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Fiesta® San Antonio Commission 
49. Most Creative/Effective 
       News Stunt 
Carnival Opening Ceremony & 
News Conference  
 

 
 
Background _____________________ 
Fiesta® San Antonio is different from most other large festivals. An independent nonprofit 
organization, the Fiesta® San Antonio Commission, oversees all aspects of the 11-day 
celebration. But most of the events are sponsored by local nonprofit organizations that belong to 
the Commission. Area military groups produce six other activities and participate in many more 
by providing music, color guards and entertainers. San Antonio itself is frequently referred to as 
Military City USA. 

For more than 100 years, Fiesta has included a carnival as part of the revelry. Until recently, the 
carnival administered by the Fiesta® San Antonio Commission was the largest source of income 
for the Commission. The city of San Antonio also benefits from carnival income.  
Over time, the carnival, located in the center of the city, had a reputation (not borne out by police 
reports) for gang violence, drunkenness, and other rowdy behaviors. In addition, the downtown 
carnival footprint was shrinking because of local development. 
In 2008, the city worked with the Commission to move the carnival to a parking lot in the 
Alamodome. The benefits were: 

● A larger space for more rides and games. 
● An area for sponsors to sample products. 
● The ability to fence in the entire area, allowing greater security at the gates.  

The carnival runs for 12 days, starting one day before Fiesta. At first, a cloud continued to hover 
over the event. In 2008, on the second-to-last day, a stabbing took place just outside the grounds. 
In 2010, a fatal automobile accident happened about three hours after the carnival closed one 
night, and the driver was known to have been at the carnival—but five hours before the crash.  

In preparation for Fiesta 2011, the Fiesta Commission staff made creating a positive, family 
friendly image for the carnival a top priority. They proposed two special events to Frank 
Zaitshik, owner of Wade Shows, the carnival operator: 

● Military Appreciation Night. A special gate would admit all military personnel and their 
families. They could buy unlimited-ride wristbands for half price. Zaitshik agreed and 
scheduled the special evening for April 7. 

● Remember the Red Night. The origin of this event goes back to October 2010, when 
commission staff met with representatives from the Circles of San Antonio. That’s a local 
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nonprofit organization dedicated to stopping drug and alcohol use, especially among young 
people. Its mission statement: “Creating change through collaboration to educate and 
motivate community stakeholders with the goals of preventing and reducing alcohol and 
substance abuse.” The coalition strives to lower incidences of underage and binge drinking, 
drug use and abuse and promotes a message of responsibility among adults. 

 
COSA targeted grade-school children in the Edgewood Independent School District during 
Red Ribbon Week in October. The Fiesta Commission supported the activities. COSA and 
the commission decided to reward these children for their October “no drugs” promise in 
April at the carnival. Zaitshik readily agreed to the idea and donated 1,000 free amusement 
rides that the children and their families could use April 12.  

 
The Event____________________________________ 
To promote the carnival and its two special nights, the Fiesta Commission planned a special 
event—the Fiesta Commission president and Fiesta royalty sliding down a huge Super Slide, one 
of the carnival’s largest attractions. Before the big slide, the president and guests would make 
brief remarks. 

The carnival opened at  3 p.m. April 6, 2011, at the base of the Super Slide. The special event 
included: 

● The Sam Houston High School Marching Band and cheerleaders. 
● Appearances by Fiesta Royalty. Fiesta kings and queens are extremely popular during the 

11 days. 
● A “Safety First” talk by Bexar County Sheriff Amando Ortiz. 
● “Security” remarks by Capt. Jimmy Reyes, the San Antonio Police Department Carnival 

Commander. 
● Remarks by the Fiesta Military Coordinator, Lt. General Guy C. Swan III. 
● Welcome by Fiesta® San Antonio Commission President Sam Steves. 
● Introduction of the 10 Military Ambassadors. 
● A trip by President Steves, President Elect Vangie Flores, Miss Fiesta San Antonio and her 

court down the giant slide. 

The band played lively music, and the cheerleaders performed routines as reporters, cameramen, 
royalty and guests arrived. Commission President Sam Steves welcomed everyone, then 
introduced the special guests for their brief remarks. 

When the talks were over, the band played again as a small party climbed the stairs to the head 
of the giant slide, almost 100 feet above the ground. The group included Steves, Fiesta 
Commission President-elect Vangie Flores, and three Fiesta royalty—Miss Fiesta San Antonio 
and her two princesses. 

Within seconds, Steves and the ladies were whooshing down the slide toward the news cameras. 
As soon as they landed, the cheerleaders headed upstairs for their turn. After the sliding, 
reporters interviewed Steves and the other participants. 
 
Purpose/Objective____________________________________ 
The news conference had several objectives: 
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● To publicize the opening of the carnival. 
● To increase revenue to the carnival and thus to the city/ Fiesta® Commission. 
● To emphasize the safety of the carnival. 
● To support law enforcement’s “don’t drink and drive” policy. 
● To show the carnival’s involvement with the San Antonio community and its support of 

the military. 
 

Overall Effectiveness__________________________________ 
The planning was a success: 

● 30% of the April 7 carnival sales were to military personnel. A separate gate was opened 
just for military members and their families. 

● Close to 200 children attended the carnival and received a free ride. Children also received 
information from a variety of nonprofits concerning abstinence from smoking, alcohol and 
drugs. 

● There were no reported incidents at the carnival.  
● Total carnival sales were up 15% over last year. 

 
Overall Revenue & Expense Budget_________________ 
There were no expenses as goods and services were donated.  

 
Measurable Results_______________________________ 

● 4 of the 5 television stations that have news broadcasts attended the news conference—
WOAI, KSAT, KABB and Univision’s KWEX. 

● 2 radio stations—WOAI-AM and KTSA-AM. 
● La Prensa, a biweekly newspaper serving the Hispanic community. 
● Media coverage of the carnival was extremely positive, focusing on the security and safety 

of the event. TV stories showed parents with small children enjoying the rides. 
 

Additional Information_______________________________ 
How did the news stunt fit in to the overall media campaign for your event? 

The Carnival is one of more than 100 Fiesta events over 11 days. The Fiesta San Antonio 
Commission publicizes the overall festival and places special emphasis on: 

● New or returning events. 
● The Fiesta Carnival. 
● Fiesta Fiesta, the festival’s official opening ceremony. 

Information about the Carnival was included in the overall public relations plan. The carnival 
owner has his own PR person, who purchases print and electronic advertising. The 
commission augmented that promotion with its own print advertising, information on the 
Fiesta website and one of its electronic billboards. 
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Supporting Question______________________________ 
What challenges/obstacles did you foresee/encounter in creating the program, and how did you 
handle them? 

The Fiesta Commission faced a big challenge in creating the news stunt: 

● In Fiesta 2008 a gang-related stabbing took place outside the carnival. The press made an 
active attempt to link the carnival to the crime. Although no connection was ever proven, the 
stigma remained. In 2010, a drunk driver killed three people in a car accident several hours 
after the carnival closed for the night. Once again the press tried to link this accident to a 
drink the man had had at the carnival nearly 5 hours before the accident. The case was never 
proven. Our challenge was to promote the positive points of Fiesta. We accomplished that by 
effectively mixing pleasure with law enforcement. The statements of the police officers were 
blended with the sounds of the band, colors of the carnival and sight of a very large man and 
three royal queens sliding down a gigantic slide. 

 
Supporting Materials_______________________________ 

● News conference/slide photos 

● Carnival photos 

● Carnival news coverage 



Fiesta Carnival Opening news conference

Top left: Fiesta Commission President Sam Steves talks to 
reporters. 
Top right: Lt. Gen. Guy Swan, Army North & Fort Sam Houston 
commander, talks about Military Appreciation Night. 
Above: Sam Houston High School cheerleaders do a routine.

Above: Capt. Jimmy Reyes, the SA Police Department carnival 
commander, makes remarks.



Fiesta Carnival Opening news conference

Fiesta Commission President Sam 
Steves, President-elect Vangie Flores 
(left) and the Miss Fiesta San Antonio 
court are the fi rst Fiesta fans to go down 
the slide.



Fiesta Carnival Opening news conference

Sam Houston High School 
cheerleaders take their turn on 
the slide as the school band 
plays.



Fiesta Carnival Opening news conference

Fiesta Commission Pres-
ident Sam Steves and 
Lauren Holt, Miss Fiesta 
San Antonio 2011, talk to 
reporters after coming 
down the slide.



Fiesta Carnival photos



Fiesta Carnival photos
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