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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Clwydian Range Tourism Group would like to facilitate cooperation and collaboration by
local tourism product and service providers, in order to:
● Attract overnight visitors to the area and encouraging them to stay longer and do more
during their stay by integrating the ‘Stay, Eat, Do’ elements of their experience;
● Develop sustainable forms of linking and working together that maximise the potential for
local economic benefit to the area and create an environment in which local businesses
can develop and thrive;
● Create unique products that offer the visitor an enhanced experience through developing
a stronger ‘sense of place’ as well as recreational activities, local experiences, Welsh
culture and language and local food and drink.
The aim of this feasibility study was therefore to explore options for a business model which
would drive more sustainable business for the tourism businesses in and around the
Clwydian Range and Dee Valley AONB; to set out what would be involved in making each
model work; and the opportunities and constraints presented by each.
The study involved a number of processes, including a review of tourism industry data and
information as well as relevant case studies; a survey of CRTG member and other
businesses to establish current levels and types of collaboration as well as potential interest
in doing so formally and / or informally; consultation with industry stakeholders to further
understand the market as well as the experiences of similar groups elsewhere; and two local
tourism business workshops to explore the options identified at that stage and seek input
and feedback.
Situation analysis was conducted at national and regional level to understand visitor patterns
as well as the opportunities and constraints for tourism locally. We then considered a
number of collaboration options available to CRTG and assessed the merits of each from a
commercial and practical perspective:
1. Working with traditional private sector operators: this approach would involve developing
clusters of products and services, in order to approach appropriate private sector
operators with a new proposition that would be attractive to their markets. This would
require work on identifying the product USP and developing a thorough understanding of
the relevant operator’s brand and its target markets and their needs, in order to ensure
all requirements are met.
2. Marketing and / or booking through an online agency or intermediary (OTA), either
individually or as clusters of products and services. The model would typically involve
payment of an annual fee plus commission.
3. A ‘direct’ route to market, either by establishing an operating arm of the CRTG in order to
sell packages comprised of a combination of products and services from its members; or
through setting up a Marketing Group driven by a Destination Management System
(DMS) – a sophisticated website driven by a product, business and visitor database.
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Our conclusions were informed by our findings on market trends, in particular a sharp
increase in recent years of visitors’ use of online information channels in planning their trips,
and in the growing use of third party booking sites. Many destinations have dropped the use
of bespoke booking engines, and it is rare for booking solutions to extend to tours or
itineraries. The direct booking model does not appear to have been adopted by any similar
tourism grouping in the UK. This appears to be for a variety of reasons, including difficulties
in securing concrete commitment and action on collaboration; the expense of setting up and
maintaining a booking function; lack of marketing budget to compete with established OTAs;
and the impact of the Package Travel Regulations on liability as an operator. Our view is
therefore that it would not be advisable for the CRTG to take on a booking management
role.
In common with similar groups, CRTG also has limitations on capacity in terms of volunteer
time, resources, finance and market reach. It is apparent that some form of formal
partnership would be advisable and that for all the options identified and appraised, some
additional (paid) administrative capacity will be necessary. Finally, it is clear that marketing
and promotion needs to be paid for in one way or another (financially (e.g. commission paid
to agents or booking sites), members’ time, fees or both).
Our primary conclusion is therefore that CRTG should play to its strengths, in particular the
strong network it has already established and its ability to facilitate working on what is
unique and special, developing strong identity through collaboration. It should then look to
work with suitable partners to manage promotions and booking. We recommend that CRTG
should also seek funding for a development worker, to be managed by an organisation with
the necessary capacity, to support CRTG members. The AONB’s role would be to support
CRTG and its members, with product development, the destination ‘story’, training and
resources such as its Sense of Place toolkit.
We therefore recommend that CRTG should negotiate a partnership with Go North Wales
(GNW), the customer-facing brand and marketing arm of North Wales Tourism. GNW has
the necessary promotions expertise and market reach to assist CRTG in its aims, and CRTG
can work on promoting the NE Wales region by populating that part of the GNW site that is
currently under-represented: an opportunity for CRTG to shape the offer based on the local
distinctiveness of the region. This will create a route to market that CRTG could not replicate
alone. If discounted group membership fees for GNW can be negotiated, this would be an
added value for CRTG members; CRTG would also continue to offer additional services at a
local level, alongside the membership benefits of GNW.
CRTG’s own activities should then take a three-phase approach:
Phase 1: Capacity building: to develop, as a group, a strategic understanding of the CRGT’s
tourism proposition and appropriate markets;
Phase 2: Development of product clusters for those who wish to do so;
Phase 3: Development of a combination of routes to market, including working with GNW
whilst also working with private sector operators to promote tailored group product and
service offerings.
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2. OBJECTIVES OF THIS FEASIBILITY STUDY
The Clwydian Range Tourism Group (‘CRTG’) is a not-for-profit company, representing
tourism related businesses in and around the Clwydian Range and Dee Valley AONB (‘the
AONB’), shown below:
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The CRTG works in partnership with a number of local bodies and tourism organisations.
The group would like to facilitate cooperation and collaboration by local tourism product and
service providers, in order to:
● Attract overnight visitors to the area and encouraging them to stay longer and do more
during their stay by integrating the ‘Stay, Eat, Do’ elements of their experience;
● Develop sustainable forms of linking and working together that maximise the potential for
local economic benefit to the area and create an environment in which local businesses
can develop and thrive;
● Create unique products that offer the visitor an enhanced experience through developing
a stronger ‘sense of place’ as well as recreational activities, local experiences, Welsh
culture and language and local food and drink.
This feasibility study was therefore commissioned by CRTG and Cadwyn Clwyd, with
financial and time support from the AONB via the Sustainable Development Fund (SDF).
The purpose of the study was to explore options for a business model which would drive
more sustainable business for the tourism businesses in and around the Clwydian Range
and Dee Valley AONB; to set out what would be involved in making each model work; and
the opportunities and constraints presented by each.
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3. METHODOLOGY AND ACTIVITIES UNDERTAKEN
Following the project inception meeting, a number of steps were planned and executed in
order to inform the options appraisal. These were generally followed sequentially although
some stages were revisited (in particular the documentation review) as additional material
and information was identified. Ongoing discussions with CRTG, the AONB and Cadwyn
Clwyd were also ensured to ‘sense check’ findings as well as to gain an understanding of
what would be realistic and achievable.
These are summarised below, with a brief explanation of the outputs generated by each.
The more detailed findings from each process are then set out in more detail in Sections 4
and 5 below.
3.1 Documentation review
Detailed desk research was conducted of information provided by CRTG and the AONB as
well as online resources such as directories and content from Visit Wales and other tourism
sites. Visitor statistics and STEAM reports were also analysed, in order to develop a good
understanding of national and regional visitor types and patterns. A review was also carried
out to identify local, regional and national operators currently bringing visitors to the area or
those for whom the area and its offer might be a good ‘fit’. Case studies from elsewhere in
the UK and further afield were reviewed to pinpoint ‘lessons learned’, models to consider
and examples of good practice.
3.2 Business surveys
A businesses survey was prepared and sent to 135 contacts of the CRTG via email and the
CRTG newsletter, as well as to Flintshire Tourism Association’s members, and shared in the
CRTG Facebook group. The objectives of the survey were to:
1.
Inform the businesses about the project, as widely as possible;
2.
Obtain an overview of the products and services provided by each business;
3.
Gauge to what extent the businesses are collaborating already, if applicable, and their
level of interest in collaborating in the future;
4.
Identify the key objectives of those businesses who were keen to participate, and what
they hope to gain from being involved;
5.
Assess their willingness to participate in the next stage i.e. the workshop.
34 businesses responded to the survey. 25 offer accommodation and 11 a food and
beverage service (the overlap being those who offer both). Other products and services
offered include shops, outdoor and river-based activities, walking and cycling tours, bike
hire, taxi services and health and beauty. Of the 33 who expressed an interest in
collaboration (of which approximately a third are current members of the CRTG), all were
interested in working together informally and 14 (42%) would be interested in formal
collaboration. Perceived benefits of doing so mainly related to offering support to other local
businesses and increasing current sales, with broader market and product appeal, and
extended season being less common reasons. Concerns regarding collaboration would

8

relate to time, cost, restrictiveness (e.g. having to reserve for speculative arrangements),
competitiveness, quality and being sure the local economy would benefit.
Almost all of the businesses use online marketing, this being the most common method of
promotion to prospective clients, although the most common methods of booking are direct
by phone or email.
Exactly half of the survey respondents are members of local and regional business and
tourism groups. 82% collaborate in some way with other local businesses (such as
recommending them to their clients and vice-versa). Four already have a formal partnership
with other local businesses. Ten of the businesses already work with local or national tour
operators, agents or others to promote and sell their products. Of the other 24, 18 would be
in interested in doing so in the future.
3.3 Consultation with industry stakeholders
Six holiday companies identified as being the most relevant to the objectives of the study,
were consulted by telephone. This process was extremely useful in identifying common
factors of interest to those organising group holidays and the requirements of visitors,
particularly those interested in walking holidays.
Industry colleagues with experience of rural and community tourism in other parts of the UK,
particularly in protected areas, and in the Republic of Ireland, were also consulted on their
experience of collaborative working between tourism businesses, the models they had tried
and / or followed and the opportunities and constraints these presented.
3.4 Workshops
Two half-day workshops (following the same format) were held in St. Asaph and
Loggerheads Country Park in September 2017. These were attended by representatives of
ten businesses as well as CRTG directors and representatives from the AONB and Cadwyn
Clwyd.
Reasons for wishing to work together, expressed by workshop participants, included
generating longer stays by visitors; generating direct bookings; extending the tourist season
and informal networking. Opinions varied among members on issues around marketing
costs. For some, a key objective is to increase direct bookings and avoid paying commission
to online booking agents; others view the commission charged by the agencies they use as
a marketing cost that generates additional business.
3.5 Situation analysis
The information obtained from the above three steps informed our situation analysis at
national, regional and local level, which is presented below at Section 4.
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3.6 Options appraisal
Based on the outcomes of the consultation processes above, and our own industry
knowledge and experience, we considered a number of collaboration options available to
CRTG. We carefully assessed the merits of each from a commercial and practical
perspective. The outcome of this process is set out in detail at Section 5 below.
3.7 Feedback to CRTG Directors and members
The outcomes of all the above steps were presented to the CRTG members meeting in
November 2017, following which the CRTG Directors provided formal feedback on the
recommendations presented.
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4. SITUATION ANALYSIS
4.1 National context
In 2015, Wales welcomed 10.45 million overnight visitors from elsewhere in Britain, 60% of
whom were on holiday. International visitors numbered 970,000, 38% being on holiday. The
four top overseas source markets were the Republic of Ireland, France, Germany and the
USA. In addition, just under 75 million day visits are made every year. Total visitors to Wales
were reportedly 11% higher in 2017 than 20151.
Research by the Welsh Government in 20162 revealed the following important trends in relation to
domestic and international visitors to Wales:
Domestic visitors:
●
●
●
●
●
●

Majority (86%) live outside Wales;
Most likely to be aged 35-54 and fall into ABC1 social classes – however, there has been a recent
increase in visitors aged 16-34 with a corresponding decrease in over 55s;
Couples and families;
Visit frequency: roughly equal split between those who had visited once, 2-3 times or 4+ times in the
previous three years;
Primarily short breaks (55%); 41% visited for a longer holiday and for 25% their trip to Wales was
their main holiday of the year;
Possibly influenced by the 2016 Year of Adventure campaign, the motivation for almost one in three
visits was to take part in outdoor or sporting activities; for just over one in ten this was their main
reason for coming to Wales. The proportion participating in adventure sports and activities e.g.
mountain biking rose sharply between 2013 and 2016.

International visitors:
●
●

●
●
●

Around half live in Europe;
Most are likely to be aged 35-54 (increasing in 2016, accompanied by a corresponding decrease in
the over 55’s). Younger visitors aged 16-34 continue to make up around a quarter of overseas
visitors;
Primarily fall into ABC1 social classes;
Visit frequency has increased since 2013, with more repeat visitors in evidence (33% up from 21%)
and more people visiting 2-6 times in the last three years (29% up from 16%);
Wales is primarily a holiday rather than short-break destination; as in 2013, three quarters of
overseas visitors came to Wales for a holiday (62% main holiday, 12% secondary holiday) while
21% came for a short break.

1 Welsh Government: http://gov.wales/topics/culture-tourism-sport/tourism/researchmain/latest-stats/?lang=en and Visit Wales
http://www.wales.com/visit-wales
2 Wales Visitor Survey 2016: UK Staying Visitors available from http://gov.wales/docs/caecd/research/2017/170308-walesvisitor-survey-2016-uk-staying-en.pdf and Wales Visitor Survey 2016: Overseas Visitors available from
http://gov.wales/docs/caecd/research/2017/170308-wales-visitor-survey-2016-overseas-en.pdf
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For both domestic and international visitors:
Motivations for visiting:
● Main motivations for visiting across all overnight visitors were the countryside and landscape and to
visit places and attractions;
● Sense of place: the great majority of all visitors considered that some aspect of their visit included
features that were distinctively Welsh or that they could not have found elsewhere (in particular
Wales’ heritage sites and visitor attractions). Opinions were divided on how important it is to see or
hear the Welsh language during their visit; this was more important to overseas visitors than UK
visitors;
● The most popular activities are shown in the tables below:

Information sources:
● The majority use online sources (e.g. websites and apps) to plan their trip; this has increased more
among domestic visitors in recent years than for international tourists, whose use was always high
(71% for domestic visitors in 2016, up from 57% in 2013, (international visitors 76% up from 74% in
2013);
● 27% of domestic visitors and 39% of international guests respectively use offline sources such as
guidebooks and leaflets (up from 18% and 25% in 2013);
● Whilst in Wales, around 6 in 10 used any information sources, with a roughly even split between
online and offline sources at that point.
Booking:
● Results show a sharp fall in booking directly through the accommodation provider (44% did so in
2016 compared to 70% in 2013, and 21% of overseas visitors compared to 58% in 2013);
● In contrast, use of third-party booking sites has increased (25% in 2016 compared to 8% in 2013,
and 34% of international visitors compared to 13% in 2013). Only 10% of overseas tourists booked
their accommodation through a travel agent – down from 12% in 2013.
Food and drink:
● A high (and increasing) proportion of visitors eat out. Issues to address include value for money and
the use of local or Welsh produce on the menu – representing an opportunity in this respect.
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4.2

Regional context

North Wales
The most recent figures currently available for North Wales are from 20143, when total visitor
numbers were just under 28 million. Average overnight visitors to the region numbered
almost 3.9 million (of which 94% were British residents, 71% of whom were on holiday). Of
the remaining 232,000 international visitors, just under half were on holiday – higher than the
average across Wales. The five leading countries of origin for overseas visitors were the
Republic of Ireland, the USA, Germany, France, the Netherlands and Australia.
Day visitors numbered 24 million: 29% of whom come from the North-West / Merseyside
region of England – as do 40% of domestic overnight visitors.
North-East Wales
Visitors to Denbighshire, Flintshire and Wrexham County in 2015 totalled 11.28 million4,
comprising 2.67 overnight visitors and 8.61 million day trippers (76.3%).
The Clwydian Range and Dee Valley AONB
The Clwydian Range and Dee Valley AONB has many tourism assets: beautiful scenery,
activities including outdoor pursuits, cycling and mountain biking, walking routes including
the Offa’s Dyke trail (and the forthcoming Wales Way), excellent local produce and food
providers, a variety of good quality places to stay. Whilst very accessible to the big
conurbations of North East England, short travel times from cities such as Liverpool and
Manchester also mean that, as illustrated by the statistics above, many visitors come only
for the day, or pass through en route to better-known destinations further west.
The best estimate available5 is that the total annual number of visitors to the AONB is
717,000, generating associated revenue from visitor spending of £39.4 million. 715 people
are estimated to be employed in tourism, with the industry accounting for 6% of employment
in the area.
The AONB has carried out visitor and market analysis as part of its Sustainable Tourism
Strategy and Action Plan 2015 – 20206, which is set out below for reference:

3 Source: Visit Wales: North Wales regional tourism profile 2014
4 Source: STEAM figures from Denbighshire, Flintshire and Wrexham (2015)
5 AONB sustainable tourism strategy and action plan
6 http://www.clwydianrangeanddeevalleyaonb.org.uk/files/1079945525-Sustainable%20Tourism%20Strategy%202015%20%202020.pdf
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Visitor profile
A limited amount of profile information is available on visitors to the northern part of the
AONB, from small surveys conducted at four visitor sites, which showed that:
● A large majority were day visitors from home (over 80% in each of the sites);
● Between 70% and 82% had visited the site previously;
● Almost one half of visitors were couples, with around one quarter being families, and the
rest mainly on their own;
● A very large majority were walkers;
● Average age was 45-55.
Businesses survey (mainly accommodation providers):
● For many establishments, the length of stay is quite short, mainly 1-3 nights;
● Stays of one week or longer are not uncommon, notably amongst self-catering operators;
● Older couples (aged 45+) are seen as the main market (average 38%) but families with
children (26%) and younger couples (22%) are also important;
● Activities considered most important to guests were (in order): short walks (under 2
hours); visiting attractions; driving around the area; and longer walks (over 2 hours) – the
latter considered more important than visiting towns and villages.
Target markets
Primary markets (each of which may comprise individuals, couples, families or groups of
different sizes):
● Domestic short breaks and holidays, primarily couples but also appealing to families;
● Walking holidays of three nights up to one week;
● Mountain bikers seeking a range of routes (from gentle to extreme), staying overnight;
● Multi-activity breaks;
● Wildlife, conservation and heritage enthusiasts;
● Event participants and spectators;
● Overseas visitors, partly attracted by the World Heritage Site but exploring further afield.
Secondary markets (already coming to the area and provide an opportunity to deliver more
local benefit):
● Day visitors (general and special interest/activity) – with opportunities to increase length
of stay, spending and repeat visits;
● Transit traffic on through routes, encouraged to stop and return.
As referred to above, the Offa’s Dyke Path National Trail passes directly through the AONB
and a number of private operators currently offer walking holidays incorporating this route.
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4.3 Local context
4.3.1 The Clwydian Range Tourism Group
The CRTG is a well-organised and formal grouping. It was established as a not for profit
limited company in 2012 and currently has eight directors. It represents small tourism related
businesses and works in partnership with a number of local bodies and tourism
organisations.
The group has around 30 members, each of whom pay an annual membership fee of £50.
The group holds regular, well-attended meetings and also operates a website
(www.visitclwydianrange.co.uk) publicising its members’ products and services under the
categories of places to stay, food and drink and activities, all also shown on a custom map.
The website is maintained and managed on a voluntary basis by one of the group’s
members. The site and the group’s social media channels are currently used to
communicate with both visitors and member businesses.
The group has recently carried out workshops on the possibility of forming product and
service ‘clusters’, including thinking about potential markets, and would like to take this
process further by exploring the ways in which they might ‘package’ the ‘Stay, Eat, Do’
experience for visitors.
Current constraints chiefly relate to reliance on volunteer time, a predominance of
accommodation businesses and difficulties in recruiting new members: some local tourism
businesses such as activity and other service providers attend CRTG meetings but are not
‘paid-up’ members of the group.
4.3.2 Local tourism: opportunities and constraints
Opportunities include:
● Numerous local groups and schemes e.g. Flintshire Tourism Association, Dee Valley
Active Outdoor Providers, Tourism Ambassadors across North East Wales,
Denbighshire, Flintshire; food and tourism groups;
● Destination Management Partnerships in Denbighshire, Flintshire and Wrexham;
● Potential support available through Visit Wales (Tourism Investment Support Scheme &
Tourism Product Innovation Fund) and Denbighshire’s Economic and Business
Development Team;
● Existing resources and training e.g. the AONB Sense of Place toolkit and Guide training;
● Variety of businesses, activity providers, food and drink offerings;
● Natural and heritage attractions;
● Proximity and accessibility to UK source markets;
● Attracting the long-staying international market;
● Targeting the transit market that is passing through North East Wales toward Snowdonia
in the west;
● The presence of Pontcysyllte Aqueduct and Canal UNESCO World Heritage Site.
Current constraints include:

15

●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

The many different tourism groups overlap geographically and in their purpose, which
can be confusing both for businesses and visitors;
Insufficiently distinct local / area identity: North Wales is principally associated in external
audiences’ minds with Snowdonia;
Prominence and accessibility of information for visitors to help them find the area and
plan a trip effectively;
Lack of a combined or linked product and service offering;
Walking routes currently focused mainly on Offa’s Dyke;
Difficulties for smaller businesses in accessing the ‘mainstream’ market e.g. bigger
group accommodation needs etc.;
Funding and lack of budget for collaborative marketing;
Package Travel Regulations (see below).

Other considerations

The Package Travel, Package Holidays and Package Tours Regulations 1992 define a
‘package’ as a pre-arranged combination of two or more elements including:
● Transport
● Accommodation
● Other travel services that make up a ‘significant proportion’ of the package – e.g.
excursions, spa treatments, activities and equipment rental.
A new Package Travel Directive will apply in the UK from 2018. Types of arrangements
covered will include:
1. Pre-arranged packages (put together e.g. by tour operators, with little flexibility / ability to
customise);
2. Customised packages (packaging carried out for customer in real-time on the basis of
available elements);
3. Linked travel arrangements (once a customer has booked one travel service on a
website, they are then invited to book another and do so within 24 hours. If the
customer’s personal and payment details are passed on by the first website to the
second, this is treated as a package).
The organiser of a package is potentially liable to the customer for e.g. loss of value;
reasonable ‘out of pocket’ expenses; loss of enjoyment caused by things going wrong; and
damages for personal injury. Although the organiser would then be able to pursue whoever
was at fault to recover the compensation paid, this can be complex and time consuming.
An operator must be bonded (or keep customers’ funds in a trust account). Insurance should
be taken out to cover the organiser in the event of financial failure.
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5. OPTIONS APPRAISAL
We have considered a number of different collaboration models, a combination of which
were presented at the two business workshops in September 2017 and at the CRTG
members meeting in November 2017. These are set out in full below, followed by our
recommendations on a way forward.
5.1

TRADITIONAL PRIVATE SECTOR OPERATORS

This approach would involve developing clusters of products and services, in order to
approach appropriate private sector operators with a new proposition that would be
attractive to their markets. Developing a long-term relationship with the private sector would
require work on identifying the product USP and developing a thorough understanding of the
relevant operator’s brand and its target markets and their needs, in order to ensure all
requirements are met (see our recommendations below).
Operation of this model, from CRTG’s perspective, would involve:
● A consistently available point of contact for operators, which may need to be a salaried
position, either part time or on hourly rate;
● Developing agreement among participating businesses as to appropriate clusters and
how business would be allocated between them, determined by operator demand;
● Agreement on commission payable to the operator.
Strengths
● Some experience
among members
already of partnering
with private sector
● PTR wouldn't apply as
operator would be liable

Weaknesses
● May be difficult to organise individual businesses
● Current lack of consistent understanding of private sector
brands across the group

Opportunities
● Opportunity to offer
wider product
● Ability to be proactive
about offer

Threats
● Market may be limited e.g. walkers stay only one night
● Difficulty in catering for large groups e.g. small
accommodation providers, geographical spread
● Private sector operators tend to work with individual
businesses
● Some member businesses may benefit more than others

5.2
MARKET AND / OR BOOK THROUGH AN ONLINE INTERMEDIARY OR AGENCY
(OTA)
This model would typically involve payment of an annual fee plus commission. Again, for this
model it is important to first develop a strong understanding of the product and target
markets in order to identify the OTA(s) that would offer the best ‘fit’. From CRTG’s point of
view, this model could take two forms:
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1. Strengthening each individual member’s ability to market itself individually through an
OTA;
2. Forming product and service clusters (as above) and marketing them as packages
through an OTA. This would require the CRTG to appoint an individual (on a salaried
basis) to manage bookings centrally and liaise with the individual member businesses
accordingly. In this case, liability as organiser of the ‘package’ would fall upon the CRTG,
which would need to have financial arrangements and insurance in place to meet its
obligations in this respect.

Another clear trend is the growing use of third party booking sites, which has increased
sharply since 2013 (at the expense of visitors booking directly with the accommodation
provider). This underlines how important it is for accommodation operators in Wales to have
a strong presence on such sites going forward. (Welsh Government, 2016)

Strengths
● Only pay for ‘marketing costs’ (though
commission) once a booking is made
● Some OTAs are specifically targeted at
niche markets that could fit with CRTG’s
offer e.g. Green Traveller or the Traveling
Spoon
Opportunities
● Opportunity to develop own tours /
packages
● Tap into market reach of online agent –
bigger platform

Weaknesses
● Large number of small businesses
● Increased cost – members may be
reluctant to pay
● Some OTAs only deal with individual
businesses and not groups
Threats
● Potential liability as operator if retain
responsibility for bookings

Example:
Responsible Travel
www.responsibletravel.com
● Specialises
in
ethical
holidays
and
local
experiences
● Now
only
promotes
packages
rather
than
individual businesses – this
route or a similar OTA would
therefore require CRTG to
set up as an operator (see
below)
● Annual fees start at £330
plus 7% commission on
confirmed bookings
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5.3

‘DIRECT’ ROUTE TO MARKET

5.3.1

Establish an operating arm of the CRTG

This would involve the CRTG establishing itself as an operator, in order to sell packages
comprised of a combination of products and services from its members. An outline of the
steps involved would be:
● Taking on a paid staff member to deal with bookings, enquiries and administration;
● Working with individual businesses to put together packages to target niche markets;
● Buying or developing availability and booking software for businesses and visitors to use
● Setting up procedures to ensure consistent quality and standards across all elements of
each package;
● Develop a brand and identity, or adapt current brand to be more market focused;
● Investing time and resources in an effective communications strategy to ensure access
to market;
● Ensuring that the legal aims of the existing ‘not for profit’ company align with operating
as a booking company and making the necessary changes if not;
● Making the necessary financial and insurance arrangements to comply with the
requirements of the Package Travel Regulations.
Strengths
● Limited company already
set up

Opportunities
● Availability of insurance to
address Package Travel
Regulations issues
● Marketing channels
● Less commission than
charged by OTAs
● Drives direct bookings to
business sites

Weaknesses
● Capacity among members
● Limited input from businesses
● Reluctance to pay any additional membership fees
● Lack of funding and resources
● Currently have limited products to offer, especially
activities
Threats
● Potential liability as an operator under the Package
Travel Regulations
● Competition from bigger operators e.g. comparative
buying and bargaining power, marketing budgets etc
● Uncertain return
● Risk centred on group rather than individual businesses
● Lack of existing models to learn from

A detailed case study analysis undertaken by VisitEngland for the Great West Way for Visit
Wiltshire7 of touring routes in a number of overseas destinations concluded that “many
destinations have dropped the use of bespoke booking engines, given that there is no
market failure, nor real profitability, and it is very rare for booking solutions to extend to tours
or itineraries.… Developments of destination itineraries which provides bookable packages
(Accommodation, experiences, travel) seem to be relatively rare…

7 Visit Wiltshire The Great West Way Case Study Analysis. TEAM & Earthcheck, November 2016 available at
https://www.visitwiltshire.co.uk/dbimgs/Case%20Study%20Analysis%20TEAM%20Report%20Final.pdf
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[Some] destinations such as Ireland have decided not to engage directly in the booking
process, but place emphasis on effective marketing and use of third-party distribution
channels. Bespoke booking solutions are expensive ... Effective distribution of products and
experiences is a priority for all destinations. Best value in terms of developing a ticketing and
booking solution may be achieved via seeking a partnership with an established incoming
tour operator or a booking agency”.
5.3.2

Marketing Group driven by a Destination Management System

This model is based on a Destination Management System (DMS) which is a sophisticated
website driven by a product, business and visitor database. It enables destination promotion
through a range of different platforms including web, digital, call-centres, kiosks and smart
devices. It can provide visitors with detailed, real-time information at multiple locations.
For the customer, the website hosting the DMS provides clear, consistent, ‘branded’
information about the destination, including the individual products and services offered as
well as suggested routes, packages and so on but with booking carried out by the individual
businesses themselves. Content can be generated and provided to organisations such as
Visit Wales to use in their promotional material and thus drive traffic to the website. The
promotion of destinations including GoNorthWales, GoLakes and DestinationConwy are
driven by a DMS.
The steps involved in setting up this model would include:
● Developing an in-depth understanding of product, its USP and the niche markets to
which to appeal;
● Specialist expertise and funds for building and maintaining the DMS;
● Ensuring input from each business of equal quality and detail;
● Development of routes / clusters to package and promote;
● A paid individual to maintain the database, website content and manage communications
since the success of the DMS depends on effective and regular direct communication to
consumers.
Visitors’ use of online information channels in planning their trip to Wales has risen sharply
over the past three years, underlining the growing importance of clear, accessible online
information to help with holiday planning and to provide inspiration to visitors on what to do
and see when in Wales. (Welsh Government, 2016)
Strengths
● Website content already developed
which can be built on
● Potential content for suggested
packages / routes exists within the
group

Weaknesses
● Lack of resources to coordinate and keep
information up to date
● Lack of funds for marketing and admin support
● Higher membership fees would be required
● Not all businesses offer the same level of
content etc
● Requires specialised digital marketing / SEO /
social media training
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Opportunities
● Creation of central information
source
● Ability to tap into niche markets /
activities
● Create database of potential
visitors and circulate newsletter
● Promote events
● No liability as an operator –
customers book with individual
businesses
● Feed into existing communication
and marketing channels e.g.
provide appropriate content to Visit
Wales and Go North Wales

Threats
● Competing with bigger operators e.g. on
marketing, SEO
● Risk of no return on investment

Example: Loop Head Tourism: www.loophead.ie

Loop Head is a peninsula on the west coast of Ireland, along the recently developed ‘Wild
Atlantic Way’ route. Tourism is relatively new and in order to ‘shape’ the type of tourism they
wanted, local businesses formed the Loop Head Tourism Network. It now has approximately
40 members, each of which pay a membership fee of €240 a year. Joint fundraising is also
carried out by the businesses together. The network is volunteer-run which requires a lot of
work. The group is now exploring ways of commercialising their activities to make them more
sustainable in the long-term. The network clusters products and provides suggested routes
and packages, but does not offer a booking facility. Customers click through to book with the
individual businesses on their own website.
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6. CONCLUSIONS
The recommendations set out below have been prepared on the basis of a number of key
considerations, arising from our consultations with CRTG members, industry stakeholders,
our own contacts and a careful review of relevant documentation and case studies. In
particular, we have taken account of:
1. Market trends: Market research commissioned by the Welsh Government reports a
sharp increase in recent years of visitors’ use of online information channels in planning their
trips, and in the growing use of third party booking sites. These conclusions are backed up
by a detailed case study analysis undertaken by VisitEngland, which found that many
destinations have dropped the use of bespoke booking engines, and that it is very rare for
booking solutions to extend to tours or itineraries.
2. A lack of comparable examples: We have not been able to identify any other
community-based group of tourism businesses that has established an operating arm in the
UK. This appears to be for a variety of reasons, including:
• Difficulties in turning an interest in collaborating into a concrete commitment to collaborate
and consistent collaboration in practice;
• The expense and complexity of setting up and maintaining a booking function;
• Lack of marketing budget to compete with established OTAs;
• The impact of the Package Travel Regulations on primary liability as an operator for claims
by customers.
3. Limitations on capacity: although CRTG is extremely well organised, any business
grouping run on a voluntary basis will inevitably encounter capacity limitations in terms of
volunteer time, resources, finance and market reach. It is apparent that some form of formal
partnership would be advisable and that for all the options identified and appraised, some
additional (paid) administrative capacity will be necessary.
4. Marketing costs: it is clear that marketing and promotion needs to be paid for in one way
or another (financially (e.g. commission paid to agents or booking sites), members’ time,
fees or both).
Our primary conclusion is therefore that it would not be advisable for the CRTG to take on a
booking management role. Rather, CRTG should play to its strengths, in particular the
strong network it has already established and its ability to facilitate working on what is
unique and special, developing strong identity through collaboration. Its role should therefore
be to focus on:
●

●
●

Building and coordinating its product e.g. through networking, regular meetings,
facilitating familiarisation and understanding by members of each others’ products, direct
support e.g. to members to develop their own websites;
Developing the ‘story / content’ around both the destination and its products;
Distributing this content to partnership sites such as Visit Wales and Go North Wales,
which have excellent market reach and which are always keen for new content;
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●
●
●

Working on helping its members build relevant skills and capabilities, by using existing
resources and training e.g. Sense of Place;
Working closely with the AONB to promote mutual benefits;
Developing and demonstrating a successful model, which can be sustained beyond any
period of funding.

Since CRTG, in common with any organisation of its type, has limitations in terms of
capacity, promotional strength and market reach, it should look to work with suitable
partners to manage promotions and booking. We recommend that CRTG should also seek
funding for a development worker, to be managed by an organisation with the necessary
capacity (see box below).
The AONB’s role would be to support CRTG and its members, with product development,
the destination ‘story’, training and resources e.g. sense of place toolkit. It may also be an
appropriate body to manage the development worker, since the functions of that role would
also offer development and promotional opportunities for the AONB.
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7. RECOMMENDATIONS
Having carefully considered the various informal and formal collaboration models available
to the CRTG, we therefore recommend the three-phase approach outlined below:
Phase 1: Capacity building: to develop, as a group, a strategic understanding of the tourism
proposition and appropriate markets;
Phase 2: Development of product clusters for those who wish to do so;
Phase 3: Development of a combination of routes to market, including working with a
marketing organisation based on a DMS (we recommend Go North Wales), whilst also
working with private sector operators to promote tailored group product and service
offerings, based on the clusters developed in phase 2.
The benefits of partnering with a larger marketing organisation
We recommend that running in parallel to each of these three phases should be the
development of a partnership with Go North Wales (GNW).

GNW is the customer-facing brand and marketing arm of North Wales Tourism, providing
promotion and booking services for its members, based on a Destination Management
System (DMS) - a sophisticated website driven by a product, business and visitor database.
This enables destination promotion through a range of different platforms, providing visitors
with detailed, real-time information at multiple locations.
The advantages for CRTG of a partnership with GNW would include:
● Tapping into the promotional and market reach and expertise of GNW to reach the right
audience on a large scale;
● Linking with a site which includes a key attractor (Snowdonia), which will drive traffic to
the site, thus offering the AONB and the North East Wales (“NEW”) region the
opportunity to position itself to that market;
● Development of a clear local identity presented to the customer;
● No Package Travel Regulations liability as individual bookings are made by the
customer;
● No commission on bookings generated by the GNW site;
● The opportunity for CRTG to lobby North Wales Tourism on behalf of its members for
the interests of NEW;

24

●
●
●

The opportunity to build content to boost the online profile of NEW, by using the appeal
of the wider North Wales destination but maintaining the distinctiveness of the region;
The opportunity to benefit from the promotional and marketing activities and spend of
partners to drive bookings to CRTG members;
Maintaining the ability to work on suggested clusters and routes to fulfil the ‘Stay, Eat,
Do’ objectives – see below.

Although NEW is not currently well represented on its pages, this would present an
opportunity, in a coordinated and strategic way, to shape the content of that part of the site
to the CRTG’s and its members’ advantage by promoting the variety of its offer including
accommodation, attractions, activities and events. GNW will also benefit from a partnership,
which would increase its membership, widen its product offer and generate additional
content and traffic to the website.
It will be important, before embarking on such a partnership, to ensure that a core of CRTG
member businesses are willing to participate, since their success will partially depend on
each other, with the visitor seeing ‘enough to do’ in the area to be attracted to book. It is
likely that GNW (or indeed any partner of this nature) would require individual businesses to
join as members. Current membership fees start at £109 plus VAT per annum.
However, given the benefits to GNW of populating the NEW section of the site through the
generation of content from CRTG members, we recommend that CRTG negotiate a group
membership discount from GNW (which should increase incrementally according to the
number of CRTG members who join GNW). This would also enable CRTG to add value to
its own members (see box below). CRTG should emphasise to GNW as part of the
negotiating process that a discount would assist in ensuring that enough of their members
join in order to create the necessary content for the NEW section of the site, to add value to
GNW’s product offering.
In time, it might be possible to develop a ‘channel site’ for the AONB / NEW, to sit within the
GNW DMS. This would come at an additional cost (which would need to be negotiated with
GNW), but would ultimately offer more scope to shape the presentation of the ‘offer’. Some
examples of channel sites are:
www.fjordnorway.com/geiranger - a
channel site of www.fjordnorway.com

www.visitwiltshire.com/salisbury - a channel site
of www.visitwiltshire.com
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The alternative would be for CRTG to develop its own ‘stand-alone’ DMS using the product
clusters developed in phase 2 and promoting the businesses on an individual basis with a
consistent ‘brand’, page content, look and style as well as by suggesting ‘Stay, Eat, Do’
routes and packages to be booked on an individual basis by the customer. However this
would be very resource-heavy and time-consuming by comparison to working with GNW on
a similar product, and require a substantial marketing budget. We therefore do not
recommend this route.
What would be the benefits for individual businesses of ‘joint’ membership of CRTG
as well as GNW?
Being the marketing arm of North Wales Tourism, membership would also offer a number of
additional advantages to CRTG members in addition to the digital marketing on the GNW
site, including:
● PR and marketing support;
● Professional low-commission online room and ticket booking systems which can be
embedded into individual businesses’ websites should they wish to use them;
● Access to the trade website with downloadable information including advice on grading,
legislation and funding opportunities;
● Local attraction visitor pass;
● Networking with a wider group, as well as business and industry support;
● Generating sales leads with no commission.
CRTG would then add additional value to its members in terms of:
● Managing the (joint) relationship with GNW;
● Enabling cooperation and coordination, and the collaborative development of products
by CRTG members;
● Creating a stronger local destination;
● Ensuring local distinctiveness is represented on the GNW site and more widely within
the North Wales Tourism organisation;
● Local support of the development worker to build products, develop content, provide
training and networking opportunities, position the members and the NEW area;
● Offering a group discount for membership to GNW – an organisation that will offer
marketing services and drive direct bookings without the need to pay commission.
In other words, CRTG members would be in a better position by joining GNW as a group
member of CRTG than on an individual basis, and membership of CRTG also offers added
value to its members on a local basis.
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Administrative capacity is key to each of the three phases. As recommended above, a
part-time development worker, to be managed by an organisation with the necessary
capacity, will be the best way of securing this support.
Funding should therefore be sought for this role (for a period of say 3 years), to support
members though each stage of this process. The objective must be for long-term
sustainability, in that the period of funding be used to demonstrate success such that the
post can be funded from CRTG’s own funds in due course. The development worker’s ‘job
description’ should include the following:
● Capacity building activities e.g. working with businesses to develop their understanding
of each others’ products, skills in website development, telling their ‘story’;
● Product development;
● Story and content development as well as photography and video;
● Working with and / or managed by AONB;
● Development and management of content for the partner’s DMS;
● Supporting marketing and promotion activities by CRTG’s member businesses and the
partner on their behalf.
Person specification:
● Experience of working with rural (ideally tourism) businesses / SMEs;
● Experience of working with DMSs / websites;
● Communications and marketing expertise.
Once the development worker is recruited, the three phase approach should commence, as
described below, with his / her support and assistance.
7.1
PHASE 1:
DEVELOPMENT

CAPACITY

BUILDING

AND

DEMONSTRATION

PRODUCT

This phase provides an essential base to equip the individual businesses and the whole
group with the tools, skills and knowledge needed to proceed to the next phases. It involves
a number of activities, outlined below (and in a timeline in the action plan in Section 8):
As a group, spend time carefully defining the tourism proposition and creating a common
identity, focusing on two key questions:
a. What are we selling? What is special and different about the region, including in
comparison to other parts of Wales and the UK? What is the area’s ‘DNA’? Existing
resources such as the AONB’s ‘Sense of Place’ toolkit should be used for this exercise;
b. Who are we selling it to? What is the market; what do different niche consumer markets
need, want, expect? The market information in sections 1 and 2 above should be used
as the starting point for this exercise; focus on niche markets e.g. mountain or e-bikers,
visitors with dogs, fell runners, horse-riders, canoeists;
● Develop a better (strategic) understanding of each other’s products and how they will
form part of a cohesive whole;
● Build trust and confidence between businesses as potential partners and agreement for
future collaboration;
● Develop a coordinated marketing and communications (including social media) approach
backed by training. This should include developing separate and distinct channels and
●
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●

7.2

styles for communications (1) between the group and (2) with customers. The role of the
development worker will be key to this process. S/he would be responsible for assisting
members to develop relevant and engaging content, ensuring there is consistency of
quality, style and tone across all members, and liaising with GNW to list the content on
its site. S/he would also need to provide support for members to develop and / or
maintain their own websites including exploring the use of suitable online booking
systems, since the DMS model takes customers back to the businesses’ own websites to
make a booking;
Develop one demonstration product cluster to pilot the model and develop learnings
before proceeding to Phase 2. This would involve identifying a product cluster likely to
appeal to the markets identified, consulting with potential tour operator partners to
ensure that it will meet customer requirements and expectations and working with the
group of businesses to work out the practicalities and formalities of working together.
PHASE 2: DEVELOP PRODUCT CLUSTERS

The product identity and tourism proposition work above, together with a strong
understanding of target markets, will assist the group to put together clusters of ‘Stay, Eat,
Do’ packages and to have realistic discussions about their expectations, commitment and
how they will work together in practice. It will be important to use local and other examples to
demonstrate success and encourage others to replicate effective models. Pilot clusters
should be tested with target markets to ensure that the proposition being offered appeals to
those markets.
Example: Coed-y-Glyn Log Cabins, based in Glyndyfrdwy, has partnered with other local
service providers such as activity providers and therapy and treatment services to create a
combined product that is appealing to their target market of young professionals, groups
and couples. They have invested in a live booking system and use digital marketing and
social media to great effect, resulting in a year-round average occupancy rate of 78%.
Other possible product and service clusters could include, for example:
● Mountain or e-biking – group and family markets;
● Horse-riding;
● Water-based activities;
● Local food – hosts, restaurants, pubs, linking with the Clwydian Range food trail,
promoting local produce;
● Tapping into markets attracted by the variety of events in the area, including for example
the Mold Food and Drink Festival, Corwen Walking Festival, Llangollen International
Eisteddfod, the annual AONBs ‘Outstanding Week’ in September and other events
organised and promoted by the AONB through its ‘Out and About’ publication.
A current example of an opportunity is that 2018 is Visit Wales ‘Year of the Sea’ which will
promote the North Wales Way along with the Cambrian Way and the Coastal Way. This
offers a potential opportunity for CRTG members to develop complementary packages to
offer visitors wishing to combine coastal with inland / indoor activities in the area and feed
relevant content to VW and GNW to promote the NEW offer.
7.3 PHASE 3: ROUTES TO MARKET
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This final phase involves two routes to market, both of which can be used to generate sales
alongside one another and which will be underpinned by having a good understanding of the
group’s own products and a coordinated approach either as a single group or as clusters.
Route 1: Partner with GNW, to develop content for CRTG members’ products, clusters and
the NEW destination on the GNW site. This means using the strength of North Wales
Tourism and its brand to develop the local distinctiveness of NEW through CRTG individual
businesses, but with links to each other as a group, enhanced by the processes in Phase 1.
Route 2: Alongside route 1, using the product clusters developed in phase 2, CRTG could
approach appropriately-matched private sector operators to negotiate inclusion of the
clusters in their portfolios. Again this could be coordinated by the development worker.
Alongside both routes, the development worker should also continue to work and support
CRTG businesses with developing content and material for other strategic marketing
partners or contacts including Visit Wales.
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8. ACTION PLAN
Objectives

Timescale
Relevant stakeholders

To facilitate cooperation and collaboration by local tourism product and servic
● Attract overnight visitors to the area and encouraging them to stay long
integrating the ‘Stay, Eat, Do’ elements of their experience;
● Develop sustainable forms of linking and working together that maxim
benefit to the area and create an environment in which local businesses c
● Create unique products that offer the visitor an enhanced experience thro
place’ as well as recreational activities local experiences, Welsh cultur
drink.
Three years (two years of developing activities, plus one of consolidating and
continued after funding has concluded)
CRTG, AONB, GNW/NWT, Cadwyn Clwyd
Development worker (to be recruited through funding)

Resources
Phase

Activities

Months (of
total of 40)

Part

Preparatory
phase

Funding and recruitment of development worker
● Identify funders and criteria;
● Prepare funding application(s);
● Agree processes for management of role;
● Prepare recruitment documentation: job description, advert etc;
● Undertake recruitment process.

1-3

CRT
AON
Cad
Clwy

PHASE 1
Capacity
building and
Demonstration
Product
Development

●
●
●
●

●
●
●
●

Monthly meetings with activities designed to help members get
From month
to know each others’ products;
4 then
Familiarisation trips to each others’ businesses;
ongoing
Focus groups to define tourism proposition: what are we selling
and who are we selling it to? Identify key and niche markets;
Develop coordinated marketing and communications strategy –
include developing separate and distinct channels and styles for
communications (1) between the group and (2) with customers.
Assist members to develop relevant and engaging content, with
consistency of quality, style and tone across all members.
Support businesses to develop and / or maintain their own
websites including exploring online booking systems;
Begin working with GNW to list content on its site and develop
local identity on the site for the NEW region;
Identify one product cluster to appeal to markets identified earlier
in this phase;
Consult with potential tour operator partners to ensure proposed
cluster will meet their customers’ requirements;
Set up demonstration cluster including working with the relevant
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Dev
work
supp
CRT
AON
GNW

group of businesses to work out the practicalities – itineraries,
pricing, coordination, booking structure and so on;

PHASE 2
Product
Development
Roll Out

●
●
●

●
●

PHASE 3
Routes to
market

●
●
●
●

Identify other potential product clusters to appeal to markets
identified in Phase 1;
Consult with potential tour operator partners to ensure products
and clusters will meet their customers’ requirements;
Set up small cluster groups of businesses to work out the
practicalities and formalities of product clusters – pricing,
coordination and so on;
Explore online booking systems for individual members;
Assist and support members to develop and distribute content
for websites and other online channels.

10 then
ongoing

Dev
work
supp
CRT
AON

Continue to support members to develop and maintain content
for the GNW and their own websites;
Approach private sector operators to market product clusters;
Work with GNW to fully promote product clusters;
Consider benefits of creating channel site.

16 - 40

Dev
work
supp
CRT
AON
GNW
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9. IMPLEMENTATION: FINANCIAL PROJECTIONS
COSTS
Development worker
Expenses
Translation
Promotion
Events: meetings,
familiarisation visits,
workshops, focus
groups
Project monitoring /
hot-desk space
DMS partner fees
TOTAL

Year 1
Year 2
30000
20000
1500
1000
500
300

Year 3
10000
500
200

1000
2000

500
1500

250
1000

3000

2000

1000

1500
39500

2000
27300

2500
15450

INCOME
Cadwyn Clwyd
AONB : SDF
In-kind: board member
work, room hire
Member contributions
AONB in-kind
contribution to manage
worker and hot-desk
space

Year 1
23500
10000
1500

Year 2
15300
7000
1000

1500
3000

2000
2000

39500

27300
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10. APPENDICES
●
●

Business survey questions and results
Contact list of businesses who engaged with research and / or expressed interest in
collaboration
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