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Destination Management Partnerships 
The case for and against 

Introduction 

Fundamental to the new structures coming from national and regional tourist bodies is the move to 

centralised ‘destination management organisations’ or DMOs which are supposed to bring together all 

the agencies and stakeholders in tourism. In Cornwall this involves the creation of the Cornwall 

Destination Management Organisation, which will be the lead body for tourism in Cornwall which, 

within allocated resources, will have the broadest possible remit for all aspects pertaining to tourism 

and which involves the private and public sectors.  

 

As part of this district councils are being encouraged to allocate their marketing funding to this 

Partnership in order to centralise tourism promotion. This issue has been fiercely debated all around the 

country and was the subject of a debate organised by Destination Partnerships UK / Local Government 

Association held in London in April 2005. The following provides the case for and the case against and 

as such represents two very different personal perspectives. 

 

 

Destination Partnerships UK / LGA  
Tourism Event, London, 26th April 2005. 

The Great Debate 
 

‘This House believes that the recently introduced proposals for 

regional and sub-regional tourism structures that reflect consumer 

recognition of tourism destinations offer LAs the best opportunity for 

cost-effective tourism development and marketing’ 
  

Robin Barker, Deputy CEO South West Tourism 

Proposing the motion 

- “Now that’s quite a mouthful.  And around an issue that has been emotive 

throughout the industry for at least a decade.  Unlike many debates, my aim is 

NOT to promote further conflict, as our experiences in the SW over recent months 

are that – once all sides sit down, talk and listen, there’s really very little 

disagreement.  I hope we can achieve the same in the short time we have today. 

- “So, let’s go back to the motion and break it down into its elements.   

- “Firstly a need for change - could we have carried on as before?  

- “I’d suggest no - and that the need for change was indisputable owing to many 

factors:  

o “There’s the growth in demand for 'experiential' breaks, requiring marketing 

campaigns with the critical mass that cross authority boundaries.  In the SW 

virtually all of the growth potential is projected to be from such larger scale 

promotions.  
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o “There’s the pressure on LA tourism budgets – indisputable when tourism is 

not a statutory function. 

o “A changing marketplace and the arrival of new technologies – resulting 

amongst other things in a diminishing impact and therefore viability of 

traditional guides.  

o “The acceptance that the current LA tourism spend is fragmented and could 

be spent better.  I’m not saying that the spend should not be greater, but that 

what there is could be spent better.  In the South West the total LA spend is 

approximately £27m pa, split roughly 1/3 TICs and 2/3 marketing.  But split 

another way it’s £15m on operations and £12m on staffing.  Can we really say 

that’s as well spent as it could be?  In just the SW I can give you examples of 

good and not-so-good practice – in one case two LAs that have merged their 

marketing operation to reduce their overhead and increase impact, with 

excellent results and industry buy-in – in another two adjoining LAs that 

produce two different guides sharing the same name, neither with the budgets 

to achieve the desired distribution – and both in yellow!  I’m not going to 

name them … yet! 

o “More reasons for change…. 

o “The industry wants to see it, seeing (in general) duplication and diminishing 

return from former structures, with constant complaints about the fees they are 

expected to pay for numerous guide entries and – more importantly – their 

perception that the culture and reactiveness of LAs is inappropriate to an 

industry that is as dynamic as tourism. 

o “Finally, and I mean finally, there is the opportunity presented to tourism by 

the arrival of RDAs and VisitBritain's changed role with – in some areas at 

least – the availability of significant extra funding.  The £14M marketing 

funding in E Midlands springs to mind !!!  

“So we NEEDED to change.  There was no choice. But what factors needed 
to be taken into account in deciding what to change to? 

- “For all our sakes, we need Tourism to be viewed nationally as a 
mature sector capable of supporting itself – a ‘proper industry’ that we 
can be proud of working in – and one that government can longer refer 
to with disdain. 

- “We need to ensure that Tourism is recognized as an essential 
element in LAs’ Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA) – 
something that can certainly help to lever future budgets. 

- “We must do more than just promotion!  People don’t just buy 
destinations, they buy experiences and – essentially – brands with 
brand values.  And if those brands are to deliver they need managing, 
to ensure they deliver more than the customer expects in terms of 
skills, service and infrastructure.  They must capture the trust of 
consumers and build customer loyalty.  And that won’t happen without 
management at destination, regional and national level. 
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- “I mentioned the £27m spent by LAs in the SW.  Well the private sector 

equivalent in marketing spend alone is around £150m.  We need to put in 

place the channels to ensure that’s spent as wisely as possible.  This needs 

leadership, engagement and – that word again – trust. 

- “Together – and I mean in partnership across public and private sectors – 

we need to achieve economies of scale and avoid duplication.  Some people 

say that no duplication existed, but you only need to see the volume of 

attendance at regional meetings to reach a different conclusion.                 

- “So, what structures best meet these needs and offer the best value to LAs 

in tourism development and marketing?   

- “Well may I firstly say that, in the South West at least, we are convinced that 

there is no 'one size fits all' solution for each area and we may have a slightly 

different perspective to other regions in terms of the degrees of flexibility 

required. This is inevitable in a region in which tourism’s contribution varies 

from 85% of GDP in the Isles of Scilly, to just 5 % in parts of the east of the 

region. 

- “But principles that any new structures must deliver are that they must:  

- “Give potential for marketing campaigns with the critical mass to compete 

with the world’s best, to attract new and repeat customers, achieving greatest 

return in terms of ROI, new business v return business, and seasonal spread.  

- “Therefore to build on themes and destinations that are already recognised by 

consumers, rather than waste money on building awareness of unknown and 

artificial areas.  

- “Structures must properly deliver these experiences and brands – managing 

the product and destination to build loyalty and trust.  This is an essential 

element!  Marketing is often defined as embracing the 4Ps of Promotion, 

Product, Price and Place, but to date most of our tourism focus has been just 

on Promotion.  To deliver loyalty and trust, we have to take a broader remit.  

- “To achieve the critical mass to gather the necessary research and 

intelligence – and that’s current as well as into the future – to enable planning 

of all our other activities. 

- “To make sure that duplication is removed - not just of funding and direct 

costs, but the 'resource duplication' of having to run meetings involving 50 

authorities rather than an 'Exec' of no more than 10 ...  

- “Take account of the reality that different destinations have different brand 

recognition, funding and critical mass, hence there will be different 

operational models for each  

- “To ensure continued and growing engagement of industry, local, regional 

and national bodies – including the LAs. 
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“In the South West, the only region I can speak on behalf of, it is these principles 

that we have followed and continue to follow in determining new structures - a 

process that is two way, ongoing, involving industry, local and regional bodies, 

and politicians.  The end result should be a structure that can deliver the regional 

and local agenda more efficiently, to 'lever' investment from industry - the major 

players in tourism marketing - to speak with one voice and compete against 

international competition, and ultimately make history that comment of the former 

Tourism Minister - that working in tourism is like 'herding cats' ...  

- “Ladies and gentlemen – I am pleased to propose the motion.” 

 

Robin Barker, Deputy Chief Exec, South West Tourism 

 
Peter Hampson, British Resorts Assoc 

Speaking against the motion at DPUK / LGA Tourism 
Event 26th April 2005. 

''This House believes that the recently introduced proposals for regional and sub-
regional tourism structures that reflect consumer recognition of tourism destinations 
offer Local Authorities the best opportunity for cost-effective tourism development and 
marketing’'.   

 

“A compelling motion or as deeply flawed, as the wider agenda of change it 
promotes? 

“From the outset let me make it clear, I’ll support any change that genuinely 
strengthens domestic tourism.  What I challenge are plans, which damage, even 
destroy established local partnerships.  And generally, it’s those, where tourism really 
counts, that are most under threat.  And for what?  Well to allow the imposition of 
structures, which may give marginally better support, to those who don’t manage 
tourism so well, and who’s industry is, arguably rather less important.  A levelling of 
the playing field, where we all get to play in the Sunday League, not in the Division, 
best suited to our local tourism team’s abilities.   

“ I don’t object to DMOs, to new roles for Regional Boards, etc., if the new was, 
additional to, but it’s not.  Much of the new, is being financed, or justified in terms of 
efficiency gains, from a cull of the old; citing myths like, “duplication” backed by the 
notion that in any case the average Local Authorities couldn’t organise a piss-up in a 
brewery.   Well most tourism departments can organise excellent piss-ups, and much 
more, besides; despite being under valued and, under resourced relative to the 
expectations of their trade.  

“What Local Authorities do is generally good, but the industry still criticises for what’s 
not being done, rather than seeing the value in what is . It’s precisely this unintended 
negativity that did for the old ETB, ETC, and some RTBs. Changing how and by 
whom the same service will be delivered, acts only as a temporary disguise, not as a 
solution to core funding problem. It’s now seems it’s Local Government’s turn to be 
done in, for being unable to deliver what they, and sadly what few if any of the new 
organisations will be properly funded to do. 

“Effective tourism management begins, and ends up back at the grassroots, local 
destination level, because that’s where the majority of tourism businesses have their 
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natural affinity.  The local destination is also one of the most meaningful composite 
building block of consumer recognition.  Everything else should build in layers from 
this solid foundation. No foundation, no building, or, one doomed to fall over. 

“I digress; a flawed motion. Flaw One. “Recently introduced proposals”.  This 
suggests, some consistency in approach, but there isn’t one. Each Region has 
tackled, similar big issues, in very different ways.  Admittedly, there are themes and 
“Destination Marketing”, sorry, the “Destination Management Organisation” being 
one.  Albeit the term, “ DMO”, is contrived to mean many different things.    

“RDAs argue, and Central Government agrees, that it is not for them to impose 
solutions on the population of the Regions.  No, because that’s the RDAs job.  We 
have a bizarre situation, where in securing devolved powers, RDAs are hoovering up 
established, locally devolved, democratically controlled, tourism management 
structures, to replace them with largely untried  sub regional structures. And I stress 
that it’s largely a process of; replacement with, and not one of; supporting, in addition 
to.  Although, some disengagement, is precipitated by wily authorities, keen to ditch 
their acquired responsibility for an unloved, costly and under funded, non-statutory 
function.  

“My concerns go way beyond the fact that perfectly good partnerships are being 
sacrificed to facilitate geographically convenient, administrative area based solutions.  
I doubt the validity of much of the public and private sector consultation.  I despair at 
a theoretical, rather than a pragmatic understanding of what tourism is and how it 
functions.  I am horrified by a seeming ignorance that, “destinations”, are natural 
groupings of product, which need to be physically, “managed”, on the ground.   

“Cumbria and Cornwall TB have long been, effective Marketing Organisations.  But I 
challenge anyone to explain how the West Coast Town of Whitehaven in Cumbria, 
can be effectively managed as a destination from Windermere, or indeed how 
Penzance or St Ives might be managed from Truro? 

“Flaw Two.  Structures that reflect consumer recognition of destinations.  A hint of 
New Marketing Bollocks Syndrome; the art of bamboozling, by stating the seemingly 
obvious, in language that ensures you miss the point.  Yes, given limited resource, of 
course you would try to promote what you have, to those who recognise, and 
understand it, and, hopefully, may wish to buy it.  But if marketing was that easy, why 
do we all have to work so hard to promote?  Because; life just isn’t like that; people 
don’t know what’s available, where, and in any case when they do, they generally 
want something slightly different to the next man. Some products are easier to sell 
than others, but if yours, isn’t one of them, then you have three choices.  Pack up. 
Try selling a different product, which is impractical, when what you’re selling is, what 
and where you are. Or, get on and sell what you have, as best you can, to whom you 
can, and create a little recognition along the way. 

“Colleagues state authoritatively that it makes no sense to promote over 250 
individual destinations in the South West.  Sounds convincing, but as the South West 
represents a 5th of England, a third of the country’s coastline and embraces the 
biggest single share of its domestic tourism product. I’d say; “OK, but can you prove 
it? And can you prove that the alternative will be any more effective at getting bodies 
in beds and visitor’s feet on the streets, in each and everyone of those destinations.  

“ It may be madness that the Cotswolds aren’t promoted by any one organisation.  
But it’s also mad, to suggest that in order to do it, Tewkesbury and the other districts, 
notional in the Cotswolds, should cease promoting their own areas and  destinations 
and let someone else jointly promote them all under a Cotswolds’ umbrella.  The 
consequence; “springtime for Cheltenham and Cotswolds DC, winter for Tewkesbury 
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and Stroud”? Hot spots like Broadway and Stow would get uncomfortably hotter and 
the cold spots would, stay cold, or get colder; because, that’s the nature of the 
complex relationship between: Product, Promotion and Customer.  One size, one big 
approach, doesn’t fit all. 

“We all know that tourism statistics and market intelligence are lacking, not least 
because the RDA tells us.  So what the hell are their bright ideas based on?   OK, in 
part on market research, but we all know, that the quality of the answer, relate to the 
quality and nature of the questions asked, of whom, where, when, how, and of how 
many.  In a multi-faceted UK wide industry can we ever expect to know what the bulk 
of the 58 million residents recognise?  I do not believe that the RDAs have identified 
all the destination,  “recognition tags”.  They may have latched on to the odd strong 
theme for a given larger area, but that doesn’t address the complexities of marketing 
the whole area, the destinations within it, or the smorgasbord of all the other 
constituent parts. All market research shows us, is how little the public really knows.  

 

“Flaw Three.   Cost effective development and marketing. This motion presumes that 
what is done now, isn’t cost effective!  In any case, where do you draw the line 
between cost effective and, efficient? They’re not necessarily the same. Will, “cost 
effective”, sub regional promotion generate interest in specific destinations, shift 
brochures, generate enquiries and above all will it convert interest to bookings, and if 
so, for all businesses from the 5 star Grand to, Mrs Goggins Guest House?  The 
answer, at best, is “who knows?” and at worst, “probably not”.  So how can the RDAs 
claim the moral high ground of cost effectiveness, unless it is based simply on them 
knowing the cost of everything and the value of nothing.   

“How will a non-elected DMO balance a local authority’s duty to the whole 
community, against the demands of cost efficiency?  If a local authority has a tourism 
product of consequence, then it has a moral duty to facilitate it. Once facilitated there 
are responsibilities, some statuary, to manage tourism and all the associated 
planning and development activity.   I don’t believe that local authorities can give up 
their tourism management function to a third, external party, and particularly not to 
third parties with similar responsibilities for neighbouring districts.   

“Marketing is often already done, in part at least by others.  We promote resorts 
nationally, but it doesn’t mean that the BRA can do all the marketing, for any one 
resort.  Moreover, even if someone else can do all your promotion, does it make 
sense to let them?  In a genuine destination, marketing is both your carrot and your 
partnership stick and often your only reliable source of income to offset some of the 
cost of sponsoring tourism.   

“There’s a view that local authorities should just stick to doing the shitty jobs, like, 
bins, bogs and parking.  At the same time they should of course shoulder all the 
unrecoverable cost of hosting visitors, having handed-over marketing, the only 
decent source of compensating income, and coincidentally, the only effective leaver 
they have to influence the behaviour of their local trade.  And all so they can then pay 
a membership fee to a sub regional body, for the privilege of allowing that body to 
spend the marketing funds, which the authority used to raise, but probably can’t now 
do, because they no longer have the marketing function.  

“ If you have bugger-all budget, probably because you have limited tourism, the cry 
“Gives us what little you spend now and we will promote you as part of a larger area”, 
is persuasive.  If you have a reasonable budget, probably because you have a 
product of some consequence, the cry, “Give us all you spend now, and we will use it 
to promote you and all those others around you who can’t or wont promote 
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themselves”, is rather less appealing.  Even if it made some economic sense to do 
so, what management team willingly abrogates control over how its brand’s 
presentation to the market?   Would Kellogg’s let Tesco run its marketing? 

 

“Such marketing bollocks as; “attack and slipstream brands” and “brand clusters” 
underpins DMO theory.  Instead of promoting your own destination, everyone’s main 
effort goes into promoting someone else’s bigger brand and you all then magically 
get dragged along and promoted, as part of a co-ordinated dispersal policy.  Great 
theory but it doesn’t work in practice, other than for the attack brand, and it probably 
never will.  Go to Blackpool and, “while we’re there, take your boots, and bikes and 
visit Lancashire!”   Even the thematic approach doesn’t necessarily work, as a 
colleague with CPR of £1,000 for a recent campaign has found. 

“Destinations are the basic building blocks.  They are what local business and local 
people relate to, and they’re also at a level, which most potential customers can 
recognise and relate to.  Where a sufficient concentration of businesses and 
business exists, destinations natural form. But to function effectively, destinations 
requires management and strong partnership working.  This almost always best 
provided, or facilitated by the local authority, who after-all, physically manage many 
key assets, and who are ideal placed to provide non biased, long term, stable, 
hands-on, tourism management.  However, to manage tourism properly, local 
authorities also need to be able to retain control of the marketing of their product, 
both as a revenue stream and as a tool to manage their trade.  

“The success of tourism in England now relies on the RDAs recognising, using and 
building on successful local authority tourism organisations and structures, not on the 
creation of new organisations, which marginalise or try to replace their natural role in 
tourism. There is a place for new DMOs, and other new structures, but in most cases 
that role is in working alongside local authorities tourism departments as equal 
partners, as an additional asset co-ordinating the bigger picture and not in trying to 
subsuming them. It’s not yet too late for timely change in direction. I only hope that 
the RDAs are still listening.  

 

Peter Hampson, British Resorts Association 

 

 

 

 


