
International Rally 2004 - Lansing Michigan.
A First Timer’s Experience
In July of 2003, I was approached by a gentleman at the Algonac State Park in Algonac Michigan and asked if I was a member of the WBCCI.  I told him I was and he inquired if I was going to the Lansing Rally - “an International Rally in our back yard”.  I looked at the dates and signed up and paid on the spot.

From that day forward I struggled to find out about the Rally, what to expect, what to prepare for.  He told me at the time when I register at the Rally then I would get a schedule of events and other Rally information.  Polite inquiries for the next six months basically told me the same “wait till you register” and there will be all the information you need on the website beginning Jan. 1, 2004.  I checked the website, Jan, Feb, March,  no information.  Then I’m informed to watch and read thru and keep all your Blue Beret magazines.  “They will have all of your information.”

Information began to trickle in - buried in meandering verbiage - I learned - that I needed to bring an unobstructed y adapter, a plug adapter and garden hose - and be prepared for a great time - when you arrive you will get all the other information that you need.

My dear people - who in their right mind would schedule two thirds of their annual vacation to travel to and attend a function when you are told to trust the hosts organizing the event and that you will have a good time?

The initial encounters with the Rally were frustrating and disappointing - however friendships were made, renewed and strengthened more out of our shared adversities than an overall positive Rally experience  The time, money and energy spent attending this rally would have been better spent elsewhere.

I do not begrudge the WBCCI or the Rally Experience but this will be entered into my life’s story as a rather disappointing experience.

I do believe in the organization and as such have taken the time to write, offer my First Timer experiences and follow those with a few narratives and suggestions.

The organization has some very serious issues and unless it adjusts itself quickly it will fail to exist in a very short time.

Perhaps the following may invoke a raised eyebrow or two, some soul searching, and a bit of panic.  I do honor and respect the history of the organization, it’s people and it’s objectives.  You see everyday a loss of membership due to death and illness.  While it is possible to maintain the goals and objectives, change needs to be factored in and not change for change’s sake.  Change should be embraced and not feared.

The following topics are discussed.  The Summary is a Summary of the topics and a closing comment.
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Retirees Vs. Working Class, Rally Vs. Vacation
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Summary

Information - 
Pre-Rally - The Official Rally website - initially was not easy to find, did not respond to Google Searches and contained no useful information other than the dates.  No email addresses, phone numbers, etc., no frame work of the events for the week, etc.  It was rather odd that early on - this official WBCCI event had it’s own website - with no links from the WBCCI web page.

Information, fully disclosed, easily read, to the point, and useful - SELLS!  With web pages you have about 30 seconds of someone’s time before they move on.   Perhaps 60 to 90 seconds if they are actively searching for information.  Yet if a visitor’s search is left unfulfilled, and there is no other method of contact, you have just lost that visitor and a possible rally attendee.

A copy writer and advertising expert should be brought in to prepare the website, and the Blue Beret.  Professionals who are in the business of communications.  “Wait till you get there”, scribbled bulletin boards, and bull horn shouting of events are just unprofessional and ineffective.

The Lansing Experience was one of the Left Hand did not know what the Right Hand was doing.  There are many examples of this I will note two: 

When our caravan arrived on Saturday and parked we were handed a printed piece of information that stated there would be registration on Sunday.  There were a 100 or so people that came to register on Sunday only to be turned away. I personally talked to 15 people who “looked like they should know what was going on or be able to find out” and received 7 yes and 8 no answers.  

The second, which may have been out of WBCCI control directly, created a very dangerous situation and that was when we caravanned in.  Given that Caravanning is a thrust of the organization, and the collective experiences of those involved, this should never have happened. We were told that we would have police escort at one light and we were to use the common law at all other intersections. The caravan begins -  then it appears we have a full police escort - thru most of the major lights.  CB Chatter kept us all confused - there were 3 intersections where we did not have police assistance - we kept tight and just kept going. 

Registration
There was great importance of making sure we get to registration.  That was emphasized by the parkers, and the three or 4 people that came by to “check us in?” when we landed. Again the main purpose of registering was to “get the WBCCI event book” or bible as it was referred to.  We arrived as a caravan on Saturday at 3:30.  No listing of events were available for Saturday or Sunday - so we missed a day and half of events.

Registration for those that pre-register and arrive as a group should be on the spot.  These 3 or 4 other folks that “checked us in”.  I have no idea what they were doing.  Recording Numbers, Spots, Locations and Greeting us - writing it down and giving it to us so that we could give it to the folks “when we registered”. These volunteers could have very easily executed the registration process.

Parking
My parking experience was mild compared to some of the other folks who got stuck, were left in tears, and totally enraged.  Common sense was thrown out the window.  The parkers were by the book, unable to put safety of people and rigs ahead of the “rules”.  

We arrived at 3:30 as a caravan and we were shouted at that we had to be off the road by 4:00 or they couldn’t park us.  People ahead of us were getting stuck, Parkers were moving us nose to tail so we had no room to get moving and keep moving into place.  3 rigs got stuck and were pulled around in haste by a tractor.  All avoidable if the Parkers would have taken a deep breath, realized doing this safely would take another 5 minutes, and welcomed us all with a smile. 

The positioning of the rigs was wrong.  We were parked on a west - east axis.  This meant that for the most part our awnings provided no shade or shelter from the sun. If we were parked North-South at least part of the day our Rigs and Awnings could have created relief from the sun.  I’m grateful that it was not “blistering hot”.

Volunteers
This event could not happen without the help of volunteers.  The organization, to garner this type of labor force, is incredible and is a testament to the organization.

Regrettably, as noted in my Parking experiences, not all volunteers are well suited for the job and not all jobs are well suited for “volunteers”. 

Critical services such as Parking, Registration and Information Control should be out sourced. These services need to be available to attendees at their convenience rather than the convenience of the volunteer force.

Critical or Keynote workshops should be facilitated by professionals or volunteers with professional teaching/presenting experiences.  General Workshops about Safety, Health, Trailering. would tend to be a draw. To a attend one with a poor or wandering speaker, a one-sided vendor or volunteer that has to change or cancel the workshop - reflects poorly on the Rally experience

As a working individual - it would have been ideal for me to arrive on Sunday - 2:00 p.m. That would have given me Saturday to travel and or get my house ready for me to be gone for the week.  But I got word that my park day was Friday, for an event that starts on a Monday.  Out sourcing  would deal with the issue of those not wanting to work on Sunday.  The WBCCI needs to accept that Sunday, while respected as a day of rest - is also a key travel and set up day for those of us that are limited with our time. 

Retirees Vs. Working Members
Rally Vs Vacation

This single issue is the lynch pin to the survival of the entire organization and providing for both is the largest challenge the WBCCI faces.

As I observed this Rally phenomena, I experienced not so much a generational gap, but a needs gap.

Retirees flock to this type of event because of a need to belong once again, being on a schedule invigorates the soul, and creates a sense of purpose.  The closeness of your neighbor awakens a memory of the old neighborhood and all of this is enjoyable because it is for a very fixed amount of time then folks can move on. If they desire more, than they attend another caravan or rally hop.

Those of us that are working are looking from a break from schedules, a regulated life, a vacation from the intensity of our neighbors, our work schedules, our volunteer responsibilities, and  consuming responsibilities.

This needs gap is a serious issue.  Rally vs Vacation.  A rally is no vacation.  To be hammered about volunteering “to work”, rocked out of bed due to the planes, honey wagons, safety checkers, as the sun comes up, panhandled about charity work or donations - it’s just like being home - just on a compact scale.

Unannounced and unscheduled - a knock at the door at 6:50 on a Monday morning.  “Are you up?  Can you move your car - we are going to dump your tanks!  Glad you are here!”

Well this is no vacation - it’s boot camp!  Line dancing at 8:00 in the Morning?

Attitudes

- Retirees vs Working


- First Timers


- Young Children


- Pets


- Clothing, Attendance, Rig vs Content of Character

 
Retirees vs Working

Working folks are made to feel as second class members. Jokes about us working and kicking into social security, that were made in the Main Hall were totally inappropriate.

Events, workshops and entertainment are really from another era and vendor presentations, First Timer presentations were poor, meandering and unfocused.  Canada Night was all of 42 minutes?

First Timers - it was more of joke for people to say “Welcome First Timer” and keep on walking.  Just say, “Hi” if you are not going to engage me in conversation.  It was a Stepford Wives, Cult like experience.  It began to be unnerving after awhile.  I took the ribbon off.

Pets - while this is a concern, and I am a pet owner that was frustrated by my neighbor’s pets, the owner’s were irresponsible, my own experience was quite insulting.  At 7:15 Monday Morning, the unit leader knocked on the door to remind me of the big hassle the VAC encountered when trying to keep the pet owners able to park with the VAC.  Then he proceeded to tell me that the “Higher Ups” have told him to communicate to us pet people that we could “only walk our pets behind our trailers” no were else at the airport.  He then asked if I understood, I inquired no were else in all of this acreage?  He said that is correct.  I told him I am 43 years old and we are having this conversation?  He scribbled my name and unit number down and moved on.

If Pets are such a problem - then they should not be allowed or all dogs must have a bark collar.  This would have solved my problems with my neighbors. If people don’t attend because they can’t bring their dogs, in the long run it’s probably healthier for the dogs.

Young Children 
What a nightmare for parents with kids.  Nothing to do at the camp site, and getting them on to the bus, with strollers etc. was not practical or safe.  So these parents are stuck driving everywhere for everything.  What I witnessed were tired, and haggled parents and kids that were kids that are off their schedules

This might be another opportunity to engage an event organizer to create an accessible, safe and fun “camp” environment for young to older children.

Clothing, Attendance, Rig vs Content of Character
I was “talked to” about not wearing appropriate clothing to Sunday Services.  Yet I was not thanked for being there and contributing to the worship service.

I was looked at funny for showing up to the opening ceremony in jeans and a polo shirt, yet I was never asked where I was from or who I was attending with.

I was challenged why I didn’t have my red and white on when I greeted other attendees in an ice cream shop some 20 miles away.

I was badgered about pop tops and not chatted up about other important issues.

Introductions where centered around the rig I have and where I live.

It would appear that collectively the organization is more interested in the trappings of life than the content of one’s character, bragging rights of acquisitions rather than wisdom of sharing, afraid of reaching below the veneer we all put forward.

Diversity
I have never experienced such a non diverse organization.  Attending the opening ceremony was something from the 1940’s or 1950’s fraternal organizations.  White, men in charge, women in their place and people of color absent. If the those present represent the totality of the membership - the absence of diversity in the organization is troubling.  Airstreams by their very nature lead to an economic discrimination.  It would be interesting to see how this organization is addressing this issue.  Diversity includes, economic, gender, religious, racial and sexual orientation issues.  Does the WBCCI have an anti-discrimination philosophy and what does it contain?  The outright harassment that some of the gay attendees shared with me regarding their local units and local rallies was disappointing to hear.

Events

The structure of the Rally is more of a conference or retreat than a vacation.  I was frustrated to learn that of all the events scheduled only 3 were of any interest.  The most crucial are the Opening Ceremonies. These should be a  you! rah! rah! experience! I understand this is a sacred tradition among the WBCCI members - but 90 minutes to parade those flags in?  That should have happened in 7 to 10 minutes - with the MC enthusiastically calling off the Names of the Regions and Units.  A healthy and hardy thank you to the Mayor, a quick recognition to the other dignitaries and a big noisy brassy sound from the band, firing everyone up and have it all done and people Rallying in 30 minutes.  This was a 90 minute dragged out affair that was not inspiring.  Yes I did cry at the national anthems, always do. But the other first timers I was with thought the experience a joke.  How very sad.

I realize that you cannot plan events to make everyone happy.  A good mix of informative workshops, recreational activities, entertaining events and organized tours both at a central point and back at the campgrounds, would create for a great experience.

Again, using a professional production company would be of help.  Poor, weak, and disorganized workshops, activities and events - make for a poor experience.

Whatever happened to campfires, sing-a-longs, story telling? S’mores, snipe hunts, basket weaving and the popular drum circles?  Activities, that the young parents and kids and those that are kids at heart, can get to and participate in? If you have to bring people in to make these things happen, because we are too old, too tired (from working or volunteering) or disinterested, that is ok.

Evening Entertainment - If you expect us there you have to let us know what it is.  You can get quality acts, for really reasonable prices - Nunsense, and the other comedy shows that are traveling and “franchised” for example.  I have no idea what “Canada Night” cost - but after the write ups that I did see - about 42 minutes and that was it?

Buses to Local Tourists spots.  After the write ups about all to see and do in Lansing, I was stymied to find out that the buses only went from the Camp sites to the Convention Center.  As one that was on vacation and “trusting” in the organizers - I was not expecting to have plan, locate and get to any and all tourists attractions.

It would have been helpful to have the Rally - pick maybe 4 or 5 key tourists spots and run a bus to them once maybe twice during the week.  How many folks missed out on the Capitol Building - because it was too far to walk either from the Convention Center and or the parking near the place was difficult?  This would help us “vacationers” who don’t really want to have to deal with planning and more driving in strange environs.

Charities


The Rally does an incredible outreach program.  Calling all to remember their charitable obligations and providing for a means to do so.  It was an amazing sight - all the hats, scarves, stuffed toys and pop tops.  

Call me lazy, but I don’t have time or really the space to “save” pop tops, knit hats or blankets.  And getting panhandled and harassed by the pop tops collectors, a shakedown letter and envelope in the newspaper and people collecting money at the door of the evening entertainment. It seemed that at every gathering or function there was a hand out for something.  I take a vacation to get a way from that and return to my charitable giving when I return to life.

I would much rather write one check - give it the WBCCI and let them distribute it to local needs as they see fit or for the WBCCI give to the local United Way.

Missed fundraising opportunities - 
I would have paid the Boy Scouts to come around and empty my Blue Tank!

I would have given the Girl Scouts all my returnable cans and bottles.

Or vice versa. 

Summary

The International Rally is no longer a mom and pop and a group of friends getting together happening.  It is a large civic event, involving many people, creating much good karma, and many risks.  It is apparently the main focus of the WBCCI and all available resources should be used to make this a safe, enjoyable, professionally run event.  

As the members age, critical and other services need to be out sourced.  Professionally and creatively planned and staffed, all attending can have their needs and expectations meet.  “Cheesy” camp activities, timely workshops, seminars, and entertainment could be woven together to create an enviable event.  It will mean change and flexibility and a willingness to participate and an outlay of new energy, thought and capital.  While staying with the tried and true traditions are comforting to many of the current Rally Attendees,  they are “wearing out”.  

Information
Pre-Rally Information is Critical, It helps Sell the Rally and helps individuals prepare and focus expectations.  During the Rally - Timely, Accurate and One Official Source of Information is essential.  

Registration
Should be done on the spot by the parkers, welcomers and other volunteers that were present when one arrives.  If registration cannot happen at the time of parking then the parkers should hand out a “cheat sheet” of events.  

Parking, and other Critical Services (Volunteers)
Should be Customer Orientated, and Out Sourced.  Arrival and Parking needs to be smooth, safe, timely and not a horrific ordeal.  Parkers and Greeters set the tone for the entire Rally.

Retirees vs. Working Class and Rally vs. Vacation
The needs & expectation gap is greater than the generational gap.  The organization, in its planning, would do well to keep this in front of all of its planning.  Understanding that retirees, and those that are working have very different needs, wants and expectations.  Not valuing the limited time of the younger folks, by wasting it with long ceremonies, canceled, changed or poor events, undermines the ability to attract this group to the membership.

Attitudes

The two greatest interactions strangers can have is to experience a welcoming spirit and an active hospitality.  Embracing the stranger, creating new and renewing old friendships is paramount to building an organization.

Attempting to build an organization by being more concerned with a person’s attention to the club’s clothing and other protocols and his or her station in life, rather than the content of their character, does not build a strong attractive organization.

Diversity
Noticeably missing.  A welcoming spirit and a well published and embraced position on this topic would serve the organization well.  The WBCCI would do well not tolerate any discrimination from its regions, chapters, units.

Events
Carefully planned and consistently executed. Recognizing the Rally vs. Vacation experiences - the use of a professional event planner for surveying, planning and carrying out critical events would be advisable.  

Charities
A very important function.  Pre Rally information is critical.  Other opportunities to participate are important.  Create an atmosphere that it makes it easy to participate.  Stop the panhandling experiences.

Thank you for taking the time to read my thoughts and ideas.  I would be encouraged to share in any further dialog or correspondence.

Respectively,

John Truitt

WBCCI 3237
Detroit, Michigan


 PAGE 
1


