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The 3rd National Conference of Visitor Attractions.

The Queen Elizabeth II Conference Centre,

Westminster, London, SW1P 3EE.

October 11th 2006.

PART 3 OF THE REPORT.

The afternoon and early evening sessions.

KEYNOTE ADDRESS.

Lord Marshall, retiring Chairman, VisitBritain.

The Lord Marshall apologised for the non-appearance of the Minister for Creative Industries and tourism, Shaun Woodward MP and said that I have never mislaid a main speaker before.

He continued

Visitor Attractions form the backbone of the tourism industry and suffer from the imposition of too much red tape. The time I have spent in the ‘chair’ of VisitBritain has often been mindnumbing; it is so difficult to win meaningful support from this government. The visitor economy is immensely important to the country and it is about time ministers woke up to the fact. 

Tessa Jowell (Secretary of state – Department of Culture, Media and Sport) is aware of our concerns and we have told her that we urgently require national investment in tourism. We need the industry to unite and work together. VisitBritain is a success story but we can only do so much. The crucial business truth is that it is the customer who decides who wins and who loses. Excellent customer service is essential. Lets not have a short-term dash for profits; we must invest in our respective companies, raise the quality of our product and our service, and empower our staff.

EnjoyEngland is a new brand. VisitBritain is penetrating new markets overseas.

VisitBritain will only market accommodation that is quality assessed and will shortly consider whether the same should apply to attractions. 

All of us will benefit from the Olympics, which will provide a global showcase for Britain.

Liverpool will be the European City of Culture in 2008 and that will boost tourism numbers in the North West.

QUESTION.

From the floor: 

Q: What, if anything, is wrong with VisitBritain?

A: There needs to be a better way of funding the visitor economy and this must be 

    brought home to the government, however, it is unlikely that VisitBritain will be 

    able to persuade Gordon Brown to act..

THE GREAT DEBATE.

Ken Robinson CBE, Chair, Visitor Attractions Forum.

Colin Dawson, CEO, British Association of Leisure Parks, Piers and Attractions.

Lord Lee of Trafford, Chairman, Association of Leading Visitor Attractions.

Liz Terry, Managing Director, Leisure Media Group.

Carole Souter, Director, the Heritage Lottery Fund.

Roy Clare, Director, National Maritime Museum.

Q: Will more competition result in a better tourism industry.

     A number of people gave their views:

A: The introduction of new attractions could undermine existing businesses.

A: Small local projects could benefit bigger attractions by providing more for people 

     to do on a day out.

A: We have reached saturation point.

A: There is no more room in the marketplace.

A: There are fewer start-ups due to a lack of finance.

A: Home entertainment, TV and shopping, is cutting into people’s leisure time.

A: New attractions are not needed and many will fail.

A: It is better to spend money on upgrading existing attractions rather than spending 

     money on speculative green field ventures that will probably never pay their way 

     without subsidy..

Liz Terry (Specialist topic – Transport).

There has been an increase in road traffic of 81% since 1980. The cost of reaching attractions is increasing. Any attraction within a 20-minute drive of customers home is bound to benefit. People have limited time and don’t want to battle the traffic.

We live in a ‘convenience society’. People like to use their cars. Park and ride is no good at all and won’t be used. Many people would go elsewhere, to a place where they can park close to their destination, rather than use park and ride.

We must make better use of environmentally friendly public transport such as river and lake transportation. The river services in London play an important part in transferring tourists from place to place, so keeping cars off the road. Using such a service adds value to the customer’s day.

Lottery funding will have to pay due regard to the carbon footprint in future and is unlikely to fund attractions which are remote from public transport because customers will need a car to access them.
Roy Clare (Specialist topic – Quality).

Delivering to a good standard and listening to those ‘who know’ is essential. We must increase our capacity by embracing leadership free from outside and outdated influence. We owe it to our staff to provide them with continuing professional development training. 

The National Maritime Museum invests 2% of turnover in training and capacity building.

Staff at the attraction entrance make all the difference – greeters, front of house staff, people on telephones are all part of the team.

We must train our future managers and think about the longer term. Career development is important to staff and we need to attract more graduates and adequately reward them. 

We should provide good management structures and seek out entrepreneurs.

When promoting local tourism be realistic in your aspirations. Make sure you can cope. Seek out new markets; they are often on your doorstep. Black and minority ethnic visitors now account for over 25% of the National Maritime Museum’s visitors and many live locally.

Sharing best practice is not easy but we should try to do so. 

More and more people are flying abroad using cheap airlines and this trend looks likely to continue and expand. It is now quicker and easier to get to Marrakech from Luton Airport than it is to get to Alton Towers.

We must seek to break down tourism barriers. I have always been amazed that there seems to be a long standing ‘ barrier’ between Liverpool and Manchester that discourages local people from travelling between those two cities even though there are excellent roads and good bus and train services. 

Carole Souter  (Specialist topic – Diversity).

We need to ask ourselves ‘if I didn’t look like me would I feel comfortable here?’ We must respect diversity and cater for visitors of all races and religions. Ethnic minority visitors should be encouraged and catered for and we should recruit more ethnic minority staff, particularly at senior level in accordance with the principles of best practice and common sense.

We should also respect the needs of the disabled. Having said that, there appears to be an over provision of dedicated disabled parking places. It is infuriating to be turned away from an attraction (or any) car park when disabled spaces are visibly available.

General Discussion.

Lots of young people don’t want to leave their house to visit tourist attractions these days and would much prefer to stay in their bedroom to play with their computer. Teenagers are increasingly ‘a lost cause’. We must find out what young people want. Perhaps web sites, or at least sections of web sites, should be developed to appeal to young people? What a good idea it would be if attractions organised focus groups in schools and colleges to find out exactly what young people are interested in doing. Focus groups could also be formed to address other issues.

What should we be doing about the Olympics? Whatever we think, it WILL happen. Attractions are unclear as to how to engage. VisitBritain is pushing hard for a separate government budget post 2008 to engage with overseas visitors and promote all regions of the UK prior to the Games actually taking place.

Colin Dawson (Specialist topic – Government funding for tourism).

Who would like to see double summer time introduced?

I am certainly lobbying for that to happen.

The government has said that it will give ‘all that is needed’ to help our soldiers fight the war in Iraq and the conflict in Afghanistan. This came about because of lobbying and newspaper pressure. The Treasury decides how much money is allocated to tourism and we won’t get as much as we deserve until we apply greater pressure. We must use our muscle and collective power to put together a campaign in support of tourism. This must reach a crescendo prior to the drawing up of the manifestos of the various political parties prior to the next election.

This is not just about money; it is also about commitment and time. Tony Blair and Gordon Brown have shown no interest in tourism and fail to recognise it as an important industry.

We are not asking for subsidy; rather, we are asking for investment. That will help to create jobs and improve the economy.

Next year there will be a British Tourism Week and all Members of Parliament should be pressured by their constituents to support it.

CHAIRMAN’S CLOSING REMARKS.

We have experienced an enjoyable and intense menu of activities today. This conference is an essential event for attractions and all those agencies supporting tourism.

New topics this year have been diversity, sustainability and ethical practice. These topics have burst onto our agendas and need to be addressed in a meaningful manner.

The cost of entry to an attraction is now less important to some customers than the way we conduct our business. The cost of travel is also something that should concern us. Petrol and train fares are expensive; people are looking for value for money, which means that they want to spend as little as possible on travel.

Next year there will be celebrations relating to the abolition of slavery and the 60th anniversary of Indian independence.  The nature of our relationship with people of overseas origin, many now settled and living in this country, must be explored and those people should be made welcome at our attractions as should those travelling here for the first time from the new European Union States. 

We should also welcome the World Heritage sites, which are making a significant and positive influence on tourism and which are attracting visitors from home and overseas wishing to explore their past and heritage at first hand.

We must engage with the Olympics and recognise it as a challenge rather than a threat. Those who attended the early morning session on the ‘Cultural Olympiad’ will understand the potential that exists for exploiting this event in the regions.

We must be aware of the quality of life of the people who live in the locality of our attractions. We don’t want tourist towns packed with gift shops; local people want shops that are useful to them, and they want employment. We must seek to become an integral and valued part of our local community.

I look forward to welcoming you to the next conference in 2007.

EARLY EVENING SEMINAR.

How are we doing? 

Attractions performance and benchmarking.

Robin Broke – Director, Association of Leading Visitor Attractions.

Leslie Morisetti – Associate Director, Economics Research Associates.

Alan Love – Director, Travel, Tourism & Leisure, BDRC Ltd.

The annual ALVA financial benchmarking survey measures key business drivers: income, productivity, and profitability.

The survey has been conducted for the last eleven years and reflects returns made by 65 leading attractions.

Ticket spend averages in 2005 (including VAT) were:

Leisure - £8.34 per paying visitor.

Heritage - £6.15 per paying visitor.

Museums - £5.30 per paying visitor.

Trade has been pretty flat for the past few years. Leisure and Heritage figures remain substantially the same while Museums (those charging for admittance) have fallen back and have had to compete with those to which entry is free thanks to government grant.

Second spend averages per visit are as follows:

Retail - £3.70 per paying visitor.

Catering - £3.10 per paying visitor.

Missc. – 40p per paying visitor.

These figures are all less than the comparable figures for 2003 and 2004.

Admission charges have increased marginally although some attractions made no increase at all in 2005.

56% of visitors buy something in a Leisure catering unit but visitors to museums and heritage attractions spend much less. 

This figure is slightly down on 2003 and 2004.

Alan Love.

London Zoological Gardens embrace good practice relating to benchmarking by interviewing many visitors leaving their attraction to find out exactly what they thought of their visit and asking for suggestions on how best to improve their experience in the future.

Attractions compete for customers’ money and time and it is interesting to note that, while visitor attraction numbers are not increasing, cinemas and sport are attracting more and more visitors and shopping is increasingly becoming a family leisure activity.

People expect something better than ‘good’ and will no longer accept mediocrity. Visitors are increasingly using websites to research and pre plan holiday and attraction visits so we must ensure that our websites are attractive, exciting and up to date.

Ask the question ‘where do I go for information? Increasingly, the answer is to the Internet. 61% of UK adults have Internet access at home and 32% have access at work.

13% of people visiting tourist attraction websites now purchase tickets ‘on line’ in order to guarantee admittance and to avoid queues at the booking office.

Research shows that word of mouth recommendations are an extremely valuable form of advertising and generates up to one fifth of visits. 11,834 people interviewed on behalf of ALVA in face-to-face interviews at attractions said that enjoyment and value for money encourages recommendations. Beware, however, of detrimental comments, which can put people off visiting your attraction. 

Enjoyment is the most important factor of all.

Engagement issues are becoming increasingly important to the customer and Leisure attractions are often poor at that. This includes good interpretation, friendly staff, clean toilets etc. Visitors do not like disrespectful staff, poorly dressed staff (uniforms are valuable to aid identity) and poorly informed staff.

Cost is secondary to enjoyment.

One inner city mum, interviewed in the survey said ‘if you’ve spent a lot of money and the children are moaning and they’re tired and they’ve had to queue and the coffee was horrible and all that but they’ve had a riot and they’re on a high and they’ve really enjoyed it, it does not matter how much it costs, whether it’s £5 or £50, as long as they’ve enjoyed it”.

THERE FOLLOWED AN EVENING NETWORKING SESSION.
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