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1. Introduction

Let me say straight away that SDLP policies on tourism are directed at ensuring the success and growth of the tourist industry. This means growing tourism to a level way beyond what it is currently attaining in terms of its contribution to GDP and, in effect, achieving a level of about seven per cent of GDP as opposed to its current level of 2-3%. 

So, since we are currently attracting over 2m visitors who are contributing just over £400m, to the Northern Ireland economy with about 20,000 employed, we want to see those figures grow to over 3m visitors contributing £700-800m with many, many more employed. We see no reason why these goals should not be achieved. 

But even then we would be earning less than a fourth of what the South currently obtains –today’s figure suggest our earnings to be less than one seventh. Proportionately we should be aiming at much more than £1bn – is that an unrealistic figure? 

I acknowledge that the South has a much more mature tourism industry – but don’t we want our industry to mature and to come closer to its significance in the economy?

There the economic importance of tourism can be seen in the fact that over 6 million visitors are being attracted annually. The sector generated revenue of more than £3.5bn in 2004. It accounts for approximately 150,000 jobs. In real terms, tourism expenditure doubled in the South during the 1990s and visitor numbers increased at twice the world growth rates.  

We express our goals bearing in mind that tourism is an industry that can have a great impact on local economic development, probably greater than any other industry in many areas. If successful, tourism means more wealth circulating within local communities, more quickly and in more areas of local life than any other single industry can achieve. 

Increased visitor numbers means more jobs and greater wealth for everybody from the ice-cream and sweet seller, to the publican, to the restaurant owner, to accommodation and transport providers, to local entertainers and event organisers, to those who provide specialist services and activities– boat and diving school owners, owners of horse riding centres, conference organisers, golf club managements, directors of museums and interpretive centres, etc. – the list is extensive. 

So it is not difficult to appreciate why we want to see the tourist industry develop as much as possible and to see it succeed on as extensive a regional basis as possible. We also want it to succeed for as long as possible each year, if at all possible on a year round basis.

This means seeking to develop every opportunity with the potential to attract visitors and trying to develop it with that aim in mind. 

But it also means mobilising a vast range of service providers of the kind just mentioned as well as marketing and selling agents and making sure they are equipped with the skills, the knowledge and the means of attracting and satisfying many hundreds of thousands of customers from a wide range of backgrounds, countries and interests.

In effect it boils down to increasing visitor tourism revenue by about 10% every year and visitor numbers by about 8%. 
It is a formidable challenge.

 2. Context
The context in which we operate has never before been more positive for tourism in Northern Ireland and so the possibility of meeting the challenge set is very real. And already visitor numbers are climbing as is revenue and we have strategies in place to maximise future opportunities.

But just as we are in a time of considerable opportunity, the context in which we are meeting the challenge we have set ourselves, is one where others in the industry also enjoy similar opportunities.  

Today it’s not the political image of Northern Ireland that is our major challenge in the tourism market, though our failure to achieve political progress is unhelpful and unless we meet this challenge it could well become a significant obstacle. 

Another part of the context is the reform of public administration which, whatever its final complexion, will provide greater scope for tourism developers at council level and may well have implications for RTOs etc. Whether this part of the context is seen as a negative or a plus depends on your perspective. 

But at the present time the greater negative challenge is the range of choice available in the general tourism marketplace and the ease with which what is on offer can be accessed.

A last minute decision on a Thursday evening as to where to spend the weekend gives anyone outside of Northern Ireland making that decision the opportunity to choose between Belfast, London, Edinburgh, Prague, Budapest, Dublin, Paris, Amsterdam, Rome, Madrid, Berlin, Brussels etc. The choice made the necessary flight and accommodation reservations can be completed online within a few minutes.

While most choices as to where to spend a short break, organise a conference, a stag weekend and much less a two week holiday are not made at the last minute, the range of destinations and the ease of access to them is such that anyone planning any kind of a break will have to have strong and compelling reasons for choosing Northern Ireland.

Yet many do and as I have already acknowledged that number is growing. But to sustain growth we need to address many aspects of the industry to ensure growth is not endangered.

And so what in the SDLP’s opinion is required to achieve that overall objective. In other words what should government do to help grow the industry?

Many Government issues impact on tourism. Some of the more important ones are: the structural and administrative arrangements I have just referred to; access and internal transport, taxation (though here our control over this is limited essentially to the rates); the environment; heritage, marine and rural development. Government also can ensure that public amenities are provided, that education and training programmes are available, that seed capital is available and that general marketing is taking place. 

Government cannot guarantee that visitors will come in increasing numbers or that they will go to any particular place. It is up to those on the ground responsible for the various aspects of the business to ensure those goals are achieved.  
I say this because it is important to remind ourselves that the potential visitor expects that he or she will have a very enjoyable, hassle free time during their visit; that they will get value for money, be received warmly and courteously, enjoy good food and comfortable accommodation, mix with good company and feel when leaving that this is place they would like to return to. Government cannot be directly responsible for ensuring this outcome but it can help.

This leads me to a number of key issues which I think need to be addressed in ways where government and the industry can work very closely together to bring about the desired outcome for our visitors. In no particular order they are: the quality of our service, our visitor information, the development of key locations and finally the branding and marketing of our visitor products at home and particularly overseas.

3. Branding and Marketing

From my list I choose branding and marketing as the first to comment on.

We know that in tourist branding terms Northern Ireland does not have a strong identifiable image. To many people outside of our boundaries our image has been negative, at times very negative and in general tourism terms is not distinct.

Maybe in time we will acquire a very distinct, positive image that can be marketed in tourism terms. I somehow doubt it.

It was for this reason that the SDLP worked hard both at the time of the negotiations on the Belfast/Good Friday agreement and afterwards in the Executive and Assembly for the establishment of Tourism Ireland. We did so because we saw that under an all-Ireland umbrella we stood a much better chance of branding ourselves in the positive terms required within this industry.

The South’s long years of success as a tourist destination, for visitors and home holiday-makers as well, was bound to rub off on us, especially if we were in a new era of peace and more positive North-South relationships.

And so it has proved to be the case. We are now marketing our products in many more outlets internationally than we were ever able to do before and are selling our attractions whether for short-breaks, for conferences, for sporting and other activity visits, for the purely leisure seeking holidaymaker alongside other Irish destinations and as part of a set of packages where our uniqueness is best manifest. 

My party wants to see this experience in North-South cooperation strengthened and developed. It offers no threat to anyone’s identity. In fact it is one of the best examples of how North-South structures can work, in the words of the agreement itself, to the mutual benefit of all.

4. Training and Standards of Service for Tourism

As Minister for Employment and Learning I had responsibility for training and took a particular interest in training for this sector representing as I do one of the most important tourist areas in Ireland, the Causeway Coast and Glens.

It is an obvious truism that high standards are a product of good training. Some people may be able to display high standards naturally but most of us need to train hard, acquire the necessary skills of the job as well as the skills and capacity to deliver high standards of service in whatever occupation we are engaged.

But a people focused industry like tourism demands particularly high standards and we must therefore ensure our training institutions are geared up to train to the highest levels.

So are we trying to overcome the negatives and highlight the positives sufficiently to make the industry attractive? 

I am not always satisfied that we are and believe there is much more that needs to done. We need to invest more in training and not just pre-career training in in-career training to maintain and upgrade standards. And I’m not just thinking of senior staff – all staff, front of house to backroom staff need to be regularly afforded opportunities to upgrade their knowledge and skills. The objective is to have a better work force intent on making our visitors happy with their experiences here.

So I think the tourism industry can do more in raising standards and so raising productivity levels through smarter human resource practices, better use of new technologies and improved cost management. Research highlights, our overall that gradually higher productivity levels mask poor performances in the services sector. 

The quality and future of our welcome, which is at the heart of our brand, must be nurtured and preserved. This is a particular challenge in the light of pressures on recruitment, changes in the labour force and work practices. 

But I am sure that, as industry professionals, you share the view that decent pay and conditions are essential for those working in the tourism and hospitality sector. Good pay and conditions will also ensure that our traditional welcome continues to be championed by all staff who are in front line contact with our visitors.

5. Key Attractions
Key attractions are the magnets that bring visitors in increasing numbers to our shores and to our key locations – the Causeway and Glens, the Walled City, the Mournes, the Titanic Quarter, the Fermanagh lakes etc are key our key locations. I believe much progress has been made on identifying and beginning the development of such key locations. Not everyone is in agreement on everything that is being done, or as to how it is being done. But once decisions are made we need to knuckle down and make them as successful as possible. 

Events include all our major sporting attractions, our cultural events, popular to classical and we seem to have a growing number of these some catering for very local and others for wider audiences. Can we get footholds in the national/international  markets to stage, probably none of the big events, but intermediate stages and lower level international events. We saw how the whole country was able a year ago to rise to the challenge of the Special Olympics. I trust current plans to lure some London associated Olympic events, preparatory and actual, take account of what the whole island can offer. 

I think we also need to market our indigenous Gaelic sports which have a huge local following but since they reach the climax of their year during the summer when most holidaying visitors are about, they are attractions with special interest and appeal.  

Added to these attractions are the increasing number of activity holidays sought by visitors – from cultural (history enthusiasts, writers and artists) activities to a range of outdoor activities: walking and climbing, diving, boating and sailing, cycling and caving. How well are we catering for all of these interests and are there others that we are not catering for very well – does English language learning feature, for example? We could take a large leaf out of the South’s copybook on this and why not include Irish language learning. The growing interest locally in Irish suggests that a small niche market probably exists in some areas for it to be featured as part of a wider cultural package. Do we have working groups researching such and other possibilities?

Conclusion

Ladies and Gentlemen, there is much more than could be said on the subject of tourism I have tried to give you some of our ideas on an industry that I am convinced has a good present and an even better future. 
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