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El Dorado, 120 miles south of Little Rock, is a small city
located in central southern Arkansas that has a largerthan-life history. It earned the nickname “Arkansas’s
Original Boomtown” when it was the center of the
1920s oil boom in southern Arkansas. Before that,
it acquired a notorious reputation when a gunfight
in the city’s streets left two men dead over a feud
between the marshal and a local businessman in 1902.
El Dorado means “the gilded one,” and the city lived up
to its name when oil was discovered in this agricultural
and timber center in 1921. This led to an incredible
population growth in just a year – from about 4,000
to over 35,000 people. With such wild growth, law
and order didn’t have a chance, and the city was
full of chaos. Oil production died down after a few
years, though, until a second boom came in 1937.
Production then remained stable in Arkansas for a
number of years.
These boom times led to the construction of
numerous architecturally beautiful buildings
downtown. Many of the buildings are now restored,
and elegant, tree-lined downtown El Dorado has been
declared a national historic district.
The city hosts a number of successful events each
year, and has just opened a fabulous new convention
center in the heart of downtown. The El Dorado
Promise is a program that makes the city very
attractive for families contemplating relocation;
children who continuously attend El Dorado High
School and reside in the school district are eligible for
a college scholarship through a program set up by
Murphy Oil. A number of challenges exist, however,
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to the success of downtown: Most lodging facilities
are outside of downtown along the highways; most
of the entry corridors to downtown are run-down
and unattractive; the population base surrounding
El Dorado is low; not enough living-wage jobs are
available.

signage, wayfinding, overall appeal, downtown, visitor
information, operating hours, beautification, business
mix, and branding focus. The findings from this visit
were presented to the El Dorado community in a
public presentation, and these findings have been
referred to in the development of this plan.

Downtown is one of the city’s greatest assets, and
it attracts visitors for the festivals and events, and
shopping in the pedestrian-friendly historic ambiance.
Seeing the potential for further development of the
visitor industry, in 2010 El Dorado Fifty for the Future,
the El Dorado Promotion and Advertising Commission
and the El Dorado Economic Development Board
hired Destination Development International to
prepare a Community Brand Action Plan for El Dorado.

The plan includes the brand direction – what you
want to be know for; product development – what
you need to do or create so you “own” the brand; and
marketing – how to tell the world.

The Community Brand Action Plan will help achieve
the goals of attracting visitors and more businesses,
creating a more diverse, sustainable local economy,
and creating a city in which residents enjoy spending
their time and money locally. The primary focus of
this effort is to develop a comprehensive vision or
“brand” for El Dorado that maximizes its current assets
and amenities, while providing recommendations for
the development of “product” necessary to support
the brand vision. The recommended brand direction
will enable the city to stand out from the other
communities in the area and give a reason for visitors
to come and spend time in El Dorado.

Research, Education and Preparation

DDI performed a mini-assessment of El Dorado
in 2009, which was the first step in the branding
process. The mini-assessment included an overview
of the city, looking at attractions and amenities,

In order to achieve these objectives, El Dorado hired
Destination Development to perform the following
scope of work to produce the Community Brand
Action Plan:

DDI reviewed marketing efforts, accumulated research
and relevant studies, as well as trends, emerging
opportunities, and neighboring branding efforts.
DDI identified primary and secondary markets, and
conducted an on-line survey to solicit community
feedback.
Branding Bootcamp
Two members of DDI’s staff visited El Dorado,
conducting community outreach for education,
feedback, brainstorming, and reviewing the
community. A Branding Bootcamp was held which
explained the branding process and goals, and
solicited input and feedback from the community.
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Public Input and Participation
DDI met with stakeholders who will play a role in the
effort, learning more about local concerns, direction
opportunities, organizations, and businesses. An openhouse provided additional opportunities for the public
to offer input and information, as well as becoming
informed about the findings so far.
DDI met with the newly formed Brand Development
Committee to provide feedback and discuss ideas and
next steps.
Brand Identification
Upon return to their office, the DDI team reviewed the
research, reviews, interview summaries, demographic
and psychographic research, market data, community
input, and on-site evaluations. Additional research was
conducted as feasibility testing was undertaken.
Two follow-up visits were made to El Dorado to meet
with the Brand Development Team for additional
discussion and evaluation.
DDI looked for existing resources that would create the
most economical pathway to developing a “product”
that could become THE brand for El Dorado. Which
assets have the potential to deliver the greatest return
on investment? Every branding effort requires product
development, so we looked for brand ideas that
would leverage current assets. Each promising brand
concept – each suggestion received from members of

the community – was measured against DDI’s brand
feasibility test. Through the results of this analysis and
through brainstorming and discussion, El Dorado’s
most feasible brand was identified.
Product Development Recommendations
A city’s brand is a promise of what people will
experience while there. The city must deliver on that
promise with the product in place that brings the
brand to life. The DDI team generated the product
development initiatives that will reinforce and
contribute to the growth of the brand.
Marketing Recommendations
DDI then developed recommendations for marketing
El Dorado, getting the word out about what El
Dorado has to offer. Graphic identity concepts, tag
lines and key marketing messages, as well as Internet
recommendations, public relations initiatives and
advertising possibilities were addressed.
The resulting draft Community Brand Action Plan is
designed to provide El Dorado with the vision and
steps needed to successfully brand the city with its
unique theme, to attract visitors and new businesses,
engage local residents, increase spending and enable
local businesses to prosper, and increase local tax base,
as well as to increase community pride and overall
enjoyment of the city.
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Executive Summary
There are more ghost towns in the making today than
ever before in American history. Nearly every one of
the 65,000 counties, cities, towns and villages across
the United States was founded on either a natural
resource – timber, fishing, mining, oil, or agriculture –
or on transportation – close to rail lines, waterways, or
freeways.

live and raise a family, and to visit.

But the industrial revolution is over. Period. Yes,
industry still exists, and always will, but as their core
industries dry up or consolidate, communities are
seeking ways to diversify – they are looking for their
second act.

Another community, located in southern Oregon,
mirrors El Dorado in many respects, and a close
look at that community’s history will prove valuable.
Ashland struggled with declining timber, agriculture,
and mining industries. Following in the footsteps of
the famous Chautauqua Institution based in Western
New York State, Ashland worked to become a regional
learning center. But after a few years the “Chautauqua
Movement” faded and tourism in the area declined.

El Dorado is no exception.
While the city should embrace its history as “Arkansas’
Original Boomtown,” the community MUST move
forward. It needs to wean itself from its dependency
on one industry and become a stand-alone selfsustaining community that doesn’t have all its eggs in
one basket. A popular fortune cookie states “Many a
false step was made by standing still.”
It’s time for El Dorado’s second act.
That’s what this effort is all about. Like thousands of
communities the questions being asked are “What
do we want to be when we grow up?” “What’s next?”
“Where do we go from here?”
With diminishing returns on timber, agriculture,
mining, and oil production, and diminishing jobs,
El Dorado – and the area in general – needs to find
a new focus: Something that will make the city the
destination of choice – for investment, as a place to
10
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Because El Dorado is not located along a major
interstate or rail line, and because it’s not centrally
located within the state, El Dorado has to become a
stand-alone destination worthy of an all-day drive or
flight, and a multi-day stay.

One gentleman – Angus Bowmer – had a wild idea,
producing a Shakespeare Festival in Ashland in a local
park. There wasn’t much buy-in from locals with an
industrial and farming background (“Shakespeare? Are
you kidding?”), but that didn’t deter Mr. Bowmer from
championing the cause.
Ashland is located in a very rural area just north of the
California border, much as El Dorado is to Louisiana.
It does have one advantage – the city is located just
three miles from Interstate 5 – the primary north/
south freeway extending from north of Seattle to
the Mexican border south of San Diego. The city
has a population of 22,000 residents. The nearest
metropolitan areas include Portland, 285 miles north,
and Sacramento, some 300 miles south. In other
words, Ashland had to attract people from quite a

distance – the attraction had to be exceptional and
“worth the long drive and an extended stay.” This is
much the same challenge El Dorado faces.
Ashland is located at an elevation of 2,000 feet with
summer high temperatures in the low 80s (and cool
evenings), just under 20 inches of precipitation a year,
an average 8 inches of snow annually, and winter high
temperatures averaging just under 50 degrees.
In 1935 Angus Bowmer produced a three-day
Shakespeare Festival on the grounds of the old
Chautauqua Hall, which had been torn down. It was
hosted on the same weekend for several years and
drew a mostly-local audience.
In 1947, the festival started again after being shuttled
during World War II.
In the early 1960s, the Elizabethan Stage was built.
An outdoor theater, ticket holders sat in chairs on
the lawn in front of the stage. With modest success,
permanent seating was added in the 70s, and by this
time the month-long “festival” sold out to a mostly
local audience along with visiting friends and family.
A few years later the indoor Angus Bowmer Theater
was developed, and the Oregon Shakespeare Festival
took root and grew to be a regional draw. The season
was expanded, and in 1978 the Allen Pavilion was
developed and wrapped around the Elizabethan
Stage, giving Ashland two outstanding – yet modest
– venues.
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A small outdoor stage was added to accommodate
outdoor music, and then in 2002, with the City of
Ashland as a partner, The New Theater was added,
and the Shakespeare Festival really came into its own.
Now Ashland is one of the premier destinations in
the Western United States. With a total of nearly 2,000
seats, the festival now runs nearly nine months of the
year, six days a week and in 2010 ninety-seven percent
of all seats were sold out.

•

Here’s a snapshot of the Oregon Shakespeare Festival,
by the numbers:

•

Four theaters plus the outdoor Show Stage. There
are a total of 2,200 seats.

-

End of January through mid-November

-

Staff of 550. 325 are full time, 175 are part time

-

Average length of service: 8 years

• Annual ticket sales:

The Festival Grounds encompass three to four acres in
the heart of downtown Ashland, and the festival itself
was named by Time Magazine as one of the Five Top
Theater Destinations in the U.S.

•

Festival employees:

•

-

88% to 97% sold out every year (460,000 seats
per season are filled)

-

125,000 annual attendees who attend an
average of 4.2 shows over three days (average)

-

Average stay in Ashland: 4 nights

-

88% of the attendees drive at least 125 miles
to attend the festival

-

84% come back every year or every other year

The Festival’s economic impact:
-

Annual festival budget: $27,000,000

-

Elizabethan Stage/Allen Pavilion: 1,200 seats

-

Percentage through earned income: 78%

-

Angus Bowmer Theater: 601 seats

-

-

New Theater: 274 to 360 seats (depending on
configuration)

Economic impact: $168,243,044 (2008)
Projected to surpass $200 million in 2010

-

-

Black Swan: 165 seats, but a rehearsal-only
stage

Average home price: $479,427 (Oregon
average: $257,400)

-

Median gross rent: $790 per month

Festival season:

-

Cost of living index: 114.4

-

End of February through October

-

-

Eleven productions annually – only four are
Shakespearian

Median household income: $39,598 Oregon:
$48,457*

-

-

Performances take place six days a week

During the Great Recession the festival had its
best season ever
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•

Downtown Ashland:
-

100% retail occupancy

-

Turnover: less than 2% annually

-

Lease rates average $30 per square foot/year

-

The festival donates its Independence Day
ticket sales to the city for the care of Lithia
Park downtown.

* This means that people pay more for housing, pay
more for basic services (cost of living index), and
make less than other areas in Oregon. Why? Because
Ashland is considered one of the best places to live,
work and play in the Western United States. Locals will
tell you, “It’s worth it.”
Ashland is now THE place to start a business and is
attracting young entrepreneurs from around the
world. The median age in Ashland is 38 years old.
Because El Dorado mirrors Ashland in so many
ways, this is an exceptional example of what can be
accomplished by a handful of “pioneers” like Angus
Bowmer.
Imagine El Dorado as home to the Southern Theatre
Festival. Imagine doing what Ashland did, but instead
of doing it over a forty year span, El Dorado builds the
Theatre Complex at once: with three theater stages
(plus the Rialto as an additional venue), and numerous
outdoor stages in various locations throughout
downtown. The total cost would be in the $35 million
range – including construction shops, costuming,
storage, offices and the other amenities needed to
operate a major theater company.
12
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Imagine nearly 250 “festival days” a year in El Dorado
where downtown would be bustling with activity –
an average of 2,000 visitors a day shopping, dining,
and enjoying a three to four-day stay in El Dorado.
Imagine a festival that would pump nearly $200
million a year into the local economy. This can be
done and is feasible IF a legacy theater complex can
be developed in a public/private partnership.
This doesn’t include revenues that would be created
through convention center sales, trade shows and
events, which are much more likely to succeed if
El Dorado is a stand-alone destination (think Hot
Springs).
Advantage El Dorado:
•

Within a 250-mile radius of Ashland, the total
population is 6,078,000. Within a 250-mile radius
of El Dorado, the total population is 15,920,000 –
more than double that of Ashland.

•

Within 350 miles of Ashland, the population is
19, 557,000. Within 350 miles of El Dorado, the
population is 36,755,000.

•

Within a 500-mile drive of Ashland, the population
is 27,558,000 and for El Dorado: 64,371,000.

•

Ashland has numerous competitors within their
500-mile primary market area. While there are
many theaters within 500 miles of El Dorado,
most are on a much smaller scale and with more
limited seasons than what El Dorado would offer.
The primary competitor for El Dorado would be
The Alabama Shakespeare Festival, located in
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•

Montgomery, 423 miles away, which has two
venues and a $6.5 million annual budget. The
Blount family gifted the facility to the festival after
spending $21.5 million on its construction. The
festival draws 300,000 visitors from around the
world.

•

The average stay in Ashland is four nights. In El
Dorado, we estimated only three nights.

•

Ashland would like to have a convention center –
it’s on their list. El Dorado has one already, and it’s
fabulous.

In both instances we used 200 event-days as a
basis.

•

Based on this, Ashland hosts approximately
215,000 total room night stays. El Dorado would
host 112,500 room night stays.

•

This would require 562 rooms in El Dorado JUST to
accommodate festival goers. This does not include
corporate stays, other visitors, or conference and
convention attendees and their vendors.

This plan provides 40 recommendations which, if
implemented, would make El Dorado one of the
primary destinations in the southern United States.
The organization, El Dorado Festivals & Events, Inc., an
Arkansas non-profit corporation organized for 501(c)
(3) tax status, has already been formed to take the
lead on the implementation of this plan. This would
reinvigorate the city – not just in the downtown
core area, but throughout the community and its
neighboring communities.
Imagine a 120 room full-service hotel next to the El
Dorado Conference Center. Imagine a second hotel
located downtown next to the Murphy Oil offices,
creating bookends for downtown, and encouraging
pedestrian shoppers to walk through the heart of
downtown from the hotel to the conference center.
Imagine a three to four festival complex near the
Rialto – in that general area of downtown El Dorado.
To review feasibility, consider the following:
•

•

The Oregon Shakespeare Festival hosts 125,000
ticket holders a year. For El Dorado, we were
conservative at 100,000 ticket holders a year.
86% of OSF visitors spend the night. To be

conservative, we estimated that only 75% would
spend the night in El Dorado.

•

The average daily population in El Dorado, from
just the festival, would increase by 1,500 people a
day. Imagine having that many people downtown
shopping, dining, and spending money in El
Dorado.

This illustrates the feasibility of downtown hotel
development, while not taking anything away from
existing hotels in El Dorado. In fact, every quality
hotel in El Dorado will see substantive increases in
occupancy as the plan is implemented.
Imagine having 20 restaurants downtown, instead of
the meager few that call downtown home. Imagine
parking garages instead of surface parking. Even
these structures could have first floor retail space with
parking behind and on upper decks.
Imagine four or five stages downtown, each with
music or artisans in action three to four days a week.
Using the tag line “It’s Showtime!” El Dorado would

work hard to become “the festival city” with events
happening 40 weekends of the year. To do this, an
organization – El Dorado Festival & Events – would be
established and would recruit outside organizations
to hold their festivals, trade shows, and events in
El Dorado: antique car shows, motorcycle shows,
hunting and fishing trade shows, home and garden
shows, quilt shows and art shows and festivals. This
would help fill the conference center and attract
conventions. The theater festival and outdoor stage
areas would provide after-hours entertainment and
activity – bringing downtown to life.
Adding to the mix would be a 40,000 square foot
public market that would be open every Thursday,
Friday, Saturday and Sunday ten months of the year:
From March through December. The market would
be a farmers market, in season, but would shift gears
seasonally to, perhaps, a gift show and Christmas tree
forest from Thanksgiving through the end of the year.
The market would have a center stage where music
would be available every day. The market might open
at 11:00 each morning – in time for lunch traffic –
and would remain open until 8:00 or even 9:00 at
night. One third of the space would be dedicated to
farm fresh produce, dairy and other food products
regionally grown. Another third would focus on
prepared foods: baked goods, desserts, lunch and
dinner items – all locally prepared. The final third
would focus on local, or regionally crafted, goods:
home accents, jewelry, art, clothing, garden supplies,
etc.
El Dorado would indeed be “The Showtime City.” The
Market adds life, vitality, and promotes healthy living.
El Dorado, Arkansas - June 2011
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The downtown stages and entertainment will bring
downtown to life, making it the central gathering spot
for residents within a 30-mile radius of the city. There
would also be concerts at various venues, as well as
art shows and educational opportunities at the South
Arkansas Art Center.
The goal is that, within two years, El Dorado would
be hosting 45 weekends a year of entertainment,
educational opportunities, and events. The perception
of El Dorado would follow the tagline “What are
you doing this weekend?” with the knowledge that
“something’s always happening in El Dorado.”
The Southern Theatre Festival would add additional
evening and weekend matinee opportunities, and
it would provide activities during the weekdays to
complement groups coming to El Dorado for the
Conference Center. It’s important to remember that
conventions are held, not because you have a facility,
but because there are activities available after hours
for attendees. This is why Orlando, San Antonio (the
Riverwalk), Anaheim, and other “destination cities”
host the lion’s share of conventions and conferences.
A huge advantage to having the theater complex is
that it can also accommodate concerts, nationally
recognized speakers (consider an annual “speaker
series”), educational forums, or even keynote
presentations for conferences held in El Dorado.
Look at the photos here of the Ashland theaters and
imagine a keynote presentation at one of these. These
alone would make El Dorado “worth the drive” for all
conventions, retreats, and large-scale gatherings.
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During auto and motorcycle shows and large-scale
arts events that would be spread throughout town, the
conference center would become an ideal trade show
space for dozens of vendors who would come from all
over the south.
With five theaters (the theater complex plus the
Rialto), the conference center, two downtown hotels,
four or five small downtown stages hosting art and
entertainment, the Arts Center, the Auditorium, and a
public market with an additional center stage, and a
growing college right downtown, El Dorado would not
only be home to one of America’s best downtowns,
downtown would expand with the need for additional
retail and restaurant space, making it a true shopping
and dining destination – what local residents wanted
most, when DDI surveyed them at the beginning of
this planning process.
El Dorado’s Showtime brand would easily deliver on the
promise. This would put the town front and center in
Southern Living and other regional and even national
publications as a “must-visit” destination. Compare
it to what was accomplished in Asheville, North
Carolina over a ten-year period. Tourism in their county
(population 230,000) is now $1.7 billion annually.
While this plan is aggressive, it IS feasible. If Ashland,
Oregon can accomplish this, El Dorado, with stronger
demographics and some legacy funding, could also
accomplish what they did – in a fraction of the time.
Ashland was a farming and timber community with
no Fortune 500 companies, not even a program like
The El Dorado Promise to jump-start their economic
development efforts.

Upon creation of the theatre complex with a
professional Theatre Festival Company, El Dorado will
be a host to a larger community of “creative class”
citizens. This influx of new people adds youth, vitality,
culture, and entrepreneurial spirit that will make El
Dorado a vibrant, economically thriving locale and the
envy of Arkansas and other southern states.
Having worked in nearly a thousand communities
throughout North America and abroad, we have
come to know that there are only three killers of this
kind of branding effort:
1.	 Local politics (typically tougher with membership
organizations than elected officials)
2.	 Lack of champions (those willing to take a few
hits on the way to making it all happen, and those
willing to invest in the brand)
3.	 Lack of money (both public and private. After all,
brands are built on product, not marketing)
There are NEVER any other causes that would prevent
a brand such as this from being successful.
While it will take time to implement, this is a brand
direction that already has a strong foundation within
the community. It provides activities and culture –
regardless of race – for every resident in El Dorado,
and provides them with the opportunity to learn and
work for the festival, or sell their wares at the market.
It also allows the college to expand its curriculum
to include performing and visual arts with an onsite “laboratory” just a few yards away at the theater
complex.
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This brand also includes hundreds of job
opportunities in just about every trade: Set design,
set construction, finish carpentry, textile arts, graphic
design, marketing and sales, hand-crafted goods,
locally grown produce and prepared foods, which
would be sold at the market, sound and lighting,
acting, prop development, performing arts education
(imagine a Southern Theater Academy), retail and
culinary, etc.
This is one of the most exciting projects we’ve ever
had the opportunity of helping to create, and we are
thrilled that there are champions in El Dorado already
pushing forward to make it all happen.
Perhaps Don Hale summed it up best when he said,
“This is scary as hell, but extraordinarily exciting.”
While there will be those who think this is too risky,
or not in keeping with the city’s oil heritage, it’s
impossible to develop a brand that is “all things to all
people.” Herbert Bayard Swope, the first recipient of
the Pulitzer Prize once said, “I can’t give you a surefire
formula for success, but I can give you a formula for
failure: Try to please everybody all the time.”
In closing, consider the following:
“Forget about all the reasons why something may not
work. You only need to find one good reason why it
will.” - Dr. Robert Anthony
“Always do what you’re afraid to do.” - Ralph Waldo
Emerson
It’s Showtime! Make it happen.
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Ashland, Oregon Theatres
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Ashland, Oregon
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