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INTRODUCTION

1.
The Scottish Council for Development and Industry (SCDI) is an independent membership network that strengthens Scotland’s competitiveness by formulating policies to encourage sustainable economic prosperity. Its members are drawn from businesses, local authorities, trades unions, educational institutions and the voluntary sector.

2.
This paper is produced in response to the Scottish Executive’s consultation regarding the future arrangements for Area Tourist Boards (ATBs), which was announced on 27 May 2002 by Mike Watson, Minister for Tourism, Culture & Sport. 

3.
This response has been prepared after thorough consultation involving a range of SCDI members and tourism related organisations. This included presentations and discussion at SCDI’s North East and Highlands & Islands Committees in August 2002, and the SCDI Executive Committee on 17 September 2002.

KEY ISSUES ON WHICH VIEWS ARE SOUGHT

What is the future role of the Boards? What should their relationship be with VisitScotland?

4.
Currently the main role of the ATBs is to undertake regional or sub national marketing, undertake market research on behalf of their local membership, service visitor information needs and some also play a key role in the business tourism sector via local convention bureaux.

5.
It is SCDI’s view that the broad role of the ATBs, as defined above, is correct. However, it is vital that they develop a closer working relationship with VisitScotland and that greater partnership working on both strategy implementation and development takes place between the two tiers. It is the role of VisitScotland to set out the national strategy and to market Scotland as a visitor destination. The local strategies developed by the ATBs must add value and be compatible with the overarching national approach. These local strategies must be designed to help deliver an agreed set of national Scottish tourism objectives. This approach should involve an enhanced role for the ATBs to collaborate to deliver parts of the national strategy. Financial resources should reflect this enhanced role when and where it occurs.

6.
The ATBs themselves should take a more innovative approach to aspects of their service delivery. Issues relating to visitor information provision are covered later, but in terms of sub national market research there is scope for the ATBs to utilise some of the expertise and research facilities that exist within Scotland’s further and higher education sector.

The present structure of the 14 Boards – is it the correct structure, or is it of greater importance that the Boards work more closely together, particularly on marketing campaigns?

7.
There is some advantage to the status quo position, in that change will inevitably lead to upheaval and a major focus on internal organisational issues rather than the key external role of the ATB network. In addition, with the involvement of Local Authorities on the ATBs and also the Local Enterprise Company role in relation to tourism business development, it seems likely that a reduction in ATBs could potentially lead to even more complicated working arrangements between the various local partners. 

8.
Discussions within SCDI have produced no clear consensus as to what the preferred number of ATBs should be, although there is a general view that a reduction in the number could produce benefits. The precise nature of the boundaries for a new ATB set up would require detailed discussion between the existing ATB network, COSLA, VisitScotland, the Scottish Executive and the tourism industry itself. 

9.
It would be incumbent upon any reduced number of Boards to ensure that they had adequate structures in place to assess and engage the views of their local tourism businesses so as not to lose their credibility within the industry itself. Hence some form of area sub groups would be needed to ensure that the local link was maintained. 

10.
Any reduction in number of the ATBs would not preclude the need to work more collaboratively in terms of cross marketing, joint marketing initiatives and so on. The reduced number should produce greater efficiency. It would also be a more cost effective structure which should be better placed to deliver aspects of the national strategy as suggested earlier.

The importance of the cities as gateways for tourism to Scotland – should there be special arrangements and if so, what should those be?

11.
In effect, the major cities in Scotland already do act as tourism gateways. SCDI agrees that they have a vital role and that this needs to be reflected in the resources allocated to the cities. The gateway role should be formally recognised and adequately financed, although this finance would be dependent upon how successfully, or otherwise, the cities were able to disperse visitors to other parts of Scotland. A robust mechanism to assess this would require to be established. In essence, the cities would act as major information centres for the rest of Scotland and significant investment in creating top quality information provision at key transport hubs, such as major rail stations, bus stations and airports would be essential.

The role of Local Authorities in Area Tourist Boards, and in particular, whether that role should include funding. Or should ATBs perhaps be funded from a single source such as VisitScotland?

12.
The Local Authorities in Scotland play a major role in the tourism industry. There are many facets to this including the provision of tourism facilities and attractions, the application of the development planning function, the promotional aspects of economic development and many more. However, assuming a reduction in the number of ATBs and given that in the past there has been some dissatisfaction with the adequacy and stability of Local Authority funding, there needs to be a rethink about how Local Authorities can best be engaged in tourism.

13.
SCDI believes the tourism strategy for Scotland and the regions within Scotland needs to be driven by VisitScotland in close conjunction with the ATBs. There exists a tension between the funding role of Local Authorities and the freedom for ATBs to derive strategies compatible with the national approach. Where, for example, an ATB perhaps encompasses five, six or more Local Authorities, this tension is likely to be increased. 

14.
Structurally, SCDI believes that the Local Authority representation on the ATB Boards needs to be re-examined so as to ensure that the Board structure strikes an appropriate balance between key funding partners and industry representatives. SCDI also believes that at a national level COSLA should have a direct representation role through the Board of VisitScotland.

15.
On the issue of funding, the main requirement of ATBs is to have stable and adequate funding. Currently the ATBs receive funding from VisitScotland, Local Authorities, via membership fees and also from the provision of services and some retail. It is SCDI’s view that this mix of funding should continue as it has the benefit of making the ATBs accountable to all of their key stakeholders. However, SCDI believes the core funding of ATBs should come from the Scottish Executive via VisitScotland and that this should be on a stable, triennial basis. This should be subject to review at the end of this period and it is important that ongoing funding was related to the achievement of performance targets in the context of the agreed national and area tourism strategies. Should VisitScotland propose to drive new marketing initiatives through the ATBs which were not envisaged at the time of budget setting, these should be additionally and adequately resourced.

16.
In relation to Local Authority funding, SCDI suggests that some form of standard formula is agreed across Scotland between the ATB network and the Local Authorities which ensures a base level of support from each Local Authority. Additional discretionary Local Authority funding towards the ATBs, either as core funding or project specific, should be encouraged but not mandatory. For this to be effective SCDI recognises the need for the Scottish Executive to provide adequate funding to the Local Authorities in relation to the support they provide to the ATBs.

The relationship with Local Enterprise Companies – should the marketing and business development function at the local level be combined within a single local organisation, or is the key to success greater partnership working?

17.
SCDI believes there is no need to combine the marketing and business development functions into a single local organisation. Particularly, with the suggestion of a reduced number of ATBs the key to success must lie in enhanced partnership working between the ATB and the LECs. The LEC involvement on the business development side must be guided by the expertise residing within the ATBs in terms of the area tourism strategy and its fit with the national strategy, and also with regard to the market research undertaken and commissioned by the ATBs. Hence, partnership is key but the ATB must take a lead advisory role in relation to tourism business development.

18.
An enhanced “Business Gateway” service and simple signposting between the ATB and LECs should address any confusion within the tourism industry itself, as to where to go for advice or assistance.

How best can ATBs engage with businesses. Is the principle of membership still appropriate?

19.
Currently, the majority of ATB members join to get access to the services provided by the ATBs and have minimal interest in the running of the ATB or in its strategic approach. This means that ATBs are not particularly effective at getting an “industry view” on issues, which undoubtedly inhibits the impact they have been able to make at a national level with VisitScotland. Should there be a reduced number of ATBs, SCDI believes it is essential that they play a more proactive role in terms of formulating strategy with VisitScotland. They will need to improve their methods of generating industry feedback on strategic issues. This should not be beyond the scope of a reduced number of resource enhanced ATBs to deliver. Other membership organisations across Scotland, SCDI being one, manage to engage effectively with their wide memberships on many strategic issues of importance to Scotland.

20.
One of the issues regarding membership which concerns SCDI is the effect it has on creative marketing and innovative thinking, particularly at the smaller, low volume end of the market. Often, smaller operators join their ATB as a relatively inexpensive way of obtaining a steady stream of clients. This can have the effect of sheltering them from prevailing market conditions and market trends, with the net effect that the tourism product declines or stagnates. Conversely, it is possible that a top quality “best in class” tourism attraction may choose not to be a member of its ATB and to undertake marketing initiatives either independently or with other similar quality tourism facilities. This may lead to its exclusion from ATB marketing initiatives, which naturally tend to focus on members. However, if the area wants to maximise its attractiveness to visitors, should this be the case? Should it not promote the best operators whether or not they are in membership?

21.
Despite these concerns, SCDI believes there is merit in retaining the membership aspect of ATBs in a revised form. Membership is important in engaging tourism businesses with the broader strategic objectives and market conditions that impact upon the industry. Whilst this may not be happening as well as it could, without membership it is unlikely to happen at all. 

22.
SCDI would suggest that the entry level for membership should have a low cost to encourage engagement with as wide a spectrum of tourism related businesses as possible. In addition, a tiered membership structure should apply. For example, gold, silver or bronze members, dependent upon facilities and quality standards. Members could then buy into different levels of support and services from their ATB. 

The ways in which information is provided to visitors – should this be at a more local level, perhaps using local franchises or other existing local facilities, such as libraries?

23.
Advances in technology have a major impact on this issue. There is a need to harness and utilise technology on a much wider scale than at present to provide information to visitors. Equally, it is important to ensure that the quality of this information is of a high standard and that it is current and up to date. The use of manned and unmanned electronic information points should be expanded and key locations such as hotels, tourist attractions, transport hubs and other sites of maximum visitor density should have these facilities. Combined with the VisitScotland E-tourism initiative, this should greatly enhance access to information about Scotland, at both the pre-visit planning and in-market stage.

24.
The existing network of Tourist Information Centres (TICs) is likely to reduce as technology plays an enhanced role in information provision. Hence, it will be important to make sure that those that remain are in the correct locations to service the areas of greatest demand. In addition, the concept of franchising out the service to post offices, visitor attractions, Local Authority offices, libraries and hotels should be encouraged. The role of the ATB in this instance should be to ensure adequate training to the franchisee’s staff so that a consistent quality service can be provided. In smaller communities there may also be scope for the concept of “tourist ambassadors”, where an individual within an existing local facility was trained by the ATB to be able to provide visitors with advice and information relating to their immediate locale.

25.
SCDI also believes that it is important to have a number of flagship tourist centres at key entry points to Scotland. Locations for these would include the mainline rail stations and bus stations in the five cities, the major airports and ferry ports and the main M74 and A1 routes across the Border.

CONCLUSIONS

· Area Tourist Boards (ATBs) should work closer with VisitScotland in strategy development and implementation.

· On balance a reduction in the number of ATBs should result in benefits of scale and enhanced joint working should be further encouraged.

· The role of Scotland’s cities as tourism gateways should be formally recognised and resourced.

· COSLA to have a place on the VisitScotland Board.

· Funding mix for ATBs to be retained but major funding share should come from the Scottish Executive. 

· ATBs to take lead advisory role in relation to Local Enterprise Company investment in tourism business development.

· ATBs to be more proactive in seeking out members’ views to inform strategy development.

· Membership element of ATBs to be retained but a tiered system to be introduced.

· Large expansion in the use of electronic based information methods for information provision.

· More franchising of information provision and greater co-location with existing facilities.

· Tourism Ambassador concept to be developed in smaller communities.

· High profile flagship tourist information centres essential at key transport hubs.
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