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Introduction

A few times a year Pack 1800 goes camping.  This isn’t a camping trip.  We also do big things like Pinewood.  This isn’t just another big event.  The Big Trip is our annual event where we leave Atlanta, go somewhere that is new to the boys and explore an area of their world that is new to them.  It’s a chance to explore, to expand and to grow.
There is an ongoing debate over whether the Big Trip should be a roughing it sort of event, like another camping trip, or a more lightweight affair, like a hotel stay on a visit to a museum.  In 2005-2008, we roughed it and went on trips to Cumberland Island, the Yorktown and caving.  While these were all seen as great trips, they were seen as challenging.  In response, pack leaders veered to lighter weight Earthshine and Natures Classroom where the boys slept in cabins instead of tents and the activities were planned by the facilities.  In retrospect, the boys enjoyed all of these trips.  It was a chance to glimpse a different side of the world.  Complaints came from parents.  The emphasis should be on helping the boys grow and the parents will follow. 
This is a difficult task to document in that each event is different.  The steps to take to prepare are very different for a visit to Cumberland Island (which is basically another camping trip) than it would be for a trip to Earthshine (which is basically a leadership retreat).  So, instead of giving a step by step guide to planning the event, this document will attempt to outline the common elements and suggest Big Trips that we have done in the past (successful or not) with lessons learned from past experiences.  Remember that this is often where the popcorn money goes.  And since you are spending the boys’ money, you don’t want to let them down.

Pick a Venue and Date
As far in advance as possible, decide where you would like to go.  The venue will dramatically impact the work involved.  Also pick a backup venue.  It is quite possible that the venue will be booked.  Your first question may be Roughing It v. Hotel.  A number of possible Big Trips are listed later in this document along with notes.  Please add on your ideas.  Often, coming up with the ideas is half the battle.  In an ideal world, we would find 5 Big Trips and rotate through them.  This would allow the events to be run without thought.  We could go with confidence that the boys would have a great experience and with a 5 year cycle, the boys wouldn’t repeat a venue.  Haven’t found those 5 venues yet.

The other half of this is deciding on possible dates.  Select more than one.  The odds of the exact venue being available on the exact date… not so good.  We tend to hold the Big Trip in the February/March period.  It fits in nicely between Pinewood and Spring Camping.  Note that weather is not your friend in February/March.  Some of our trips have been cold.  You also need to plan this around Scout Shabbat.  If this is booked long enough in advance (and it usually is), Scout Shabbat is planned around this event.  Doing this event in Feb/March is obviously not a requirement.  But it has traditionally been the last event for our Webelos II’s.
How Much Does it Cost?

Cost is obviously a consideration.  You want to avoid making the trip cost prohibitive to attract scouts.  Since popcorn money is used to reduce the cost, there is room to play here.  The amount of the popcorn subsidy is obviously tied to the success of the popcorn sales.  The more money popcorn brings in, the more you can subsidize.  While we have covered all costs in some years (like 2010) it is more common to see subsidies in the $50 range.  Sit down with your books and have a heart to heart with Leadership.
You will quickly find that we are an oddity for most venues.  Most of the boutique venues are used to school groups.  They require a parent kid ratio of 10 to 1.  When we tell them that the scouts require a 1-1 ratio, they are blown away.  While they appreciate us when it comes to crowd control, their price structure is sometimes restrictive.  Often, the adult price is too high to justify.  We have had some venues negotiate and sometimes the price for a parent/kid is not bad when considered together.  Even so, do not ignore the adult price when calculating costs.
Advertising

If you are giving real consideration to a venue, get us much literature as you can get.  This is good to sell the venue to the leadership committee as well as motivating the boys.  As an example, the year we went to Nature’s Classroom, they sent us fliers plus a video.  We brought the video to a leadership meeting and used it to select the venue.  Then we brought the video to the Pinewood Derby and showed it on a continuous loop so that people would see it and get excited.

Religious Restrictions

The Big Trip is our most difficult event when it comes to religious observance.  It is the one event a year when it is difficult or impossible for some boys to attend.  Many venues require driving or drawing or such on the Sabbath.  This is a difficult line to walk.  If we were to totally exclude these events, we would deny the core of the Pack events like the Yorktown.  This is an extremely difficult judgement call.
When making initial contact, it is also important to broach the kosher issue.  We have typically asked that venues allow us to observe the milk/meat approach and have vegetarian options available if requested in advance.  This is generally available.  But you want to make sure in advance.

Steps to Planning a Big Trip

Prospective Venues

In the Spring, you need to start compiling a list of prospects for Big Trip.  Where can you go?  This document can give you some ideas.  Other prospects can come from other Packs (roundtables) and Girl Scouts.  Look for vacations that folks have taken that could turn into a Big Trip.  Ask your barber where his kid went on his favorite Big Trip.  As Boy Scouts about their favorite Big Trip.  Look in local magazines and rags.  Remember that a Big Trip should be within 2 hours of us.  Remember that the Big Trip should Stretch the boys.  The more items you can get on your list, the better your choices.
Big Trip Leader

As soon as possible, select someone to lead the Big Trip.  The amount of work will greatly depend on how turnkey the event is.  Earthshine requires basic communication about attendance.  A trip to the Yorktown requires communications plus event planning, plus travel planning and food coorditation and transportation and… 
Booking a Venue

Over the summer or in the early Fall, you need to Select a venue and a date.  Be flexible.  The odds of you being able to get your venue on your date is not good.  Select a couple of possible dates and a backup venue.  If you attempt to book early, with multiple dates and 2 venues, your odds improve dramatically.

Head count can be an issue.  Venues will often have a minimum or maximum head count.  Also at this point, you should decide whether siblings will be invited.  The advantage is that it makes it easier on families.  The negative is that it is no longer a special event for the boys.  Depending on the situations, we have done scout only events, scout and older sibling events and male siblings only events.  This will depend on the venue.  Not that you are not locked in.  the last time we went to Earthshine, we invited scouts only.  A week before the event we had been unable to meet the minimum head count and invited siblings to fill in the ranks.

Advertising a Venue

The Big Trip is a big deal.  You need to know that every scout needs to know about it far enough in advance to dream about it.  You need to let every parent know about it far enough in advance to put in on the calendar.  Talk about it at Pack meetings.  Put it in all emails.  Hand out fliers if you have them.  If you have a video from the site, play it at a Pack event.  Pinewood has traditionally been the starting of signup for the Big Trip and we try to have a display at Pinewood to entice.
Firming Details with Venue

Over the months between booking a venue and showing up, you will need to work out details.  These details will vary depending on the venue.  For a simple venue, like Earthshine, they are minimal.  For a more complicated venue, like the Yorktown, where you are actually programming, they will obviously be more time consuming.  Regardless, there are many things that you need to have lined up and available.  You will need to know the answers as scouts prepare to go.

· Transportation – you will need to tell folks where they are going (address and directions) and when they have to be there.  Can you make arrangements for late arrivers?

· Food – Will kosher food be available?  Can they accommodate special diets?  Which meals will be supplied?   How much warning is required?
· Sleeping Arrangements – Are you in tents or hotel rooms?  Do people need to bring pillows?  Are bathrooms communal?  Do we sleep in groups (earplugs)?  Is electricity available for medical equipment?  Do we need any special arrangements?  Do they have arrangements for mothers?  Sisters?

· Clothes – What clothing is required?  Bathing suites?  Tuxedos?  Will most of the time be inside or out?

· Gift shop – Is there a gift shop available and the scouts have access (many facilities have gift shops, but they are only available at specific times)?  Do they have patches (Pack usually buys patches or makes their own)?

· Return Transport – When will we be done?  Is it a problem if some families leave early to attend Sunday School?

Determining Subsidy

Typically, Pack 1800 subsidizes the Big Trip using popcorn money.  It’s a good idea to figure out the subsidy (and therefore the price of the trip) before you advertise price.
RSVPs

3 to 4 weeks before the event, you will open registration.  Give parents a single person as their RSVP person.  Typically, we will send an email with the RSVP person as the recipient and everybody BCC’d.  We then list the email address in the letter along with a street address.  We tell people to “reply all” and send a check to the street address.  We state that registration is limited and note that registration isn’t complete until the check is received.  If siblings are not invited, we revisit the question about 7 days out when we see the number of responses.  At times we have opened registration to siblings 7-10 days out.  This is often the case when we have guaranteed a certain head count.  Note that you should be prepared to answer the question as to whether younger siblings or sisters are welcome.
Advertising Details

Once Rsvp’s start flowing in, it is important to fill in as many details as possible.  Give the scouts a clear picture of the event and the environment.  Fill in as many details from the Firming Details section as possible.  It is smart to give parents a basic packing list.  Remember that the individual Big Trips are new to most parents.  Give them an idea what to expect.
If possible, ask parents for a cell phone number to contact on the day of if there are problems.  This has become a tradition with our camping trips also.  It allows us to fix last minute problems.
Arrival Day
If at all possible, arrange for someone to arrive early.  This allows you to react to surprises.  Make any last minute arrangements and pas any last minute changes down to the cell phones if needed.  We have been known to refine directions (“Look for the big cowboy hat”).  Confirm special diets onsite.
The first evening, hold the parents back for a 10 minute meeting.  Send the boys back with a couple of parents.  Go over base rules.

Big Trip Venues 

In the past we have done:
       Earthshine – Extremely Good, but hotelish.  While the accommodations are hotelish, the daily activities are out in nature.  Good mix.  We were there on a cold weekend and it was cold outside.  Program was extremely well connected and thought out.  It seemed integrated and planned from the beginning until the end.
       Nature’s Classroom.  Accommodations were good.  Program was hit and miss.  If the group leader was good, the session was good.  Hiking was good.  Night hikes were very good.  Trip seemed disjoint.  There was no continuity.  There was much time sitting around waiting for activities.  Boys played and it was fun, but that’s not why we do a big trip.
       South Carolina Aquarium – Good in conjunction with Yorktown visit
       USS Yorktown in Charleston (SC) – long trip.  Amazing trip.
o       When the group did it last time, they arrived Friday night and slept on the boat.  Saturday they went into Charleston with a bag lunch, saw the aquarium and went back on the ship to sleep.  There is a movie on the boat, but not a good one.  Why not do a hadallah service on board with a fake fire?
       Tennessee Aquarium – Good, but $$$ for travel and we now have our own aquarium.Could be worked in to caving
       Pensacola Naval Air Museum – Been a while.  Reports were good.  Done in conjunction with USS Alabama visit
       USS Alabama – Good.  Long drive
       US Space & Rocket Center – Long trip for what is basically an expensive theme park.  Also, many schools go here so we lose the Scouting element.
       Caving – Raccoon Cavern. Located in Chattanooga.  Family owned business that runs a service that does this.  http://www.wildcave.com/
Last time they had an optional hotel blocked Friday night.  They wound this around rock city and ruby falls.  They also recommended adding on an additional optional day with the train museum.  I’m told they have plumbed restrooms.

· Space Camp – They have traditionally run a $99 deal for a 24 hour program.  Reviews are incredible.  Long trip.

· Zoo Overnight – Zoo Atlanta runs a program where you sleep in the zoo and get guided tours of animals and nocturnal animals.  Can be costly.

Glimpse at Other Packs

A friend in an extremely large pack reports that they break the Pack into smaller groups for the Big Overnighter.  They separate by rank, and have a set trip at each level.  This way nobody does the same thing twice.  They encourage no siblings starting with Wolves for these trips, since space is limited and they want something special for the just the scouts.

 

Tigers - Zoo overnight

 

Wolves & Bears - alternate every other year between aquarium overnight (aquariums vary from Atlanta, Chattanooga, and Smokey Mountain) and Caving at Raccoon Mountain, staying overnight in the cave or a nearby place.  This is actual spelunking with a guide, not a walking tour.

 

Webelos 1&2 - alternate between Space Camp (we do the 3 day trip which is more expensive, but awesome) and the USS Yorktown for two nights.

 

By keeping the same things every year, it is easy to plan, because we have people around with experience on that trip, the boys never repeat a trip, and the younger ones look forward to the known future trips which they talk about at pack meetings.
Nearly every boy in our pack wants to go to the caving, Yorktown, and Space Camp trips and actually is an encouragement to stay involved as the boys ramp up towards Boy Scouts.  The younger guys love the zoo and aquarium, and it is an easy transition into a little more - and can be close to home.

