will be a menu at the top of the page linking to sections, with print and pdf options. Also, several sections will link to more details.

Since 1985, the Blackstone Valley Tourism Council has been a leader in transforming Rhode Island’s Blackstone Valley into an important tourist destination -- a strong, vibrant region for visitors and residents alike. Working in conjunction with local communities, state and federal governments, and likeminded nonprofits and businesses, the Council has not only increased the number of visitors and enhanced their visitor experience, but strengthened the region’s economy, created a stronger, cleaner environment, and improved the quality of life for Blackstone Valley residents.
The key to the Council’s success has been quality planning, collaboration, and the use of sustainable tourism principles that encourage responsible destination development aimed at enhancing the environment, culture, aesthetics, heritage, and well-being without compromising the Blackstone Valley for future generations.  With no mountains or ocean beaches to work with, the Council built on many of the positive things existing in the region prior to the Council’s creation:  a rich, cultural heritage and historic legacy, ethnic diversity, the Blackstone River, parks and recreational facilities, and existing attractions such as the Pawsox, Lincoln Park (now Twin River), Slater Mill, and a number of other historical attractions.
Another major key -- the Council goal to improve the quality of life for residents, believing that healthy, vibrant and unique communities become stronger visitor destinations. Proud, happy residents, after all, are more likely to encourage people to visit their home towns. 

Our Mission

The Council’s mission is to create positive change with regard to community values by developing and promoting coordinated, responsible and sustainable tourism in Rhode Island’s Blackstone Valley communities. It is unique among Rhode Island’s regional tourism councils in its use of sustainable tourism principles to improve quality of life, preserve the region’s history, build a stronger, cleaner environment, and celebrate our cultural heritage – all of which contributed to making the region a much more attractive destination for visitors and home for residents.  
Through its sustainable tourism development practices, the Council has become an award winning international leader in the use of sustainable tourism principles for local and regional tourism and other planning and development.
Why Sustainable Tourism?
Sustainable development demands that we improve our lifestyle and the quality of a region while preserving and building on the region’s environment and natural resources, culture and heritage, health and safety needs, and other positive components.  To be sustainable, a human community must not decrease bio diversity, must not consume resources faster than they are renewed, must recycle and reuse virtually all materials, and must rely primarily on resources of its own region. 
Sustainable planning principles are playing a much more important role in local to global tourism planning and policy development.  A growing number of communities, nations, regions and planning agencies are recognizing that sustainable tourism management of the natural and physical environment, more than ever before, must coexist with economic, sociocultural, and health and safety objectives of localities and nations.

The Tourism Council believes that the use of sustainable tourism principles has played an important role in building a stronger region for residents and visitors by improving upon environmental quality, cultural appreciation and interpretation, historical preservation, and overall quality of life.  Through its Blackstone River and environmental cleanup efforts and education programs, the Council has become one of the most stalwart environmental educators and patrons of the region.  
The Blackstone Valley Tourism Council is now part of the United Nations’ Global Sustainable Tourism Alliance. Through its Sustainable Tourism Lab, the Council has become a leader in educating the global community about sustainable tourism, and the need and ability to build a strong tourism industry while respecting the local culture and environment.
Organization

The Blackstone Valley Tourism Council is one of 7 regional quasi-public tourism agencies designed by state law in 1985.  Its designated coverage is the Northern Rhode Island Tourism District comprised of: Pawtucket, Central Falls, and Woonsocket, and the towns of Cumberland, Lincoln, North Smithfield, Smithfield, Glocester, and Burrillville.
The Council is a 501-C3 educational, tax exempt organization, supported in part by regional hotel room tax revenues via state law. Its Board of Directors consists of 21 members representing tourism development interests throughout the region. Additional financial support comes from the public and private sector, charitable organizations, grants, and it’s own revenue producing activities.
The Council has been headed by its founder, Robert Billington, since its inception in 1985, who has been appointed by the Board with the titles of President and Director and CEO of the agency.
Partnerships
The transformation of the Blackstone Valley into a significant tourism destination has been the result of many agencies, businesses, and community groups working together towards a common goal. The Council has worked and partnered with local communities, planning and development groups, foundations, environmental and river cleanup groups, nonprofits, state, local and federal governments, and businesses to carry out its mission.
It has worked closely with the Statewide Tourism Division and the federal John H. Chafee National Heritage Corridor, in addition to international communities and entities in the United Kingdom, Brazil, Colombia, Canada and Taiwan.

These broad partnerships, in conjunction with the Council’s two decades of experience, has meant there is an unparalleled capacity for regional sustainable development. Besides continuous action and community support services, the Council’s Sustainable Tourism Lab, connects the foremost thinkers, writers, planners, and developers of sustainable development concepts. State-of-the-art conferences and consulting applications allow not only for discussion, but also of physical application in communities around the world.

How did it begin?
A few decades ago, the Blackstone Valley, once the heart of the Industrial Revolution, was defined by its many vacant mill buildings, empty downtowns, downturned economies, and a river running through it that was polluted with industrial waste, litter and trash.  A tough place to live for many, you would hardly find anyone wanting to visit the region as a tourist. Worse, it became anonymous, a place you travel through on the way to someplace else. 
In the mid 80’s, at a time when the Blackstone Valley seemed left out of the economic boom occurring all around it and residents weren’t very optimistic about improving prospects, a group of true believers (some called them nutcases), led by Bob Billington, sought to make the region a tourism designation by educating people about the region’s crucial role in America’s growth and its rich, cultural heritage, while also renewing the sense of pride among those who lived there.  They saw the potential of the Blackstone River as playing a major role in building this new renaissance, and recognized that tourism promotion could be a boon to the region’s sluggish economy, and an important tool to raise the spirits and optimism of residents.  
Billington got the idea after the successful formation of a Factory Outlet Association that not only attracted shoppers to the region, but piqued interest among them in restaurants and other attractions.  The Rhode Island Division of Tourism offered a matching grant to begin the effort, stipulating that local communities kick in the same amount.
When Billington went to the communities and other local and regional groups to sell the idea, in many cases, the only questions was whether he was met with snickers, guffaws, or the ever too occasional belly laugh.  Residents’ low esteem of their home towns led to cynicism that anyone would actually want to visit.

Billington persevered and slowly but surely people turned around.  Every Valley community eventually pitched in $750, and the Tourism Council was born, with Billington elected by a Board to be President and CEO.  Rallying support in the early years among local and statewide agencies and tourism directors was difficult, but with the help of several corporations and businesses that recognized the real value of tourism to the regions’ residents, he convinced many supporters to come aboard.

With the help of the National Guard and Heritage Corridor, environmental cleanup projects that included cleanup of the Blackstone River, and the Corridor’s emphasis on parks, museums, and bike paths, played an important role in enhancing the region, increasing residents’ morale and quality of life, and encouraging visitors.
In 1989, the Council launched the first River vehicle, a raft secured through Navy surplus, that showed reporters and public officials that the river had the potential to become  an important attraction.  A year later, Luther Blount leased the Council a glass bottom water bus that introduced the first public River tours, with rousing success.  In 1993, the Council purchased the first of two 49 passenger riverboats, the Blackstone Valley Explorer, that would provide more than 300,000 visitors with tours as of 2010.  
The Explorer was the first of several River and land touring vehicles purchased by the Council, and the public tours were the first of many original ongoing activities created and run by the Council.  With the Explorer, it was the dawn of the Blackstone River being the centerpiece of efforts to attract visitors to the region and build up the pride and spirit of those living and working here. Link to Our Story and other links
Council Activities and Initiatives
The transformation of the Blackstone Valley into a tourism destination and region where residents were proud to live came via a number of programs and initiatives by the Tourism Council in conjunction with others.  These include:
· Annual or ongoing events including public River tours on the Explorer, bicycle tours, the annual Dragonboat and Taiwan Day Festival, weekly restaurant tours, theme related “backyard” and “no place like home” tours, the annual Cherry Tree Festival, annual golf tournament, paddling tours, Polar Express and other train tours, River and environmental cleanup events.

· Planning and development projects including management of 3 Visitor Centers, various waterfront development projects, Broad Street Regeneration Initiative, Blackstone Valley Bikeway and connection to other state bike paths, the Rhode Island Music Hall of Fame, Keep Blackstone Valley Beautiful environmental cleanup programs, the Amber Valley International Compact, the development and promotion of paddling routes on the Blackstone River, and the soon to be developed Chocolate Overlook Park, commemorating chocolate manufacturing in the Valley.
· Educational and information projects including Riverclassroom (river education for students aboard the Explorer), resource directories for artists, restaurants, Valley events and others, a Sustainable Tourism Lab to educate the world about sustainable tourism, and education programs for students to learn about tourism

· Tourism promotion programs including tourblackstone.com, a one-stop resource for Valley events and attractions, the Lab with its mission to promote sustainable tourism throughout the world. NEED MORE HERE.
Link to initiatives
Awards & Recognition

Billington and the Council have won a number of awards and recognition for their efforts to build up the Blackstone Valley and promote sustainable tourism.  These include:

· Tourism for Tomorrow Destination Award from the World Travel & Tourism Council

· North American Travel Personality of the Year from the World Travel Awards

· SBEST Certification of Excellence from the United nations World Tourism Organization

· Heritage Award from the Pawtucket Foundation

· Tom Roberts Prize for Creative Achievement from the Rhode Island Council for the Humanities

· Mary Brennan Tourism Award at the “Stars of the Industry” annual meeting and awards ceremony

Link to awards

Looking Forward
The Blackstone Valley Tourism Council looks forward to continuing its efforts to build a stronger, more vibrant Blackstone Valley, and strengthen the strong tourism industry that exists today.  It will continue building on its past accomplishments while initiating new projects and programs to enhance the experience and opportunities for visitors and residents. It will continue ensuring that the region is a part of any positive economic changes enjoyed by the rest of the state. 

Some of the things to look forward to in the coming years.
· Completion of the Blackstone River Cleanup by 2015, allowing at least limited fishing

· Completion of the Blackstone Valley Bikeway by 2018 and increased usage of the Bikeway via general cycling and special events

· Development of the Chocolate Overlook Park in Central Falls

· Greater progress with the Broad Street Regeneration Project

· Relaunch of the Samuel Slater Canal Boat

· The first inaugural class for the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and opening of the Museum in Hope Artiste Village.
