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I was inspired to write this after attending several festivals this year, and after having 5+ years organizing, attending, and being a featured speaker/tour leader at many festivals. I hope it is of help to the people who work very hard putting them together.

Only make festival as long as necessary.

Only make festival every year if there’s interest/energy.

Don’t do anything inside that you can do better outside. A schedule can make or break the day at a festival. Do wildlife-oriented activities in the morning or the late afternoon, and do table/info activities late morning to mid-afternoon. Few people will come to a fair before 10:00 am, but there’s usually a pre-lunch and a post-lunch surge. Schedule indoor activities at night or not at all – people don’t come to a nature festival to sit inside.

Decide on the goals and/or the message of the festival, and make sure the venue selected is conducive to reaching these goals. If the goal is saving a piece of property w/ good bird habitat, run trips to this specific piece or property, or one nearby. Scale the goal appropriately (i.e. make it achievable) – you can’t have as your goal “Save the Sierra Nevada” because you aren’t going to save the Sierra Nevada with your nature festival! People aren’t interested in vague goals – “be green”, “clean the water” – they like specifics. Even if the message needs to be modified to achieve the goal, the goal should be clear and explainable.

Decide on a target audience, and let audience direct program/schedule details where possible. For example, if your target audience is birders, then offer programs that would appeal to birders, and specifically to birders coming in from wherever your guests are driving in from. If it’s families with small children, then make sure you have someone who’s very familiar with this demographic – especially today’s families with kids – organizing your activities. If it’s politicians and local leaders, make sure the activity/event is something that they feel comfortable going to. Most politicians feel much more comfortable at a BBQ than they do a birdwalk!

Figure out where the audience lives, and tailor offerings, esp. in bird/nature walks, to that audience. This is actually easy – at least 50% of guests at a northern California event will be from 4-5 counties around the Bay Area, and at least 50% of guests at a southern California event will be from 4-5 counties in the Los Angeles area. So, offer birdwalks to places to see birds that don’t occur in these counties. At the Kern Preserve in the southern Sierra, desert things like Summer Tanagers and Black-throated Sparrows, as well as “northern” ones like Pileated Woodpecker, will be desired. In northern California, southern species like Lawrence’s Goldfinch and Costa’s Hummingbird will be draws. Design specific trips to find these specific species.

Have clear, large signage on roads, and a well-signed registration table/booth at a public, easy-to-reach area. Aside from doing your guests a favor, this makes it conducive to drop-ins (if you want that), and allows people to feel “part of the movement” you’re creating.

Don’t squander time/talent of your guests. If you have a professor who’s the state’s expert on salamanders, have him be the keynote speaker at a dinner where you’ve gotten RSVPs. Have him lead a field trip limited to land managers, property owners, and local landscapers about managing for salamanders. Try to match talent with activity.

Allow local or invited “experts” to assist in designing schedule/activities. You might have California’s dragonfly expert in the next county. Even if you think that no one’s interested in dragonflies, he/she may be that much of a draw to make people want to come on a well-led field trip.

Pre-register event and trips.

Develop local support well ahead of time (e.g. 6 months) by having them sponsor event (e.g. “Jim’s burgers is official lunch sponsor of the Central Valley Crane Festival”).

For small (<300 people) festivals, consolidate all festival activities into one area, where possible, to bolster feeling of numbers. Don’t have a silent auction 20 miles away from the registration booth and the field trip meeting area.

