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The Arizona Office of Tourism shelled out $700,000 to create a new state logo this year.

And of all the artists in the state who could have drafted that logo, the contract just
happened to go to one who has close ties to the Office of Tourism Director Lisa Urias.

Part of the office’s mandate when coming up with the new logo was to include elements of
Arizona’s Native American cultures in the design, and Urias’ business specializes in “diverse
multicultural markets.”

The rebrand wasn’t cheap.

The Office of Tourism spent the $700,000, which came from federal pandemic relief funds,
on 57 in-person and digital listening sessions across the state, not to mention the $27,500
that went to the brother of the CEO of Urias’ marketing agency. He helped work on the
logo with a separate graphic design company.

And Urias Communications has another state contract.

“It's clearly an ethical violation. Whether or not it's a legal

violation is another issue,” Sen. John Kavanagh said after we briefed

him on the situation.
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Jason Coochwytewa became the CEO of Urias Communications in 2021, per the
company’s website. He’s the brother of Kevin Coochwytewa, a Hopi professional designer
who’s worked with companies like the Heard Museum, Google, and recently, Heart & Soul
Marketing — the graphic design firm that won the contract to craft the new state logo and
marketing materials.

And the client section of Kevin’s portfolio also lists Urias Communications as a past
customer.

Urias still owns the company with her namesake, but she “doesn't have any role in its day-
to-day operations,” per Josh Coddington, the tourism department’s communications
director.

Coddington said it was ultimately up to the contractor, Heart & Soul Marketing, whether to
hire Kevin. But he acknowledged that Urias suggested they should hire him for the gig.

About a month after taking over as governor, Katie Hobbs tapped Urias to lead the state’s
tourism department. One of her first acts upon taking the job was to launch the state’s
image reboot.
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And Urias had an edge as the long-time head of a well-known marketing agency.

She founded Urias Communications in 2006 as a firm “particularly focused on the Latino
and Native American markets,” per a news release. Before that, she led international
marketing for SRP.

Now, the state tourism department is working with an $8 million budget to persuade
people to come here, and tourism spending is a huge driver for Arizona’s economy.

The appointment seems to have been an economic driver for Urias Communications as
well.

More than a year after Urias became the tourism director, the Arizona Department of
Education approved a $250,000, five-year contract with Urias Communications.

The contract is to manage events for the Office of Indian Education site, an arm of the state
education department that administers state programs for Native American students.

The purpose of the agreement, according to the contract, is “to contract an event planning
agency familiar with American Indian/Native American/Indigenous customs, traditions,
values, beliefs and culture.”
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It’s a non-competitive contract signed by Jason Coochwytewa, the CEO of Urias’ agency.
Those types of contracts circumvent the state’s typical, extensive bidding-out process when
“only one supplier possesses the unique ability or capability to meet the particular
requirements.”

Again, Coddington from the tourism office said Urias has no part in the contracts.

But even if she isn’t involved with the day-to-day operations of the company that she
founded, Urias seems to be financially benefiting from the state’s contract with her
company at the same time she is pulling a salary from the state.
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