28 October 2003

Mr Andy Kerr MSP

Minister for Finance and Public Services

The Scottish Executive

Victoria Quay

Edinburgh

EH6 6QQ

Public sector support for tourism
The Scottish Council for Development and Industry (SCDI) is an independent membership network that strengthens Scotland’s competitiveness by influencing Government policies to encourage sustainable economic prosperity.  Its membership includes businesses, trades unions, local authorities, educational institutions, the voluntary sector and includes significant players in the Scottish tourism sector.  SCDI has submitted views in response to recent consultations on Scottish tourism such as the Tourism Strategy, the Enterprise and Lifelong Learning Inquiry and the Review of the Area Tourist Board Network.
SCDI understands that there is currently a Ministerial review of public sector support for tourism being undertaken and would like to make the following comments.

Travel and tourism is the world’s biggest industry.  Growth in personal disposable income world-wide and the falling cost of travel have increased demand for tourist related services and other leisure activities.  Alongside this increase in demand there has been an increase in choice.  The variety of available and affordable destinations has increased significantly as consumers look for more destinations to visit and cultures to experience.

The challenge for the Scottish tourism sector is to continue to compete successfully in this expanding and complex market.  Tourism’s contribution to the Scottish economy is already significant.  It contributes nearly £4.5 billion to the economy in expenditure terms and accounts for almost 200,000 jobs, nearly 9% of total employment in Scotland.  

Not only are the jobs in tourist related industries of importance, but their distribution throughout the country is also significant.  Many rural economies are reliant on tourism for wealth generation.  Any threat or downturn, therefore, will have major implications for Scotland’s prosperity.  Providing the appropriate policy support and financial encouragement for Scottish tourism is vitally important.

If the aspirations for Scottish tourism which have been expressed in documents such as the Tourism Strategy are to be met and the Scottish Executive is serious in its quest for a vibrant, sustainable tourism industry in Scotland, then the most fundamental consideration is the resource provided to the leading industry body in Scotland, VisitScotland.

According to VisitScotland’s Report and Accounts 2002/03, its total budget for the year ended 31 March 2003 was £37.228 million.  Of that, £26.612 million was spent on advertising, promotion and other operating costs.  Although this funding compares favourably to the £16.942 million for advertising et al in 1999/2000, SCDI still regards this as a disappointing, modest and insufficient resource base to allow VisitScotland to carry out its role effectively.

It is also noted that VisitScotland’s Grant-in-Aid was cut by 18% from £40.483 million to £33.038 million between 2001/02 and 2002/03.  Although it is understood that this reflects the increase in funding in 2001/02 to help combat the effects of the outbreak of Foot and Mouth Disease on the Scottish tourism sector, taking this into account, the proportional increase in funding has fallen considerably.

If VisitScotland is to function properly as the main flagbearer of Scotland’s tourist industry and to increase the effectiveness of the various functions that it performs, then increased investment is required commensurate to the £4.5 billion leverage on the economy.

I hope that the current review of public sector support for tourism that you and your Ministerial colleagues are undertaking will result in an increased level of funding for VisitScotland to ensure that it is sufficient to support the vibrant tourism industry in Scotland that we all wish to see.

I would also like to take this opportunity to comment on the imminent result of the Scottish Executive consultation on Area Tourist Boards (ATBs) and reiterate some important points from SCDI’s submission that may be of interest to this review.

It is vital that ATBs develop a closer working relationship with VisitScotland and that greater partnership working on both strategy implementation and development takes place between the two tiers.  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.
Although, SCDI members could reach no clear consensus as to what the preferred number of ATBs should be, 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 will require detailed discussion between the existing ATB network, COSLA, VisitScotland, the Scottish Executive and the tourism industry itself.
However, any reduction in number of the ATBs will not preclude the need to work more collaboratively in terms of cross marketing, joint marketing initiatives and so on.  A reduced number should produce greater efficiency and may provide a more cost effective structure which should be better placed to deliver aspects of the national strategy as suggested earlier.

I am copying this letter to Jim Wallace, MSP, Minister for Enterprise and Lifelong Learning, and Frank McAveety, MSP, Minister for Tourism, Culture and Sport.

Yours sincerely

Alan Wilson

