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SOUTHWEST ITBEC 

Late 2017 and 2018 Activity 

 
 

The Southwest ITBEC Board reaffirmed their role to act as an umbrella organization in 

the region to foster collaboration, to stimulate and promote economic growth. Working 

partnerships continued between the Southwest ITBEC and regional organizations 

including, the 7 Rivers Alliance, Wisconsin Rural Partners, Hidden Valleys of Southwest 

Wisconsin, and the Inventors & Entrepreneurs Club. 

 

• Vino Fest - Wisconsin's reputation continues to grow with its high quality of 

vineyards and the wide variety of delicious wines!  Vino Fest is a celebration our 

state grown wines with a fun-filled summer event for all the wine lovers out there! 

The Southwest ITBEC is proud to be listed among the sponsors of the exciting new 

event here in southwestern Wisconsin. 

• The Southwest ITBEC was proud to be a sponsor again in 2018, as we also did in 

the last five years, of the Monroe County Economic Development Conference 

summit held this past February. We had a record crowd this year from a region that 

covered 23 Counties in Wisconsin, 5 other States and Canada.  Topics included 

Workforce, Broadband, Succession, Digital Marketing, Employee/Employer 

Relationships, Cyber Security, Energy Savings, Leasing Programs, Workplace 

Atmospheres, Childcare, Housing, PACE Program, Fort McCoy & Volk Field 

Updates, WISE Program and State Economy Updates and Forecasts.  

• The Southwest ITBEC sponsored the Black River Area Chamber of Commerce’s 

Karner Blue Race. This local race continues to grow and it draws participants 

from outside of Jackson County. Last year, over half of the runners were from 

outside the area. The ITBEC grant award was used to expand the advertising to 

other markets to draw even more people from greater distances.  

• The Southwest ITBEC also sponsored Black River Area Chamber off Commerce’s 

Octoberfest. Once again, the ITBEC grant award was used to expand the 

advertising to other markets to draw even more people from outside the area.  

• The First Annual Tomah Kite Fest was also the recipient of a grant award from the 

Southwest ITBEC. Tomah Kite Fest was a free, family-oriented day full of kites 

and activities. Activities included kite making, giant show kites, candy drops, 

running of the bols, kids' activity tent, and much more. Again, this event was free 

and open to the public. 

• The Southwest ITBEC contributed funds for match dollars to be applied towards a 

building assessment for the possible restoration of the historic Bell Theatre in 

Sparta. In 1919-1920, Otto Bell constructed the Bell Theater. It was continuously 

used as a movie house from the 1920's into the 1930's. Sound was introduced in 

1927 and greatly enhanced the movie experience. By November of 1927 the theater 

was sold to three Stathis brothers who changed the name of the theater from the 

Bell to the Classic Theater. During its run as a movie theater, the Bell also held live 

performances. The stage is still intact and the original theater organ has been 
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refurbished. The marquee is still original. The original architectural prints have 

been found, making the assessment project a bit easier. 

• The Vernon County Tourism, Promotion, & Economic Development 

Committee was awarded grant funds for to help fund a collaborative and 

cooperative advertising program across Vernon County and to promote the 

Cheyenne Valley Heritage area near Hillsboro. 

• For the third year in a row, Southwest ITBEC provided member Counties with 

funds to financially assist them in attending sports shows of their choice. A visible 

presence at these sports shows gives the members the opportunity to showcase the 

beauty and diversity of the best of Wisconsin -- highlighting cultural attractions, 

events, scenery, outdoor recreation, agriculture, and heritage of the southwestern 

corner of the state.  

• The Southwest ITBEC sponsored the  2017 Rural Empty Storefront Conference. 

7 Rivers Alliance hosted a ‘Rural Empty Storefront Conference’ in Cashton, 

Wisconsin last November. Attendees were able to hear proven strategies from 

experienced local and national speakers to spark ideas to fill empty storefronts in 

their communities. These strategies included discovering actionable holistic 

solutions, getting the latest on national trends, learning best practices, and hearing 

success stories from other communities like theirs. 

• In 2016, the Southwest ITBEC contributed $500 as seed monies for the newly 

created Bike Me Fun Ride event. Their mission is to celebrate the Elroy-Sparta 

Bike Trail and the communities along the trail. Each year, a different one of the 

trail-side communities will be spotlighted to bring awareness to the tourists, the 

communities, and the economic impact in the area.  

• The Southwest ITBEC maintains a website, www.southwestwisconsin.net. The 

website acts as a portal to the region and helps direct people to local government 

websites, economic development organizational websites, and tourism related 

websites. 

• The Southwest ITBEC became a event sponsor of the Bike Me Fun Ride with a 

$500 donation in 2017. The Bike Me Fun Ride celebrates the Elroy-Sparta Bike 

Trail and promotes tourism and the accompanying economic growth in the 

communities abutting the former railroad grade. 

• Southwest ITBEC made a $500 contribution to the Tomah Arts Guild as seed 

monies to help start the Tomah Art Walk. This 2016 event features paintings, 

ceramics, sculptures, jewelry, mixed media, fine crafts and working artists from 

around the region. The Tomah Art Walk is a juried, fine arts event to promote the 

arts in southwest and central Wisconsin. The celebration of arts will lead you along 

Tomah's beautiful and scenic recreation trail that winds along the Lemonweir River 

and Lake Tomah.  

• The Southwest ITBEC made a $2,500 grant to the “Will to Ben” Bike Tour in 

2016. The goal of the project is to increase bicycling in the Driftless Region from 

out-of-state vacationers and to get vacationers to continue to come back after the 

event. The word of mouth of their experience increase bicyclists coming to the area 

as a choice destination. The plan is to develop a relationship with participating 

communities and make this an annual event with over least 2,000 participants 

http://www.southwestwisconsin.net/
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within five years. This year they anticipate at over 100 bicyclists to join in. The 

primary target market will be bicyclists from Illinois, Iowa, and Wisconsin. 

• The Southwest ITBEC contributed $2,000 towards the Village of Ontario 

community center restroom remodeling and upgrades. The Ontario Community 

Hall is not only the center of community activities but also draws visitors for 

concerts, wedding receptions and other events. In 2015 the village and volunteer 

organizations worked together to build an addition to what was a very small and 

inadequate kitchen. The kitchen is now state of the art, with new appliances, wall 

and floor coverings, new cabinets, counter tops and features of a commercial 

kitchen. The restroom project includes new plumbing fixtures and renovated floors, 

walls, ceiling and new doors. The close proximity to the Kickapoo River makes 

Ontario the  "Canoe Capital of the Kickapoo" and means visitors looking for 

modern facilities. 

• The Tomah Rotary Club received funding for their 2015/2016 “Light up the Night! 

holiday lights project in Tomah’s Winnebago Park through a grant from the 

Southwest ITBEC. 

• The Southwest ITBEC was a sponsor of the Rural Workforce Housing Summit 

hosted by 7 Rivers Alliance. The Rural Workforce Housing Summit brings 

together all the funding sources and information needed for launching successful 

workforce housing projects in rural communities. Sessions included “From Plan to 

Reality: Housing Success Stories from Leading Communities”, “Developer’s Panel: 

The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly of Workforce Housing Partnerships”, “Show Me 

the Money! State and Federal Funding Available”, and “Bundling Public and 

Private Dollars to Support Housing Projects”. A lack of housing has been identified 

as one of the major stumbling blocks for prospective workers considering relocating 

to southwestern Wisconsin., followed closely by childcare.  

• The Southwest ITBEC provided funds to the DeSoto Recreational Opportunities 

Committee for the purchase of specialized hand tools to be used during the 

construction of a network of eight interconnected hiking trails. The Committee 

hopes to develop a system that will provide a safe and convenient resource for 

health and wellness in a natural setting that invites and connects both residents and 

visitors alike. The specialized hand tools are items not typically found in your home 

gardening shed like square-nosed shovels, McLeod rakes, Pulaski axes, and mattock 

picks.  

 


