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A draw for tourists 

Tourists, who have begun their annual summer pilgrimage to Vermont, are expected to generate $1 billion in the state economy in the next couple of months and give a big boost to state pride. 

It's a kick to hear visitors' impressions of the state and to appreciate anew the good things it has to offer. Through their fresh eyes, Vermont looks surprisingly green, genuinely rural and incredibly beautiful. And while mountains, rushing streams and Lake Champlain are our daily vistas, they are rare sights for many people, especially city-dwellers. 

Vermonters tend to forget that, but the state's tourism department has seized on the urban longing for quiet, green and clean places with a $2 million advertising campaign, targeting cities within driving range -- New York, Boston, Philadelphia and Washington. 

With summer tourism making up one-third of Vermont's $3 billion annual tourism economy, this investment should pay off. The season will tell, but tourism officials say signs are pointing to a successful summer: strong reservations, increased visits to the state's welcome centers and plenty of inquiries to the tourism department and hits on its Web site. 

Bruce Hyde, Vermont's commissioner of tourism and marketing, says there has been a 20 percent increase in interest across the board. 

He attributes the appeal of Vermont to a "strong brand identity," which is sought after by people in metropolitan areas who want to get out of the city and visit a safe and relaxing place. Vermont's mention on a number of top destination lists, the latest being National Geographic's 50 Places of a Lifetime, has also helped to intrigue tourists. 

To maintain the Vermont brand, it requires diligent, full-time attention on a number of fronts. Behind the scenes, there are legislators, environmentalists, preservationists, historians and a host of state employees who work year-round to buff up that reputation. 

Vermonters have high stewardship principles, Hyde says, and it shows in lively downtowns, arts and cultural activities and the state's historical and natural splendor. 

It is our job to recognize this state for its unique beauty, charm and character and to work hard to protect it. We are the year-round keepers. The roads must be maintained. The history must be preserved. The environment must be safeguarded. 

We also need to step back every now and then and remember why the tourists come. The land is absolutely beautiful, and Vermonters are a welcoming people. 

These are our guests. We ought to accord them elbow room if they drive a little too slowly or if they stop for directions. 

Treat them nicely, and they'll return year after year, in lean times and in good times. 
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