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With more than 400 members and an energized, experienced staff, the Anacortes Chamber of Commerce is traveling full speed ahead. 

“I don’t think people understand how dynamic this chamber is,” said Robin Pestarino, board president. “There is true strength in numbers.”

After hitting the ground running as the new executive director in July 2006, Mitch Everton hasn’t slowed down.

When he first started, Everton had ideas of how to improve the chamber. 

“I’d really like in a year for people to look up and say that the chamber has never run better,” he said in 2006.

Some would say he’s accomplished that goal.

Membership in the last year grew to 425, up about 75 or about 20 percent. 

“I’m not sure we’ve ever been this large,” Everton said.

That makes the chamber larger than Burlington’s, which has 370 members, and nearly as big as Mount Vernon’s, which has 470 members.

“When there’s 425 businesses in a small town, people do listen,” Everton said. “Pound for pound we’re a very strong chamber.”

In the past year, the chamber has published its first membership directory, updated its brochure and Web site, revamped the Jazz Festival and promoted two new events: the Celebration of Trees and Trawler Fest. 

And it is making plans for another stellar year in 2008 that includes branding Anacortes, analyzing the “winter slump,” starting a buy local program and continuing to build membership, with a goal of 500 members by the end of the year.

Everton’s focus when he joined the chamber was to make it a stronger voice in the community.

“We’ve achieved that,” he said. 

And, with an experienced staff, the chamber has quite a list of accomplishments for 2007. 

One place potential visitors almost always visit is the chamber Web site, which was revamped and made more user-friendly. 

“This has contributed to its efficacy as a marketing tool for the community and our members,” Everton said. 

The site gets about 50,000 page hits a month. 

The chamber’s brochure was also completely redone with vibrant graphics and fewer words. 

“Our intent with this brochure, distributed state-wide, is to quickly capture a reader’s attention and drive them to our Web site,” Everton said. 

The chamber printed 120,000 copies last year and will do the same in 2008.

For the first time, the chamber published a membership directory in early 2007, listing all its members along with contact information. 

“This has become a significant source of information for the business community and the visitor center,” Everton said. 

In response to requests, the chamber initiated an education program for members and the community, offering a variety of technical and business classes. 

Everton said the response has been positive and the offerings will be expanded in 2008.

After receiving feedback from its members, the chamber enhanced its networking options and business focus at the president’s luncheon, business connections lunches and sunnyside up breakfast meetings.

A huge benefit to being a chamber member is networking, said Stephanie Hamilton, chamber director of programs and events.

“People feel comfortable coming in to the office,” she said. 

Partnering with the Island Hospital Foundation, the chamber helped launch the Celebration of Trees in December. The event raised more than $30,000 for health screenings. It was also instrumental in bringing Trawler Fest to Anacortes later this year. The event is expected to bring more than 1,000 affluent boaters to the community. 

Everton said helping promote new events is one the chamber’s jobs. In 2006, it helped start the Taste Anacortes event and has since backed away to let organizers with the Restaurant Trade Association take the lead.

He said the chamber’s focus is on incubation — getting an event going and then handing it over to other organizers. 

Hamilton said the chamber’s goal is to put its stamp on events it hosts.

“So many of the things we’ve done in the past, people had no idea,” she said. 

For instance, the chamber is involved in beautification projects including the hanging flower baskets downtown during the summer and white lights during the winter. The chamber pays the city to water the plants. It was also instrumental in getting the street-side planters. 

This year, the chamber will be implementing an uptown banner project. 

Every year the chamber hosts the Waterfront Festival, Shipwreck Day, the Jazz Festival and community Christmas events, such as the tree lighting and horse and carriage rides. 

“All the things we’re doing right now are fairly high quality,” Everton said. 

The chamber is planning some changes to its events for 2008.

“This year our theme is to put the water back into Waterfront Festival,” Hamilton said.

In 2008, the chamber will add a boat building competition and a walking tour of the waterfront. Vendors will be more marine-related and water activities like the free boat rides will continue. 

The boat building competition will pit teams of three against each. They’ll have to quickly build a floatable boat with limited materials and supplies. The event benefits the Anacortes Community Maritime Center. 

The walking tour will give people a look at how the working waterfront has changed over time and what it offers today. 

“A lot of people don’t realize you can buy fresh fish out there just about every day of the week,” Hamilton said. 

After revamping the Jazz Festival in 2007, the chamber is planning to play off the success for the 2008 event. 

The event moved to Labor Day weekend and included “themed” music days and a free community dance. It netted about $5,000 and ticket sales were up, from 588 in 2006 to more than 1,000 in 2007.

The chamber plans to use the money to continue to bring in world-renowned artists. 

Shipwreck Day will stay the same, with proceeds earmarked to help beautification efforts, Hamilton said. The chamber funds the hanging baskets downtown in the summer and lights up the town during the holiday season. The cost is more than $10,000.

Though Christmas events aren’t a revenue generator for the chamber, it plans to continue enhancing downtown for the season.

“Our efforts during the holidays have brought a Rockwellian experience to our community for locals and visitors alike,” Hamilton said.

The chamber board, which has five divisions, has made some big plans for the year. 

The economic and governmental affairs division’s main focus will be to move forward with the Anacortes Futures Project, which was started in 2007. The project builds on the city’s comprehensive plans to define the best use of land from a business point of view. A draft is expected by the end of the year.

“You can’t have a brand without looking at where you want to go,” Hamilton said. 

It also supports the relocation of the Port of Anacortes administrative offices and adding community water access once they are moved. 

The division will continue participating in strategic planning and will bring relevant legislation to the attention of members. 

The finance/executive division’s plans for 2008 include responding to the international ferry run threats and optimizing city/county/chamber relations.

The trade division, made up of retail, hotel, restaurant and marine industries, will develop “buy local” and “open on Sunday” programs as well as “open house holidays” and develop a plan for soliciting an optimal business mix.

The marketing and promotions division’s major task will be branding Anacortes. 

“What do we want to be known as?” Everton asked.

It will also analyze the winter slump and define strategies. 

“We don’t want to be seasonal, we want to be year round,” Pestarino said. 

The membership division is planning to increase membership, with a goal of 500 by the end of the year.

About 3 percent of the membership is made up of individuals. Everton said the chamber is reaching saturation downtown. 

“When a new business comes to town we’re one of the first people to walk through their door,” he said. 

It will also improve and grow membership benefits, such as offering group insurance. It plans to implement a mentorship/youth program to get high schoolers involved in the business community, possibly as part of their senior project.

Marketing Anacortes does have its challenges — hotels and parking being the two most obvious, Pestarino said. 

Anacortes doesn’t have the infrastructure for tourism, Everton said. Hotels have to handle tourists during the summer but also wedding guests and refinery workers. 

“We’re very much a working downtown,” he said. “I think we’re a town somewhat in the search for the next step.”


Chamber 2008 board and staff

Executive Board
President — Robin Pestarino, AllData Shredding
President elect — Zee Hogan, Maison et Jardin and Boudoir
Secretary — Mark Lione, Cap Sante Inn
Treasurer — Patti Anderson, Williams and Nulle
Past president — Vince Oliver, Island Hospital

Board of Directors
Jim Clarke, John L. Scott Real Estate
Pat Meyer, Viking Moving Services
Heather Miller, Read Me A Story
Curtis Payne, Farmer’s Insurance Agency
John Pope, Tesoro Refinery and Marketing Company
Joe Schlundt, Shell Puget Sound Refinery
Rick Star, Rockfish Grill
Carrie Tisinger, Whidbey Island Bank
Mike Trafton, Bank of the Pacific
Bob Hyde, Port of Anacortes (ex officio)

Staff
Executive Director — Mitch Everton
Director of Programs and Events — Stephanie Hamilton
Visitor Center and Operations Director — Mary Talosi
Licensing sub-agents — Kristi Daniels and Kathleen Mitchell 

