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Chapter Summary 

Climate, whether warm and sunny or cold and snowy, can complement tourism by providing favourable conditions for visitors 

and their desired activities. As a result, climate is often a main resource upon which tourism destinations depend. Extreme or 

unpredictable weather may be viewed as unfavourable for attracting visitors. However, even seemingly inclement climate 

conditions can be used as a resource in tourism. Existing research does not demonstrate how outwardly negative climate 

conditions might influence destination image, destination selection, and local tourism development. This case study examines 

how cold climates present both a challenge and an opportunity to developing and promoting an area for tourism.  Here we 

outline how The Forks National Historic Site, located in Winnipeg, Manitoba and a popular summer destination was 

successfully re-framed as a cold-weather attraction. This case study represents a specific instance of how a tourism 

destination may highlight a unique feature, such as a frozen river. Readers will understand how harsh weather can become an 

uncommon resource that facilitates tourism and recreation and enhances overall visitor experience. As such, this case study 

presents a specific example of how various stakeholders came together to offer a unique experience and transformed an 

otherwise negative climate condition into a positive and desirable aspect of the destination.  

 

Learning Objectives:  

After reading this case study, students should be able to: 

1. Demonstrate understanding of the main challenges to promoting a winter tourism destination; 
2. Differentiate between challenges and opportunities for creating a winter tourism destination; 
3. Demonstrate understanding of the importance of working with flexible stakeholder partners; and 
4. List ways a city or community may re-frame itself as a winter destination.  
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The Issue, Opportunity or Trend 

Climate, whether warm and sunny or cold and snowy, can complement tourism by providing favourable conditions for visitors 

and their desired activities. As a result, climate is often a main resource upon which tourism destinations depend. Extreme or 

unpredictable weather may be viewed as unfavourable for attracting visitors. However, even seemingly inclement climate 

conditions can be used as a resource in tourism. As Martin (2005) noted, undesirable climate, weather, and related 

parameters have historically been rejected as a tourism resource. However, with the growth of the tourism industry and the 

appeal of special interest tourism, some formerly unappealing destinations have repositioned themselves as desirable. For 

example, wind is viewed as a valuable resource for those interested in gliding or wind surfing. “Thus, new types of tourism 

have emerged, thereby turning previously rejected elements into the main ‘raw material’ (basic tourism resource) of many 

recreational activities” (Martin, 2005, p. 576). Accordingly, areas, cities, and communities that are subject to what many 

people believe to be undesirable weather conditions are presented with an opportunity to embrace the local environment to 

create unique and successful tourist destinations.   

 

Climate plays an important role in tourism from both a demand and a supply perspective.  Weather conditions are often 

considered by tourists before choosing a destination (Scott, Gossling, & de Freitas, 2008). Demand for tourism is influenced by 

climate and generally people choose tourism destinations and places that are comfortable and enjoyable (Martin, 2005). 

Sunny, mild destinations, for example, are typically favoured by tourists (Rossello & Santana, 2012).  As a result, specific 

weather conditions and climate, in general, are often featured in destination promotional material because these conditions 

are known to influence tourists’ decision-making. In addition, destination promotional materials include this information as 

part of the destination image (Martin, 2005). From a supply perspective, the location of attractions and amenities, type of 

infrastructure needed, and seasonal opportunities are influenced by climate and weather conditions.  Because of the 

propensity to choose warmer weather conditions over colder conditions, some locations are rejected as viable or potentially 

successful tourism destinations by developers because of inclement or intemperate weather conditions (Martin, 2005). As a 

result, to be successful, winter or colder climate destinations are required to provide an extraordinary opportunity for visitors. 

These opportunities are often found in the form of specific winter activities, such as Alpine or Nordic skiing, or unique 

experiences, such as viewing Northern Lights.  

 

As weather and climate affect the attractiveness of a destination (Lohmann & Kaim, 1999), destination promoters work to 

present pleasing images.  However, existing research does not adequately demonstrate how outwardly negative climate and 

weather conditions might influence destination image, destination selection, and local tourism development. In this case 

study we will examine the reframing of a popular warm-weather visitor site as a cold-weather winter destination. Here we 

provide a detailed discussion and analysis of the evolution of The Forks National Historic Site (The Forks) as a winter 

destination. To do so, we examined secondary data and interviewed five individuals from four key stakeholder organizations. 

This case study examines how cold climates present both a challenge and an opportunity to developing and promoting an area 

for tourism.  In addition, this case study represents a specific instance of how a tourism destination may highlight a unique 

feature, such as a frozen river. Readers will understand how harsh weather can become an uncommon resource that 

facilitates tourism and recreation and enhances overall visitor experience. As such, this case study presents a specific example 

of how various stakeholders came together to offer a unique experience and transformed an otherwise negative climate 

condition into a positive and desirable aspect of the destination.  
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The Innovation 

Case Context 

The Forks National Historic Site is located in Winnipeg, Manitoba and has a long history as a local gathering spot. Located at 

the confluence of the Assiniboine and Red Rivers, The Forks is a traditional meeting and gathering place for First Nations and 

Metis people. Given the natural history and local culture associated with the location and its central location in the city, The 

Forks was developed as an attraction and destination that now serves both local residents and visitors to Winnipeg. 

Predominantly a recreation area, The Forks has many attractions, such as the Canadian Museum for Human Rights, the 

Manitoba Theatre for Young People, The Manitoba Children’s Museum, the Forks Market, the Heritage Adventure Playground, 

the Plaza Skate Park, and the Scotia Bank outdoor stage.  Many annual events are held at this historic site including Canada 

Day celebrations, Winnipeg Jazz Festival, Kids Fest, and Festival of Fools. 

 

Today, The Forks is considered Winnipeg’s primary destination and welcomes over four million visitors a year (see: 

www.theforks.com). Despite this recognition, only recently has The Forks transitioned into a four season destination.  Dubbed 

“Winterpeg,” as a result of having one of the longest and harshest winters in Canada, Winnipeg battles a reputation of being 

an unpleasant winter destination (The Huffington Post, 2014). This reputation is perpetuated by locals, Canadians, and the 

media (Annable, 2014; The Huffington Post, 2014). For example, during the winter in 2014 the Manitoba Museum posted on 

social media that Winnipeg was colder than Mars on one particularly cold day.  This “fact” was quickly circulated by local and 

national media.  Winnipeg, however, is not the only city to hold this title and most Canadian cities are colder than Mars at 

some point during the year (Kives, 2014).  Despite this 

undesirable status, with the help of The Forks, Winnipeg, 

has recently gained international recognition as an 

attractive and viable winter destination (Glusac, 2014). 

During the winter of 2013/2014, with support from local 

partners, The Forks North Portage Partnership developed 

the “Red River Mutual Trail” – a 6.1 kilometre multi-

purpose ice trail on the frozen Red River. In addition to ice 

skating (the primary activity), the trail combined art, 

culture, historic interpretation, cuisine, special events, and 

active recreation as unique attractions with winter 

weather and winter culture as the central themes (Fig. 1). 

While these activities, events, and attractions were 

designed to engage the local community, ultimately 

Winnipeg’s image as a winter destination was enhanced.  

Fig. 1: The Red River Mutual Trail (Ron Cantiveros/Metro News) 
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Stakeholders Involved 

The frozen Red River provided a context that allowed multiple partners with diverse interests to work together to create a 

unique community resource and visitor attraction. Primary stakeholders involved in the creation, maintenance, and 

promotion of the river trail, itself, as well as the events hosted on the river include The Forks North Portage Partnership, Red 

River Mutual Insurance, Sputnik Architecture, Raw: Gallery, Festival du Voyageur, Tourism Winnipeg, and Travel Manitoba. 

Secondary stakeholders who benefitted from the frozen river trail include residents, tourists, and the City of Winnipeg.  

The Forks North Portage Partnership is a key stakeholder in the development, management, and renewal of The Forks 

National Historic Site. In their role supporting projects that display the site’s history and culture, The Forks North Portage 

Partnership had maintained a winter river trail for many years, the addition of the key sponsor, Red River Mutual, a local 

insurance company, helped to expand the length of the trail and encouraged a diversity of uses and events. The unique 

partnership between public and industry partners and stakeholders helped promote the Forks, and Winnipeg, as a winter 

destination. For example, during the winter of 2014/2015, many events were hosted on the Red River Mutual Trail including, 

an Iron Man Curling Bonspiel, an Ice Bike Race, an Ice Fashion Show, and a hockey game featuring local NHL Franchise, the 

Winnipeg Jets. Red River Mutual developed a free App for iPhone and Android to allow participants to track their progress on 

the trail and learn about specific features, such as access points, warming huts and special events. The App was designed to 

encourage active and regular participation on the trail and weekly prizes were distributed to individuals who tracked their 

progress and met certain milestones (Fig. 2).  

 

Other stakeholders included Sputnik Architecture, a local firm that sponsored an art and architecture competition and 

awarded artists and architects from around the world an opportunity to create, construct, and present warming huts along 

the frozen trail (Fig. 3). Sputnik also worked with a local high 

school drafting class to design and build a warming hut for 

display and use on the trail. In addition, a local restaurant 

worked with Raw: Gallery, an art and design gallery, to host 

Raw: Almond, an innovative, on-ice dining experience. These 

events and attractions were supported by other services 

offered at The Forks including ice skate rentals, free parking, 

buskers/entertainment, restaurants, shops, and an 

interpretative centre.  

 

Early on in the creation and expansion of the Red River Mutual 

Trail, Tourism Winnipeg and Travel Manitoba recognized the 

importance of the attraction for promoting Winnipeg and 

Manitoba as a winter destination. These destination marketing 

organizations are the main providers of visitor information in 

Winnipeg and Manitoba and promoted the Red River Mutual 

Trail as a must-see winter attraction for both local residents 

and visitors. Additionally, Tourism Winnipeg and Travel 

Manitoba highlighted unique events that occurred in 

conjunction with the Red River Mutual Trail.  Fig. 2: Trailblazer App 
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Approach Used and the Impact  

The Forks North Portage Partnership had maintained a frozen river trail at The Forks National Historic Site for many years. In 

2008, for example, the trail broke the world record for the longest naturally frozen skating surface (8.54km) (CBC, 2014). 

However, early on in the development of the river trail, some elements were viewed as roadblocks to the creation of a 

successful winter destination. For example, although winter can be long and cold in Winnipeg, the speed of the water current 

on both the Red River and Assiniboine River prevent the water from freezing completely for most of the winter, thus creating 

a short season for the frozen trail. Indeed, the frozen river trail is only maintained and safely accessed for about 6 weeks each 

year. Additionally, although The Forks has always been a popular summer destination, attendance numbers remained low 

through the winter months.  Sponsorship, events, and activities were inconsistent during the initial stages of the river trail 

development. As a result, prior to 2013 the frozen trail did not evolve beyond its utility as a mode of transportation or a place 

for active recreation. In 2013, however, after a conversation with The Forks North Portage Partnership about possibilities to 

work together, Red River Mutual became the title sponsor of the frozen trail. This new partnership gave the river trail a fresh 

start and opened opportunities for subsequent partners and stakeholders to create and offer events on the Red River Mutual 

Trail and within the vicinity of The Forks National Historic Site.  

 

In the tourism industry, successful partnerships are often challenging to create and foster. While it is difficult to trace the 

success and story of the Red River Mutual Trail, stakeholder interviews and secondary analysis indicate that the partnership 

between a diversity of organizations created an opportunity to initiate and build the unique attraction.  These partners valued 

an organic and innovative approach and maintained a commitment to showcasing Winnipeg as a great winter city. The Red 

River Mutual Trail, therefore, is one example of a successful partnership that occurred as a result of flexibility between diverse 

partners. 

 

The approach used for the creation of the Red River Mutual Trail was 

organic and innovative. In other words, a single stakeholder cannot be 

identified as the catalyst for change or the driver of success. Instead, 

the success of the Red River Mutual Trail can be attributed to the 

diverse partners including small, medium and large private enterprise, 

government and not-for profit organizations. The flexibility between 

partners and the strength brought by all partners were critical to the 

successful project as various stakeholders were involved in all aspects 

of the process. As one stakeholder participant said, “The first year we 

were very, very heavily involved in the activations. There was a lot of 

brainstorming sessions. And we always want to be an active partner. 

We never want to be complacent where we just, you know, write a 

cheque and walk away. We want to be as involved as we can.” 

Stakeholders also recognized The Forks North Portage Partnership as 

the lead partner that facilitated success between partners. As one 

stakeholder participant acknowledged, “The Forks [North Portage Fig. 3: Warming Hut 
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Partnership] allowed us to grow. They were instrumental especially the first year in just helping make it happen.”  The flexible 

approach adopted by the partner organizations allowed unique and innovative ideas and events to occur and take hold. This 

approach required trust between partners and shared ownership of the project. Recent tourism research highlights the 

important role that small and medium enterprises (SME) play in destination development and confirms the need for 

facilitators, like The Forks North Portage Partnership, to support entrepreneurial success (Komppula, 2014).  

 

The partners involved in the creation and expansion of the Red River Mutual Trail identified with Winnipeg as a great city. All 

partners were committed to showcasing and developing activities and events in Winnipeg. For the stakeholder partners, the 

Red River Mutual Trail embraced and celebrated Winnipeg as a great winter city. The partners, therefore, recognized the 

importance of developing an image of Winnipeg as a premier winter destination and a great place to live, year round. As one 

stakeholder participant suggested, “we can’t negate the fact that we have winter for almost eight months of the year… [we 

thought] “Well, actually, maybe winter is not that bad!” As such, the chance to promote Winnipeg as destination during the 

harsh winter months was viewed as an opportunity, rather than a challenge.  

 

While many of the activities highlighted on and around the Red River Mutual Trail occurred separately in past years, the 

partnership between diverse organizations, all with a commitment to highlight Winnipeg as a winter city and destination, has 

had a positive impact for The Forks, Winnipeg, and Manitoba. As one stakeholder participant acknowledged “we really see it 

as the core piece of what has become now an opportunity to really promote Winnipeg as a winter city and Manitoba as a 

winter destination.” As a result of the focus on Winnipeg as a winter destination, the influence on tourism and community has 

been significant. Estimates suggest 300,000 people used and/or attended events on the Red River Mutual Trail during the 

2014/2015 season. In addition, on the February provincial holiday, known as Louis Riel Day, at least 15,000 people used the 

trail, while many more visited The Forks site. In addition, the trail and particularly the warming huts were featured in a New 

York Times travel column. The article, entitled “In Winnipeg, a skating rink that doubles as a sculpture park,” cites one local 

resident who suggested “Manitoba is so cold you have to do something to get people out of their homes…we’re sitting on a 

chunk of ice in the middle of a river and we’re happy about it” (Glusac, 2014, para. 15). 

 

While the re-framing of The Forks site as a winter destination may be attributed to the flexibility and willingness of the diverse 

partners to try something new or unique, many important conditions and elements were in already in place. These pre-

established conditions allowed for the success of the Red River Mutual Trail partnership. First, The Forks site had an 

established infrastructure to support the activities on the trail as well as for visitors to the trail. These elements included 

ample free parking, accessibility by other means of transportation (trails and public transportation), restroom facilities, 

restaurants, shops and accommodations for visitors. Second, the brand recognition of The Forks as one of Winnipeg’s 

premiere destinations was important in the development of the Red River Mutual Trail. As one stakeholder participant 

acknowledged, “Winnipeg is synonymous with The Forks. Most of our tourism is centred around The Forks.” The recognition of 

The Forks as a main tourist attraction and site, therefore, played an important role in the ability of the partners to work 

together to further enhance the brand and successfully overcome obstacles to creating a cold-weather destination. 
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Implications and Lessons learned 

The Red River Mutual Trail continues to expand and more attractions and events will be added in upcoming seasons. The 

implications of this successful partnership for practice include: 

1. It is possible to take a negative weather condition and create positive environments that provide a unique visitor 
experience; 

2. It is important to highlight unique characteristics of a destination; 
3. Supportive, flexible and creative partners are required for change and growth; 
4. Winter tourism is an area that has the potential for growth in many destinations across Canada; and 
5. Planning for visitors and destination promotion may also affect local residents’ perceptions of a “negative” 

climate or condition resulting in an improved image for locals and tourists alike. 
 

 Lessons learned include: 

1. Shifting destination marketing to focus on off-season opportunities at a time when novel service offerings are 
emerging can extend the tourism season and result in new tourism products; 

2. Small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) play a valuable role in developing unique attractions in established 
tourism zones; and 

3. Informal partnerships that involve diverse stakeholders can result in innovative attraction offerings.  
 

As we endeavour to create and promote unique destinations, it is important to consider the role of innovative and flexible 

partnerships. The Red River Mutual Trail is an example of a successful partnership that recognized an opportunity to turn an 

undesirable climate condition into a positive feature for the benefit of the greater community.  

Discussion Questions 
1. Discuss how informal partnerships that involve diverse stakeholders can result in innovative tourism product 

development. 
2. Describe a specific tourist attraction or destination that has successfully overcome the challenges associated with cold 

climates. What unique solutions has this destination or attraction implemented? 
3. Describe or outline an attraction or destination that has implemented activities or events during the off-season to 

attract tourists?  
4. Why should tourism destinations or attractions invest in off-season tourism attractions and events? 
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