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Executive Summary

Alumni Weekend and Memorial Day are May 23-26. There will be special events on Saturday,
including tours of TVCDC, specials at Hotel Garber, and free admission at the Webster County
Museum. The 70th Spring Cather Conference is June 5-7. Hotel Garber is booked solid and nationally
renowned author Jane Smiley will speak at the event. Smiley’s talk is titled: “Willa Cather, My Antonia,
and the Life of a Writer.” This year’s theme is: “Cather’s House: Examining Built and Natural
Environments in Her Work.” Forrester’s Restaurant & Lounge in the Hotel Garber will have limited
operations while we train staff properly and hire more people. Brandi Hitchler will now become the GM
as our former GM resigned on May 20th due to a variety of personal reasons. We are thrilled that a
local with more passion for the community is now running the facility. We are working on a proposal
for funding a small business development revolving loan fund with the City of Red Cloud. This
would come from funds presently pledged to Heritage Tourism as part of the collaborative agreement
with the City of Red Cloud. Instead of renewing the collaborative agreement, our ask will be for the
City to use those funds to establish the revolving loan fund. Our involvement in the future of the fund
would be at the City’s discretion. Given the busy tourism season, it’s likely this proposal will not be
formally submitted until the Fall. Avery Rasser started as our Hometown Intern on May 20th, 2025.
The Hometown Intern program is organized by the Nebraska Community Foundation and its goal is to
encourage local youth to gain a greater appreciation for their hometowns and consider moving back.
Avery will focus on developing youth engagement activities and programs and assist with programs
being run by TVCDC and help with tourism events and social media at Heritage Tourism. Her office
will be in the National Willa Cather Center.

Additional highlights:

e The Webster County Visitor Promotion Committee, which the HTDD Chairs, granted $5,000
to the City of Red Cloud for stonework to be completed at Hardwick Park and $5,000 to the City
of Blue Hill for a downtown mural project.

e Heritage Tourism and the Willa Cather Foundation will sponsor the Midwest Travel Network
Conference in Grand Island on June 12-14. We will have a booth at the conference and lead a
familiarization trip on June 14th here in Red Cloud with stops at local businesses and tourism
sites. We hope that this will translate into press and exposure down the line as well as group
tours. MTN is mainly comprised of travel writers and social media influencers.

e The dedication ceremony for Kay Cover’s State Historical Society marker took place at Illian
Field on Friday, May 9th. Members of Cover’s old teams gathered along with her daughter,
Katherine. The group stayed at Hotel Garber and a feature about them was broadcast on 10/11°s
Pure Nebraska.

e The annual NETA Brochure Swap was held in North Platte on May 15th while the NETA
meetings and DMO/CVB Director meetings were held at the Cedar Room the day before. We’re
still hopeful of hearing back soon about who was appointed to the District 7 Board of
Commissioners role. High demand for Cather and Cather Prairie brochures continues at the swap
event.

e We will host at least 6 travel writers as part of a “FAM” trip on June 14-15, right after the
conclusion of the Midwest Travel Network’s Annual Conference which will be held in Grand
Island this year. The HTDD will man a booth at the conference thanks to the Willa Cather
Foundation and the Red Cloud Creative District. Our “FAM” or familiarization groups consists of
writers, bloggers, and podcasters, including Growing Smalltown Nebraska.
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Table 1: April 2025 Website Data

Sreattoris YTD Apr ‘25 | v. Apr ‘24 |vs. previous| 2025 . 2024 v. 5 year
% month 2024 average

'Website users 15,440 3,011 +2.8% -57.3% +3.0% +24.6%
(visitredcloud.com)
‘Website views 31,826 6,418 -26.8%| -39.0% -0.8% +33.2%
Table 2: March 2025 Tax Data'
Tax source YTD Mar 25 v. Mar 24 | v.previous 2025 v.| 2024 v.5
month 2024 year
average
County lodging 1,210 573 +15.1% | +132.0% | +1.0% | -45.8%
tax revenue
City sales tax? 68,725 25,260 -21.1% +37.4%| -8.6% +9.0%
payout
Sales tax derived 55,992 20,506 -17.0% +28.4% | -14.3% | +10.4%
from retail sales

Analysis

A bit of a mixed bag this month on both tables, though overall website users continues to trend
upward. If that continues, we’ll see another new record for the year. That’s impressive given how
many people are transitioning to using Al and other resources instead of traditional websites. But, it
also means that we probably need to get an App or some other more mobile friendly web presence
established ASAP and that we should likely start using Al to more closely follow our visitor patterns.
Phone data can be used to track the impact of events, etc on visitation to the community and we will
likely need to start incorporating that sort of data into our research soon.

The reason for the drastic decline in views/users versus the previous month is due to paid advertising
that directed people to the website at the beginning of March.

Lodging tax numbers have rebounded quite well and are now a net positive for the year. We don’t
really expect Hotel Garber numbers to be reflected in the state data until the May or possibly even
the June reports which will be published in July or August. We have seen the City’s occupancy tax
revenue reports and there’s not much that can be gleaned from it in terms of meaning at this point,
but once Hotel Garber numbers are reported those numbers should tick up as well. We will work on
getting the numbers from the City and compiling them into a report sometime later in the year.

April numbers in the Cather bookstore were up and are at 1,757 through April 30, 2025. That’s up

! Sales tax in Red Cloud is 7%, with 5.5% going to the State and 1.5% going to the City. These payout numbers only reflect the 1.5%
payout to the City. Lodging tax for Webster County is at 5% with 1% going to the State of Nebraska. These numbers reflect the 4%
that comes back to Webster County. Lodging establishments collect both sales and lodging tax and are approved to collect occupancy
taxes and other taxes that the City and County currently do not collect. The Webster County Visitors Promotion Committee grants
revenue from the lodging tax to tourism related entities for marketing and/or improvement projects targeted towards attracting visitors.
?Includes use and motor vehicle tax
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6.1% through the same time period in 2024. .

Heritage Tourism Development

NEW BUSINESS

Occupancy Tax Tracker

We will start asking the City for this information next month and try to include it in the charts above
on at least a quarterly basis. While revenue is very modest to this point, we expect there to be a
significant increase now that the Hotel Garber is open. We are eager to see how this revenue can
improve Red Cloud’s various parks.

Recreation Trail

We have made some great contacts with the Nebraska Trails Foundation and are hopeful that those
connections will result in us being able to apply for a few smaller grants as soon as possible. The RC
Community Fund has also started an account to accept donations for the trails project. We will
maintain an account with the Nebraska Trails Foundation so that that organization can apply for
additional grants on our behalf.

Willa Cather Foundation updates

We continue to see a flurry of school bus tours and are also seeing an increase in our seasonal
visitors. The Cather Conference will happen June 5-7 and we are seeing higher than usual
registrations. There are several public events that will happen during the conference, both free of
charge and ticketed. These include the keynote speeches from authors Jane Smiley and Anne
Lundberg as well as a the banquet dinner and the concert from the Kilbanes. There will also be a
public gathering/social event at the Burlington Depot on Thursday evening, June 5th.

Professional Network Development

McCartney will attend events for Connecting Entrepreneurial Communities on Apr. 23-24 in North
Platte and for Leadership Nebraska on Apr. 24-25 in York. The Nebraska Travel Association’s and
Nebraska Board of Commissioners’ quarterly meetings will be held on May 14-15 in North Platte
and the NETA’s annual community brochure swap will take place in North Platte on May 15.

Speed Bowl

A test run for the Speed Bowl was conducted on May 17th and the season is set to open on May 31st.
We are eager for this development to really take hold as we believe it will bring in more dollars to
the community and perhaps even guests to the Hotel Garber.

Central Community College Board Visit
The CCC Board visited Red Cloud on May 15th. HT Director Jarrod McCartney gave a presentation
to the Board and gave them a tour of the Hotel Garber.

Hardwick Park

We will need to make significant progress soon so that we can request the remaining $281,000 in
CCCFF funds. This means we will need to raise about $220,000 in funds in relatively short order. We
have finished new sketches and our contractor (Steve Powell) is supposed to be pricing out the
project for us so that we have a better understanding of our fundraising needs. We had hoped to
begin design development in April, but that has been delayed while we wait for Steve. We may need
to consider other options soon.

Creative Hub/Creative District
Work on the public spaces in the Lower Level is nearly complete and we should be able to start
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hosting events there soon. There will be some activities in the Creative Hub during the Cather
Conference. Once we are able to convene the Creative District committee, we expect activities to
start happening on a more regular basis. We are also discussing the possibility of partnering with the
Republican Valley Arts Council not only to support and establish events, but to help with fundraising
efforts. Part of what Avery Rasser will work on this summer is helping us come up with ideas not
just for the Hub, but cool ways we can make the whole town more inviting for younger people.

Heritage Tourism Development

Leadership Nebraska

The HTDD participated in a Leadership Nebraska Alumni gathering on Apr 23-24 in York. Besides
gaining a greater appreciation for York County and strengthening relationships with a variety of
statewide community leaders, the HTDD also made some great connections with York businesses
that have the potential to partner with businesses here in Red Cloud.

OLD BUSINESS

State Tourism Board of Commissioners
Jarrod McCartney applied for this state board and should hear back soon, maybe once the current
legislative session adjourns. .

Downtown Revitalization

We are eager to push this conversation forward, but will need to have a better idea of the Department
of Roads timeline before we can reasonably pursue DTR CDBG funding. There was some pushback
in the Community Needs Assessment Survey about how we supposedly abandoned this. That’s not
the case. We were told to wait until we knew the final timeline for the roads project given that
awards from the CDBG have to be spent during a specific timeframe. Getting the award and then
sitting on it while construction happens would only result in the state clawing back the award.
Because of the Hardwick Park and Recreation Trail projects moving forward, it’s also a question of
being able to do them all simultaneously. It’s probably also good strategy to space out our grant
requests a little.

Vacancy Ordinance

We continue to support the City adopting ordinances outlined in Legislative Bill 256. We encourage
the City Council and City Attorney to study that bill closely and consider adopting it as part of their
vacancy ordinances. It would discourage slumlords and hoarders from occupying our downtown
commercial district.

Annexation

We also think it would make sense to annex areas north and west of town for a variety of reasons, but
also because it would generate more occupancy tax revenue or any potential future revenue from
lodging establishments that start later.

Newsletter & Social Media

If you want to keep up to date on most things Heritage Tourism, please subscribe to our newsletter
or follow us on social media (Facebook, Instagram). We are now on TikTok and YouTube and will
be exploring podcasts, apps, and other media applications.

EVENTS
For a full list of events with more detail, please go to visitredcloud.com/events. Follow Visit Red

Cloud and the Red Cloud Creative District on Facebook and TikTok for event graphics.



https://nebraskalegislature.gov/FloorDocs/105/PDF/Slip/LB256.pdf
https://us6.campaign-archive.com/home/?u=73ca3fb3daefbbbf5da34a389&id=1ceb7512f4
https://www.facebook.com/visitredcloud
https://www.instagram.com/visitredcloud/?hl=en
http://visitredcloud.com/events
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