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Tucked into the northeast tip of Cape Breton Island is the picturesque community of Louisbourg. 
Steeped in a prominent 300-year history, this is not your typical east coast fishing village of 950 
residents. It is also home to the Fortress of Louisbourg, one of Canada’s iconic national historic 
sites and a tourism demand generator for Cape Breton Island and Nova Scotia. 

Louisbourg is a town on an amazing journey from being a ‘dead-end’ to a revitalized tourism 
destination, complete with community pride, new investment, and new visitor experiences. 

And while the bricks and mortar are an important element, it’s the passion of the people that will 
transform this community. A shift has occurred. Rather than relying only on the major icon  - The 
Fortress of Louisbourg National Historic Site - to drive tourism to their town, businesses now are 
also looking at how to connect travellers to ‘Louisbourg’, their town, their history, their heritage, 
their stories, their people. 

With a new focus on the broader visitor 
experience, there is a fresh appreciation for 
value in finding creative, unique and authentic 
ways to connect travellers with people in the 
community. Louisbourg’s Tourism picture today 
features a collaborative approach that looks at 
multiple ways to improve the visitor experience. 
By immersing guests in the community, in ways 
that creates sense of place and provides the 
personal connections to the local people, it 
drives benefits throughout the town.

There are no accidental tourists in Louisbourg. 

Located 5 hours from the main gateway city of Halifax, a 430 km drive, or 30 minutes from the 
nearest airport Sydney, Nova Scotia’s second city. It is not on the main route for visitors 
travelling in Cape Breton or around the famed Cabot Trail.
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Visitors must be inspired to choose 
Louisbourg, then choose again to return.
 
This wasn’t happening, and with declining 
visitation, tourism, a key element of 
economy was hurting.

Something had to be done …          
And sometimes the truth hurts!

Just as a heritage site is rooted in history, 
so too are people, business traditions, 
attitudes, and behaviors between people - 
personally and professionally. A focus on 
the way things have been, is an inevitable 
element of small town life, yet when it holds back or threatens the viability of a town, things have 
to change. Focus must shift to the way things can be!

In 2012, a key group of community stakeholders came to the collective realization that the town, 
from a tourism perspective was dying, despite the benefits of a key Parks Canada attraction - 
the Fortress. In fact, the Fortress’s visitation numbers had also dropped consecutively over five 
years, 4.8% per year to be exact.1  Imagine the impact on accommodations, restaurants, 
stores, the local theatre of 11,000 fewer visitors from 2010 to 2012. 

An entrenched past

Decades of very limited tourism collaboration and sometimes outright animosity had resulted in:

• Louisbourg being a “drive-through community”; there were not enough reasons to stop;
• An adversarial (or, at best, mutually tolerant) relationship between the iconic Fortress of 

Louisbourg and the community;
• Random rather than strategic investments in infrastructure (and beautification efforts) in town 

and at the iconic attraction;
• Not using visitor experience as a key filter;
• Business practices that were closed, (i.e. inward and supply-focused), with little or no 

communication or engagement with the people in town; 
• Limited new investment in things that would attract visitors or generate new revenue and 

generally a lack of new opportunities for visitors and businesses alike; and
• A steady downward trend in visitation.
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1 Fortress of Louisbourg National Historic Site. (2014). Louisbourg 300: Economic analysis and return on investment. A Parks Canada research 
publication.
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Synergy Louisbourg: A Catalyst for Change

What began in the fall of 2012, as a passionate group of 
volunteers with a purpose, has evolved into the Synergy 
Louisbourg Development Society, a not-for-profit society. 
Comprised of community members, businesses, and 
government representatives, they were united to 
collaborate on strengthening their potential as a 
sustainable tourism destination.

The Strategic Tourism Expansion Plan (STEP) process, 
sponsored by the Atlantic Canada Opportunities Agency 
(ACOA) provided the structure and focus for the group to 
collaborate on creating a strategic plan for tourism 
development.

Key drivers of change

• Passionate stakeholders willing to volunteer their time 
on behalf of the community;

• Staying focused on the goal - increase the visitor 
appeal of the community to attract more visitors, deliver 
a better experience, and generate positive business 
returns;

• Reaching out to everyone in the community, not just 
tourism businesses;

• Collaborative, transparent, inclusive approach;
• Parks Canada at the table as a partner and on a 

parallel path to improving the visitor experience;
• Truly engaging the community, with ongoing 

consultation; 
• Leading by example and actions that demonstrate 

results and build trust; and
• Embracing opportunities.
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What are you most proud of?
“I’m incredibly proud of the community 
collaboration, our new brand, and that we’ve 
convinced the critical players that we are serious, 
committed and determined to work on behalf of 
the community to grow tourism.”

Dorothy Payne, Chair Synergy Louisbourg

“I think what Synergy is doing is amazing. I 
hope it keeps moving in the right direction 
because I just see great things for Louisbourg 
when it does.”

Annette LeBlanc. Tranquilitea

“People in the community publicly and positively 
expressing their pride in place.”

Chip Bird, Fortress of Louisbourg

“How far Synergy has come in 2 years since 
from a  real fear that without tourism the town 
would be dead to a renewed sense of pride, 
collaboration, focus, and amazing visitor 
experiences.”

Nancy Arsenault, Tourism Cafe

What triggered the change?

“The realization that without more services in 
town and businesses succeeding, The 
Fortress was going to fail. At the heart, I’m a 
very strong believer in benefits beyond 
borders/ There’s no point in making change 
if people aren’t going to benefit from it.”

Chip Bird, Retired (Sep 2014)
Field Unit Superintendent

mailto:nancy@tourismcafe.org
mailto:nancy@tourismcafe.org
mailto:dorothypayne55@yahoo.ca
mailto:dorothypayne55@yahoo.ca


It’s not all a bed of roses

The key challenges were:

• Past practice, fear of a new way of doing business, 
and egos;

• Getting the community engaged so they buy in, at 
first people didn’t take us seriously;

• Facilitating change takes time; and
• Shifting the relationship between the Fortress and the 

town.

A little help goes a long way

The leadership and catalysts for change must reside in the 
community, but targeted input from the outside can help inject 
new thinking, new approaches, new collaborations, new 
investments and thereby generate a richer outcome. Synergy 
Louisbourg has benefitted from support from:

• ACOA & Tourism Atlantic STEP program, facilitated by Forerunner
• Forest Mars, Jr. and BBDO Toronto  - Brand Development
• Nova Scotia Tourism Agency & Destination Cape Breton Association - Marketing
• Parks Canada – The Cape Breton Field Unit – Logistical and in-kind staff time.
• Fortress Louisbourg Association – Funding, Staff time
• Cape Breton Regional Municipality - just entering the conversation.
• Economic Cape Breton Corporation 
• Gros Morne Institute for Sustainable Tourism - Experiential travel training, tangible evidence of  

the benefits of partnership 
• Nancy Arsenault, Tourism Cafe - Community tourism development training
• Glenn Group Landscape Architects and Park Planners- Spatial planner
• Roger Brooks, Roger Brooks International – signs; tourism spend
• Tom Mcguire, Group ATN Inc. – credible analysis

Key shifts:  Its a marathon - not a sprint

Some early results of two years of collaborating to compete - there is a notable increase in:
• Community pride;
• Critical mass of people collaborating to grow their business and the destination;
• Businesses working together to understand of the visitor profile (beyond demographics);
• Multiple people and companies involved in Synergy Louisbourg;
• Attracted private development investment:  $40,000 Forrest Mars, Jr.;
• Attracting public planning and development investment:  $105,000 ECBC/ACOA, $30,000 

NSTA, $15,000 municipality;
• A strategic plan to provide focus and prioritize programs;
• A new brand, thanks to BBDO’s in-kind gift valued at $150,000;
• A spatial plan; and
• Individual businesses developing new experiences that layer on new value and choice.
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“I think people have come 
to accept their views will be 
heard. Whether or not they 
are accepted, they know 
we analyze them, give 
them thought, and if not 
accepted, we give them the 
reasons. Bottom line 
theres a new world order 
with community tourism 
development that’s 
different than anything 
they’ve experienced in 
the past.

Dorothy Payne
Chair, Synergy Louisbourg
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It’s About Driving Value with Amazing Experiences 

Transforming a destination requires more than a 
community effort; it requires businesses taking the 
risk and investing in change to raise the bar on the 
visitor experience. Ideally, if this can be done in 
ways that brings benefits the community and 
the destination, all the better.

The Shift Towards Greater Visitor Engagement

Beggars Banquet2

Grab your costume, meet new friends, get ready to sing, giggle and dine as you step back in 
time to the 18th century for a two-hour dinner experience that will leave you laughing and 
reminiscing for years to come.

The Beggars Banquet

The opportunity:  To create a unique, visitor experience that broadens the offer of a 19-room 
hotel and creates more reasons to visit, stay in Louisbourg.
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2 Future Dorothy - a case study link to a more detailed story on Point of View Suites/Beggars Banquet

What triggered the change?

“I attended the Edge of the Wedge 
course with GMIST and got so fired by 
seeing a small community like ours 
doing it, I came home and said to my 
husband were going to do it.”

Linda Kennedy, Owner/
Operator Beggars Banquet

mailto:nancy@tourismcafe.org
mailto:nancy@tourismcafe.org
mailto:dorothypayne55@yahoo.ca
mailto:dorothypayne55@yahoo.ca


Results:
Selling 19 rooms, 
competing on the 

quality of the 
rooms, location 

and service.

Some of the results ….
2013 Product Development Award

2 to 20 guests in year 1 to 60 to 80/night in year 5
More guests staying overnight than hotel can 

accommodate - benefits other businesses.
Packaging with others in town to offer a longer 

experiences

What we are hoping for:
Respond to growing demand
Accommodate bigger groups

Create a reason to revisit
Offer choice of different 

experiences

1997 - 2008
Accommodation 

provider only - selling 
rooms that benefitted 

our guests, our 
business

2009 - 2014
Launched Beggars Banquet 
Offered 1 July to 31 August, 

$39.95 pp.
Max capacity 80 in a tent

2014 - added a new VIP element 
to the current product

2015 - the next evolution
Expand the facility to accommodate 120

Add a new program (tested ideas in 
market during summer of 2014)

Continue sales of Beggars Banquet and 
strengthen marketing for the VIP 

package

Key Shifts & Investments in the Business

Then Now
• Selling rooms • Selling experiences in community to complement 

the Fortress of Louisbourg experience
• Securing investment for untried idea • Expanding on the idea

• New visitor experience for hotel guests • Primary demand generator

• Focus on reaction of other businesses • Focus on visitor needs and destination growth

• Dreaming about the next business opportunity • Taking action and ‘just doing it’!

What are you most proud of?
When people are walking out the door, shaking our hands, putting their arms around my neck and saying “Oh my god, I haven’t 
laughed so hard in years.” or “I can’t wait to bring my friends here when they come to visit.

Linda Kennedy Owner, Operator
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The Fortress of Louisbourg

The Fortress of Louisbourg National Historic Site is on a journey to enhance the visitor 
experience at their site, to reverse a 5-year trend in declining visitation, and to connect hearts 
and minds through creating opportunities at the site for guests to engage in ways that touches 
them personally.

The Shift Towards Greater Visitor Engagement

The shocking reality:  Visitation at the site was dropping approx. 5% per year, similar to other 
visitor attractions in Nova Scotia. Making the shift from the traditional 1970s style interpretation 
with the ‘sage on the stage’ to staff becoming the ‘guide on the side’ and creating ways for 
guests to be involved was a major shift.

Traditional 
Scheduled Interpretive 

Programming

Fees: Site Admission, 
interpretation included

2011
One new pilot specialty program 
Time Travel for cruise market.

Program Fees: Site admission + 
Program fee $7.30/pp., offered 

only in shoulder season

2014
9 new, ongoing specialty programs 

offering choice & multiple community 
festivals

Program Fees: Site admission + 
program fees @ varying rates from 

$3.90, $7.30, $14.70, & $294.40 offered 
daily to weekly schedule.
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Key Shifts: Then & Now

The first step is changing minds of staff, supervisors, leaders, and perceptions in the 
community; the second, tackling key elements in practice and program development: 

FROM TO

• Mass market • Niche Market

• Generic program • Tailored program

• Talking to visitors • Engaging Visitors

• Set processes and practices • Encouraging innovation

• Physical barriers (e.g.. Gates) • Removing obstacles

• Applying protection filters (ecological and commemorative 
integrity, resource management

• Applying visitor experience filters

• Fearing change • Embracing opportunities

• Planning within Parks Canada • Planning with community

Managing Change 

It’s really a change management process. Our success is coming from a fundamental change in 
abandoning our old scripted ways and processes, and safely rebuilding trust, excitement and 
igniting the passion within people to meet the needs of today’s visitors.
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What are you most proud of?

“We are providing new opportunities for visitors to connect their hearts and minds to their National Historic Site"
Lester Marchand, Fortress of Louisbourg

"I think what we are experiencing is a process that is changing us. Together, we have become agents of Synergy’s vision for our 
community. The organization's transparency and inclusiveness have won us many supporters. I am incredibly proud to represent the 
Fortress on the Board of Directors."

Mitch McNutt, Fortress of Louisbourg Association

“The visitors are really responding positively and the links with the community are stronger; locals feel more welcomed at the 
Fortress and can bring ideas forward for us to consider.”

Chip Bird, Fortress of Louisbourg
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Tips from the Trenches

It’s an old adage - when the going gets tough: the touch get going.
Linda Kennedy - Beggars’ Banquet

• Begin with a vision and take action, even if you don’t have everything figured out.
• You don’t always need a lot of money to create a program; you need passion and commitment 

to stick with it, even if the first year is tough;
• Do your homework, really talk to people, listen to your clients and test out your ideas;
• Focus on your guests and their experience first;
• Keep evolving, keep learning, keep trying;
• If you have a dream, and really want it, you can 

make anything work.

Chip Bird & Lester Marchand - The Fortress of 
Louisbourg

• Take responsibility for the things you can control and 
take positive action;

• Respect that changing to a new way of business is 
difficult. Support the transition by leading through 
example, celebrating success, providing training, 
and by listening and learning together;

• Involve youth earlier! They bring  different perspectives, energy, and enthusiasm;
• Quality visitor experiences do more than generate new revenue; they can be a catalyst for 

change within a business and a destination;
• Appreciate that it takes time - progress is measured in people shifts, new ways of 

collaborating, as much as it is visitation numbers, revenue generation and visitor satisfaction.

Dorothy Payne - Synergy Louisbourg

• Be inclusive, be transparent, and build trust to secure community  
buy in;

• Focus on the journey and achieve key goals enroute, but don’t 
lose sight of the bigger picture;

• Respect that change is difficult and takes time. Accept that you’ll 
never get everyone on the same page;

• When someone leaves the group for whatever reason, welcome 
them back with open arms when they are ready to return;

• Continue to demonstrate how collaboration leads to stronger 
outcomes for the destination; and

• Be thankful for every contribution along the way.

Never under estimate the power of passionate people to make change and 
influence others.
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“Pride, vision, and belief that Louisbourg 
will be a recognized destination worldwide 
has happened BECAUSE of the work 
being done by Synergy Louisbourg.

Mary  Tulle, CEOt
Destination Cape Breton Association
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