OXFORDSHIRE TOURISM CONFERENCE

27 February 2004 at Eynsham Hall

CONCLUSIONS & ACTIONS

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This stimulating meeting involved a cross section of Oxfordshire tourism businesses. The wide-ranging debates focussed on important issues that face tourism managers today with presentations as follows:

· The branding and selling of Oxfordshire—Bob Collier, Chief Executive of Tourism South East and John Hoy, Blenheim Palace
· What the visitor thinks of Oxford and Oxfordshire—Frank Barrett, Travel Editor, Mail on Sunday

· Tourism, the arts and festival culture—Dave Reeves, ZAP Art, Brighton

· Sustainable tourism—social, economic, environmental—Professor Victor Middleton

· How public and private sector groups can work together in new forms of tourism management—Jan Siegieda, Bath Tourism Plus

· The future for tourism management in Oxfordshire—Cllr Maureen Christian and David Steel, Oxford City Council

In addition, smaller discussion groups looked in detail at:

1. Accessibility into Oxford and key transport issues in Oxfordshire

2. Perceptions of Oxfordshire

3. Travel Trade and coach provision/management

4. Arts and festivals and how tourism can benefit

Based on the presentations, questions and discussions it was concluded that while the local authorities have a coordinating role in tourism management, all tourism businesses must play their part. It is the responsibility of everyone involved in tourism to ensure that the ideas generated during the conference lead to action. Oxford City Council, Oxfordshire County Council and Oxford Inspires will help identify how this can be achieved.

It is now time for businesses to be bold about the strength of the Oxford brand and use it to develop packages that will make the city and county better able to compete with other destinations. Oxfordshire must play to its strengths.

It was also acknowledged that the private and voluntary sectors must take a role in visitor management, such as travel and transport and issues of overcrowding, so that the negative impact of tourism is lessened and the economic benefits are dispersed.

KEY ISSUES

The presentations and discussion groups provided a number of thought provoking points. These must be revisited continually as plans for tourism are developed.

Collaboration—tourism agencies, local authorities and businesses are starting to work together. Oxford Inspires and Oxford Marketing Group are dynamic partnerships and have done much to pull the various groups together. This conference follows a similar event held in December 2002, but there is much still to do.
Branding & Marketing—branding is key to successful marketing as it enables us to capture more market share. Brands exist in the minds of the consumer and they have differential appeal, therefore they must be communicated clearly, which means much more targeted marketing. This approach will enable Oxfordshire businesses to communicate more effectively with the consumer. If they don’t business will be lost.
Value of arts and culture—the arts, festivals and culture are an important addition to the tourism product and visitors’ experience of an area. They also improve the quality of life for residents and give the community a sense of ownership of their region. Festivals and culture assist regeneration because they promote an area as an attractive place for new investment, resulting in improved employment. Look how Glasgow benefited from being European Capital of Culture; Liverpool hope to benefit in the same way in 2008 but Oxford (as a Centre of Culture) should not let these opportunities and the advantages they bring pass by. Despite a wide variety of exhibitions, events, festivals, etc. Oxfordshire’s cultural attractions are not widely known about. Publicity and marketing must be improved.
Oxfordshire International 2007—the festival to be coordinated by Oxford Inspires—provides a great opportunity for partnership and celebration; it will focus on internationalism, participation and innovation.

Sustainable tourism—sustainability must be consumer focussed and generate a profit if it is to be adopted. Customers are now much more sophisticated, more affluent, better informed, more demanding and with wider cultural interests. They are looking for enjoyment of nature, want to do something healthy and visit unspoilt places. Businesses must adapt to cater for these new demands. It is recognised that tourism is dominated by SMEs. Small businesses offer individuality and usually very good service. They are essential in diversification and they communicate local distinctiveness. The public sector must help to overcome burdensome red tape, which can have a major negative impact on SMEs.

New Tourism Companies—for example Bath Tourism Plus, which is a destination management and marketing organisation. It is one of about 15 similar organisations in the UK and it began trading on 1 October 2003. Bath had many committed businesses that were not working together. As a result the new company was set up which is a ground-breaking partnership between Bath & North East Somerset Council and the tourism businesses. Its work concentrates on:

· Marketing (campaigns, PR, website development, promotion of events)

· Bath Conference Plus (promotes Bath for conferences, meetings and incentive visits)

· Visitor services (running the Tourist Information Centre)
The council provides a grant of £400,000* with commercial income streams providing an additional £450,000. A priority for the company is to source new income through corporate sponsorship, etc. The company has eleven directors made up of local authority members and businesses representatives. Could a similar company be developed in Oxfordshire?

* Oxford City Council currently provides £200,000 for tourism. This pays for the Oxford Information Centre and supports the work of the Oxford Marketing Group.
Visitors’ perception of Oxford—it is essential to see the city and county as our customers do. Their first impressions must be good, including transport into the county, their experience finding the TIC (which is usually a first point of contact) and the service they receive. Visitors’ experience of the attractions, tours and facilities must be researched and any criticisms taken seriously. Pre-visit information such as printed brochures and websites should also be subject to critical analysis. It was concluded that Oxford is not enthusing visitors and must raise its game. Tourism businesses can be too close to the issues and fail to see them with the fresh eyes of a visitor. This must be done if the city is to overcome complacency. Tourism businesses must accept the challenge that improvements must be made if Oxford is truly to fulfil visitors’ expectations.

Questions and discussion amongst the delegates identified the following key priorities:

· Improvements to infrastructure e.g. cleaner streets, better signposting, improved coach drop off points, better public transport for tourists

· Motivating all those involved in tourism to build partnerships and identify funding

· Managing tourism sustainably, i.e. not spoiling Oxford and Oxfordshire by too much tourism

· Government funding will follow the major brands so identifying a brand and coordinating marketing and packaging is vital (e.g. promoting Oxfordshire as innovative through its sports, sciences, contemporary attractions, etc)

· Overcoming complacency and engaging local people so they understand the social benefits of interacting with overseas visitors

· Being aware of visitors perceptions of Oxford and improving visitor experience

· Increased promotion of Oxford’s culture and arts, especially the Festival planned for 2007, which will balance the traditional with the contemporary (ideal for promotion to small special interest groups as well as individuals and families)

· Collecting data on visitors

· Attracting higher quality, higher spending visitors

· Urgent need for a Tourism Manager in post

· Creating more action, i.e. moving the results of the discussions forward

Tourism businesses must stop feeling defensive, accept criticisms and learn from them.

Businesses and organisations must be brave, must aim high, play to our strengths and must develop a ‘can do’ culture.

CHALLENGES

Oxford and Oxfordshire have seen lower levels of investment in tourism management than other leading destinations in the past. If the city and county are to remain competitive tourism must progress. Times are changing …

· National government and the regional agencies have changed the way funds for tourism from the public sector are made available.

· Local authorities are coping with very pressurised budgets and tourism (a non-statutory function of councils) becomes increasingly vulnerable.

· The customer is more sophisticated, is looking for a different kind of product/experience with much higher standards and which represents good value for money.

· Environmental agendas become increasingly important as the customer now seeks green businesses and new regulations ensure businesses comply with better practices.

· Terrorism affects peoples’ desire to travel, especially overseas and especially to capital cities, and Oxfordshire must be prepared to move with this changing market.

· Global economics affect tourism, e.g. a weak US$ makes the UK a very expensive destination for US visitors. Businesses must seek new markets and must demonstrate they are good value for money.

These combined factors mean this is one of the most exciting times in tourism there has been for many years. The challenge is to take advantage of these changes and for all interested businesses and organisations to work together to increase the investment (of time and effort as well as funds) in tourism management and new products and packages. Oxfordshire will then be viewed as a premier destination.

Investment now will lead to long-term dividends in the future. Don’t miss out and consider how you could get involved.

CONCLUSIONS

Oxford Inspires, the City and County Councils will welcome your thoughts on the conclusions that came out of the day. If you would like to comment, see the contact details below.

· Tourism in Oxfordshire isn’t just Oxford, but it must be acknowledged that Oxford is the principal destination (the lead brand) and that Oxfordshire (the slipstream brand) benefits from Oxford’s strength.

· While we need to develop some sort of Oxfordshire brand the challenge is to create something that is meaningful because the Oxford and Cotswolds brands are so strong. Businesses should not be afraid to abandon an Oxfordshire brand if it is clearly not appealing or making sense to customers. Brands for the county could be developed around themes instead. These are usually linked to a hobby or interest e.g. walking, gardens, or experiences such as health, fitness, educational, etc.
· Culture is key to successful and high quality tourism. Oxford doesn’t make enough of this, and some culture providers don’t realise the importance of tourism to their viability.

· If we want to get people to stay in Oxford and Oxfordshire we need to improve the tourism infrastructure - the attractions (colleges, countryside, arts and culture, etc) are okay but there is room for improvement (in some cases considerable) in public facilities, accommodation, transport, information, etc.

· Because of these weaknesses we are not reaping the economic benefits of tourism, instead we are largely getting the disbenefits.

· A 'hearts and minds' campaign is needed with people in Oxfordshire (especially Oxford residents) about the benefits of tourism. Tourists are seen as a problem to be managed or reluctantly lived with, not an opportunity to improve our quality of life. This is reflected in hostility towards tourists, which came out even from some businesses during the day.

· Any campaigns must be based around real improvements not just rhetoric.

Every business, no matter how small, has a role to play in shaping the future of tourism in Oxfordshire.
CONTACTS

To stay in touch with key developments and to ensure your views are heard you should contact:

David Steel at Oxford City Council

Tel: 01865 252538
email: dsteel@oxford.gov.uk 

Jasmine Pandher at Oxfordshire County Council

Tel: 01865 815539
email: jasmine.pandher@oxfordshire.gov.uk
Robert Hutchison at Oxford Inspires

Tel: 01865 288790
email: info@oxfordinspires.org
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