


has quickly transformed picturesque Anna Maria Island on the

glistening Gulf of Mexico, just south of Tampa Bay, into the
“Beach Wedding Capitol of Florida.” And it won’t be long until his
marketing campaign successfully promotes it to be known as The
Beach Wedding Capital of “The World”.

For 25 years along with his extremely successful Portraits by the
Sea, Elka has provided commercial, wedding, and aerial photography
plus graphic design for businesses and individuals in the Bradenton-
Sarasota area, which includes Anna Maria Island and Longboat Key.

Advocating for the island to be the “It” wedding location began
a couple of years ago when Elka, along with a group of like-minded
wedding related business owners on the island, formed the Anna
Maria Island Wedding Merchants Association. Their purpose was
to network, develop marketing strategies, partner in promotions and
establish Anna Maria Island as the premier beach wedding destina-
tion within the state of Florida.

Last year, to promote the Association, Elka published the first
Anna Maria Island Wedding Guide and established its correspond-
ing informational website, www.amiweddings.com. From doing the
layout and photography, to selling about 40 ads, Elka did practically
everything to make the full-color, glossy guide a reality. The guide
was widely distributed to brides by the advertisers, and through the
local chamber of commerce and the Manatee County Convention
and Visitors Bureau. The publication and website were well received
and fueled Elka to devise new ways to promote the members of the
fledgling Wedding Merchants Association.

For the Association’s second year, Elka’s brain child was to not
only expand the Wedding Guide but to hold an Island-wide wedding
festival, incorporating 15 decorated open house locations throughout
the island. Although the idea was difficult to sell to the other group
members at first, Elka’s vision was put into motion.

The 1st Annual Anna Maria Island Wedding Festival was held on
Sunday, February 10, 2008 in conjunction with the Anna Maria Island
Chamber of Commerce and included Burrell Colour Imaging’s spon-
sorship and printing of banners and other promotional materials.

After registering at the Island’s Chamber of Commerce at 10:00
a.m., future brides and their friends and family spent the day traveling
by trolley or limousine around the island, stopping at members of the
Association’s business locations for refreshments and information on
wedding products and services. Beginning with amimosa & continen-
tal breakfast, the brides to be were able to cut down their wedding foot
work into one progressive trip, and have a great time in the process of
doing so. In addition to the novel fun of island hopping to the different
businesses, prolonged excitement hung in the air because at the end
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of the day, one
lucky bride
would win the
Association’s
grand  prize
offering--a free
and complete
Island Dream
Wedding
Package.

Through-
out the day,
brides to be
were treated
to a fashion
show, lunch,
a wine and
cheese party, free engagement photos, wedding cake and at sunset,
a mock wedding, ending with a toast and champagne for everyone.

Once again, Elka’s creative foresight paid off. The festival was an
astounding success. Over 400 brides registered and over $15,000
worth of gifts and prizes were donated by the more than 40 partici-
pating merchants.

Although Elka is certainly proud of his founding role in the Anna
Maria Island Wedding Merchants Association, and his advocacy
to make the Island the Wedding Capital of Florida, looking back
on it now, he says he would have organized the Anna Maria Island
Wedding Merchants Association a little differently.

Due to the expense and time involved in incorporating the group,
Elka and the other group founders, opted to have the group fall under
the Anna Maria Island Chamber of Commerce as a committee.

This decision led to a loss of control by the Association. The group
quickly became flooded with practically every wedding related vendor
in the state of Florida and beyond. The founding members original
intent, which is still adhered to in the Anna Maria Island Wedding
Guide, was to limit the group to four local businesses per category,
excepting for restaurants and lodging accommodations.

In spite of all the competition flocking to the Island, Elka credits the
camaraderie and determination of the merchants to band together,
and work as a team. He is presently considering ways to limit the
Association’s membership and try to return it to be more in line with
his original concept of an informal local referral group and welcomes
reader suggestions. E-mail him at: jack@jackelka.com
*Editor’s Note: Congratulations go out to Jack for recently being
nominated for the title of Long Boat Key Small Business of the Year!

The wedding market comes to him. Jack Elka in action
during the 1st Anna Maria Island Wedding Festival
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