13 March 2001

Ms Wendy Alexander

Minister for Enterprise and Lifelong Learning

The Scottish Executive

Meridian Court

Cadogan Street

Glasgow

G2 6AT

Proposed Closure of Aberdeen Tourist Information Centre

I am writing to express the concern of the Scottish Council for Development and Industry (SCDI) over media reports that, due to lack of sufficient funding, the Aberdeen Tourist Information Centre has been earmarked for closure.  This issue has been raised at SCDI’s North-East Scotland Area Committee.  Similar concern relates to the future of the Aberdeen and Grampian Convention Bureau.

SCDI is dismayed that such action is being contemplated barely a year after the launch of “A New Strategy for Scottish Tourism” which promised to “support and empower the industry” and seemed to take seriously the concerns of local Area Tourist Boards (ATBs) in regard to their financing.  The Strategy pledged support to ATBs in their role as key local players helping to put the new tourism strategy into effect.  The sentence on page 38 of the Strategy was particularly clear on this issue stating, “In order to do this they need to have confidence about the level and stability of their funding” (SCDI’s emphasis).

SCDI highlighted funding as one of the fundamental considerations in its response to the consultation on tourism strategy.  It was felt that funding provided nationally to the STB was, “disappointing, modest and insufficient” (SCDI’s words).  This concern was replicated for the Area Tourist Boards.

Following that review the Scottish Executive’s preferred stance was to pursue a partnership approach with regard to local funding.  It pledged to monitor how the new arrangements for the 2000-2001 financial year worked whilst expecting “Councils to increase their commitment to tourism” (page 39).  Assurance was given by the Executive that it would “look again at the case for central funding with a view to introducing it next year” (page 39) if it was clear that the position had not improved.

SCDI is unconvinced that any improvement has taken place, certainly in the North-East, and the situation is just as dire as it was when SCDI’s response was submitted in September 1999.

As SCDI understands the situation, Aberdeen City Council asserts that, although direct funding to Aberdeen and Grampian Tourist Board is one of the lowest per capita in Scotland at £0.69, this is compensated by funding provided directly to tourism infrastructure such as museums and art galleries.  SCDI has some sympathy with this position and recognises the first class facilities that are provided in Aberdeen.  But the potential this tourism infrastructure has in attracting tourists to the area will not be properly realised if it is not adequately marketed.  The main role of any Area Tourist Board and Tourist Information Centre is to provide marketing and promotional back-up for local tourism attractions.  So long as funding is discretionary, the City Council is, of course, at liberty to prioritise its expenditure as it considers appropriate.

In light of this situation, SCDI repeats the recommendation contained in its response to the consultation on the Strategy for Tourism that funding for ATBs should be provided centrally from the Scottish Executive.  To ensure a degree of local autonomy, Local Authorities should be encouraged to provide discretionary top-up funding as they deem appropriate.  This funding could either be for one-off projects, such as local festivals and cultural events, or over a number of years at a predetermined level.  This structure would allow Local Authorities to allocate expenditure to tourism without affecting the ability of ATBs to carry out their core marketing role effectively and consistently.

I would welcome your views on the current circumstances regarding the Aberdeen Tourist Information Centre and the financing of the Aberdeen and Grampian Tourist Board.

I am copying this letter to Alan Clarke, Chief Executive, Aberdeen and Grampian Tourist Board, Peter Lederer, Deputy Chairman, Scottish Tourist Board and Peter McKinlay, Acting Chief Executive, Scottish Tourist Board.

Yours sincerely

Alan Wilson
