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1.
Introduction

This document is a statement of the “state of play” of tourism in Medway and presents the key issues facing tourism in Medway over the next five years (2009 to 2013).

In these rapidly changing times for Medway, with large scale regeneration initiatives taking shape and the 2012 Olympics less than four years away, it is important that continuing progress is made in order to raise the performance, and status, of the tourism industry within Medway and to continue to strengthen the destination appeal of the area to potential visitors, in an increasingly competitive marketplace.

2.
The Importance of Tourism and the Visitor Economy in Medway 

Tourism is important to Medway for a number of reasons

· Tourism employs over 5,250 local people and is worth in the region of £265 million annually to the local economy (these estimates are based on 2006 visitor data and will be next updated in 2010, based on 2009 data). National and international forecasters project continued growth in the tourism economy., despite the current economic gloom. Medway has the potential for significant further growth in its local tourist economy, subject to successful resolution of some weaknesses in its product offer.

· Tourism contributes to the well being of local residents – it helps to raise levels of civic pride, it improves perceptions of place within and beyond the local community, it delivers local and sustainable jobs and it provides the economic incentive for new cultural and leisure facilities.

· Medway Council and its key partners are focused on developing Medway as “a city of learning, culture, tourism, and enterprise”.

· Tourism is the “glue” that binds together, enriches and fuels so many other sectors of the local economy – retail, arts and culture, leisure, heritage and transport. None of these sectors will thrive without the economic boost of tourism.

· Medway’s identity to the world around it is, to a great extent, shaped by the nature of its appeal to visitors - its destination image.

· Medway Council itself is a major stakeholder in the tourism economy, to a greater extent than the average unitary authority. It owns and/or operates one of the largest and most prestigious Visitor Information Centres in the south-east, Kent’s most visited local authority museum, two castles, five major annual festivals, an award winning coach park, three country parks and several historic green spaces in addition to a tourism marketing and development service.

· The Historic Dockyard now ranks as one of Kent’s premier league visitor attractions. The new National Museums project should catapult the Dockyard into the top league of attractions in the south-east by 2010.

· Dickens World, which opened in May 2007, has secured Chatham Maritime’s status as Medway’s second major visitor attraction cluster and has complimented the existing Dickensian aspect of Rochester’s tourist appeal. This will allow Medway to be marketed as the definitive Dickens destination in the world – though this will by no means be the only way in which the destination is marketed.

· The prospect of World Heritage Site status for Chatham Dockyard and its defences by 2012 will greatly enhance Medway’s reputation as a visitor destination of international status.

· The 2012 Olympics present Medway with a significant boost in terms of attracting the tourism and cultural investment it requires and will be a further catalyst to develop Medway as a genuine city break tourism destination.

Key Facts 

· Medway attracts 3.6 million visits per year

· Tourism is worth over £265 million a year to the local economy

· Medway is a day visit destination – 85% of all visitors are day visitors

· Annual staying visitors of 0.56 million, equate to 1.93 million visitor nights

· 65% of staying visitors choose to stay at the homes of friend and relatives

· The 15% of staying visitors are responsible for 41% of all tourism spend

· Tourism supports 3,859 FTE jobs or 5,279 actual jobs

3. Destination Management and Regeneration

The creation and continued competitiveness of quality destinations requires the needs and opportunities of the visitor economy to be integrated into the place-shaping strategies created at local, regional and national level. These include plans and policies related to regeneration, economic development, transport and culture. As a Council, Medway ensures that all place-shaping plans are “visitor economy proofed” by the Council’s in-house destination management team.

Medway is a developing destination with two mature products (Historic Rochester and the Historic Dockyard, Chatham). Its appeal is mainly heritage based but the regeneration agenda is offering great opportunity to diversify the destination product, based around the authenticity of the area’s rich historical legacy. Ultimately, it is the heritage of Medway that provides its local distinctiveness and character. Tourism, heritage and culture are recognised as key generators of Medway’s regeneration process.

4. Medway Visitor Profile

Other than the economic impact data summarised above, we have limited visitor profile data on Medway as a whole. We do, however, have excellent data on Rochester, which is easier to benchmark against other destinations.

In 2006, the Council commissioned a “destination benchmarking” study on Rochester, a follow-up to a previous study in 2003. The study was undertaken in the summer months and involved a sample of 400 face-to-face interviews with visitors from beyond the local area. The results were then benchmarked against 15 other historic tourist towns in the UK. The study will be repeated in 2009.

In summary, the key findings for Rochester were:

· Around 73% of visitors were day-trippers, with 27% being staying visitors (in the winter months, the proportion of day visitors is higher).

· 83% of all visitors were from the UK, with 17% from overseas.

· Approximately 60% of all UK visitors were from either London or wider Kent

· The VFR (visiting friends and relatives) market is high in Medway, representing 52% of all staying visits, compared to 31% as an average for all other historic towns. This is partly a reflection of the lack of hotel accommodation, but also of the large urban population of Medway.

· The visitor dwell time in Rochester is around 4 hours, which indicates wide scope for combining visits with other local attractions beyond Rochester.

· 62% of visitors to Rochester arrive by car, 10% by coach and 28% by public transport. The proportion of arrivals by train has risen markedly in recent years, to 18% of all visitors. This reflects the committed Council investment in marketing train travel in partnership with South Eastern (the average to all historic towns by train is 11%).

· In the summer, approximately 10% of visitors to Rochester come by organized coach trip. It is estimated that this rises to 15% in the shoulder season with the stimulus of the schools market.

· When asked what influenced their visit, 45% of visitors explained that it was as a result of a previous visit, 28% via a recommendation and 27% as a result of marketing (e.g. leaflets, posters, website).

· Visitor satisfaction levels in Rochester are very high compared to other heritage destinations but visitor spends are comparatively low – perhaps reflecting the need for greater retail quality in the High St.

The Historic Dockyard undertook extensive visitor research in 2003, with a snapshot update in 2006. Key findings were:

· Over 80% of visitors to the Historic Dockyard are day-trippers, a higher proportion than for Rochester.

· Around 23% of visitors are from the local ME postcode area (Medway and Maidstone).

· Approximately 80% of visitors to the Dockyard arrive by car.

· The Dockyard is increasing in appeal to families year by year.

· Just 5% of visitors to the Dockyard are from overseas.

· Satisfaction levels amongst visitors are very high when benchmarked against comparable attractions. 

· The average dwell time is around 3.5 hours though a full visit does now require a day.

Awareness of both Rochester and the Historic Dockyard is high within the immediate (Kent) catchment area while awareness of the “Medway” package still remains fairly low. 
5.
The Wider Policy Context 

Tourism is a key element of Medway’s emerging new Cultural Strategy and is recognised as an important strand within the Medway Community Plan 2004-10 and the Economic Development Statement 2006-2009.  In addition, tourism is highlighted as a key regeneration catalyst within the Medway Regeneration Framework 2006-2016 and the new Kent and Medway Tourism Development Strategy.

The tourism agenda should be viewed in the wider context of Medway’s key positioning and external relationships, notably:

· Medway’s unrivalled position as the key city along the eastern Thames Gateway. The predicted demographic and economic growth of Medway over the next 20 years will stimulate business tourism and create a demand for cultural facility development, a current weakness in the visitor offer. The government’s commitment to the Thames Gateway offers a window of opportunity for destination development that must be maximised. Tourism is recognised as a key regeneration driver by the local regeneration partnership, Medway Renaissance.

· Working in Partnership. Medway has a track record of profitable partnership work, an essential component of successful destination management. At County level, Visit Kent (of which Medway is a Board member and strategic player) is creating stronger visitor brand awareness for Kent, representing the interests of key players in public and private sectors. At regional level, Tourism South East is working closely with the key regional sub-brands in order to raise the appeal of Kent and Medway to visitors. At national level, Visit Britain currently markets England to the domestic market as well as to overseas markets, though this is likely to change in 2009/10. The nurturing of existing good relationships with these organisations will be crucial over the next five years.

· The continued vulnerability of the tourist economy to global recession, conflict and tragic world events, most recently demonstrated by the credit crunch, extensive flooding in the UK in summer 2007, and the July 2005 bombings in London. Tourism businesses will always be subject to temporary contractions but the past two decades have demonstrated that the industry is resilient and tends to recover fairly quickly by exploiting new or alternative markets.

6.      Progress Since 1998

A great deal has been achieved by the Council and its partners since the formation of Medway Council as a unitary authority in 1998.

· The establishment of the Medway Tourism Association in 1999, which has developed into one of the strongest local tourism associations in the region.

· Gradual improvement in quality standards amongst accommodation providers, particularly in the B & B sector, stimulated by the drive for official grading and the “Tourism Ambassadors” training scheme.

· The establishment of the Medway tourism “brand identity” which now has strong local and sub-regional recognition, though has yet to succeed in penetrating beyond the sub-region.

· The development of strong marketing and business relationships with  English Heritage, Rochester Castle, the Historic Dockyard and (more latterly) Dickens World.

· The establishment of new events to refresh the traditional events calendar, such as the Fuse Festival, the Will Adams Festival and the Chinese New Year celebrations.

· The delivery of major marketing campaigns such as 2005’s “Set Course and Sea Medway” campaign in partnership with the Historic Dockyard and 2007’s Kent Cathedral Cities campaign in partnership with Canterbury City Council and Visit Kent, repeated in 2008.

· The integration of the Council’s tourism and heritage attractions services in 2004, re-enforced by the addition of the museum service in late 2005.

· The Visitor Information Centre (VIC), which opened at 95 High St in 1997, has won numerous awards over the last decade, some of which have been linked with the adjoining coach drop-off facility and nearby coach park. The centre receives over 300,000 visitors per year, with the second lowest “cost per enquiry” in Kent, after Canterbury. The VIC was recently welcomed into the elite group of information centres in England as an official “Enjoy England” partner. It remains a superlative gateway and welcome facility for first time visitors to Rochester and wider Medway.

· The sourcing of external funds for training and skills development initiatives (Medway Tourism Ambassadors training programme) and for destination marketing and development (e.g. the Interreg funded Maritime Heritage Trail).

· After a difficult period at the turn of the millennium, evidence of a sustained growth in tourism volumes and value to Medway since 2002. Total visits to all Medway attractions grew by over 30%% between 2001 and 2008.

7.
Key Strategic Opportunities and Projects

There is exciting potential for further development and diversification of the visitor product in Medway, notably the prospect of new waterfront hotels, the gentrification of the riverside, the prospect of World Heritage Site status for the Dockyard and its defences and the opportunities presented by the 2012 Olympics.

This is a watershed period for Medway. Committed investment and project development in tourism and culture over the next five years has the potential to transform its image, status and economic prospects as a tourism destination. There are several specific cultural and tourism opportunities and projects at various stages of development at present as detailed below.

· High Speed Rail – domestic services will begin on the new CTRL in December 2009. Medway already has fast services to Victoria, which will be retained. The new high speed line, via Ebbsfleet and Stratford, will bring access to St Pancras International in just 36 minutes, and to Stratford (site of the Olympic village) in 27 minutes. The improved accessibility will assist the destination in terms of connectivity to London and beyond.

· Business Tourism – business tourism is one of the strongest sectors of the tourism market, one in which Medway is currently a relatively weak player due to the lack of good conference and exhibition spaces. Improvements in Medway’s rail accessibility will make Medway an attractive location for conference related visits, provided that facilities can be built or converted in the next few years.

· Events – the current calendar of core Council funded tourist festivals (Sweeps, Summer Dickens, Castle Concerts, Dickensian Christmas) has been established for almost two decades. Successful as they are, the festival calendar required refreshment. As a result, the Council has introduced a major new event in the Fuse (Medway Arts) Festival and a series of creative new events such as the Rochester Food & Drink Festival, the Cathedral Son et Lumiere and the Chinese New Year celebrations, in order to add greater diversity to the event product. Key sites such as the Historic Dockyard and the Royal Engineers Museum also add to the evolving event and festival scene.
· Olympics 2012 – tourism is recognised as the long-term beneficiary of the 2012 Olympics. The improved rail connections between Medway and Stratford International will provide Medway with a significant opportunity to benefit during the build-up to the Games (as a team training base), during the Games (as a visitor base) and after the Games, from the tourism and international profile boost that London and the UK will receive. It is hoped that the 200th anniversary of Dickens’ birth in 2012 will feature heavily in Visit Britain’s and Visit Kent’s promotional strategies and should ensure that Medway enjoys a high marketing profile. More especially, 2012 will provide Medway with added leverage to achieve the ambitions of attracting quality tourism and leisure development over the next 5 years.
· Eco Tourism – Medway’s core tourism product is of course based around built heritage but the rural hinterland of the Hoo Peninsula and the southern envelope of the North Downs provide a rich natural setting for the emergent city. The marshes of the Hoo are a much under-rated visitor resource, with the profile of the RSPB’s sites growing year by year. The RSPB are committed to improving access and visitor facilities at their sites, particularly at Cliffe Pools, and there is scope, in the near future, to package and market the nature reserves of Medway with those further to the east along the Swale estuary, in order to diversify the overall product offer.

· National Museums at Chatham – perhaps the final piece in the jigsaw for the Dockyard.  This project, bringing the national collection of maritime ship models to Chatham (from the National Maritime Museum, Science Museum and Imperial War Museum) will see the No. 1 Smithery building (the last at risk monument on site) transformed into a new exhibition space, including a temporary exhibition hall. This £13 million project, now fully funded, is set to open in the spring of 2010.
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World Heritage Site Status and the Great Lines Heritage Park – progress to ensuring that the bid for WHS status goes forward is vital to secure the international recognition which Chatham Dockyard and its defences so richly deserve. The Council, supported by English Heritage, CHDT, SEEDA and other partners, is progressing with the management planning for the bid, set to be submitted to Unesco in 2011 or 2012. The project will not only deliver international recognition, but is also beginning the process of turning Fort Amherst and the Great Lines into an urban heritage park and key link between existing tourist sites. The first phase of the park will begin development in 2009 after the agreement of £2m of funding from the Thames Gateway “Parklands” scheme.

· Royal Engineers Museum – the only museum collection in Kent with national designation, this much under-rated museum is developing a transformational HLF bid to develop its galleries and unite the library and museum collections. With the adjacent development of the new Mid Kent College campus and Medway Park, and its core position within the prospective World Heritage Site, the RE Museum is capable of fulfilling its potential over the next 5 years.

· Medway Park –the Council’s strategic Olympic project, in partnership with the universities, will see the existing Black Lion leisure centre transformed into a sporting centre of excellence with state-of-the-art facilities for gymnastics and trampolening and a new Olympic training standard athletics track. The new facility has been short listed as a possible international training camp host for 13 Olympic sports. The £12 million project has begun and will be completed in mid 2010.

· Rochester Castle and Cathedral – the setting of these two monuments is perhaps Medway’s most iconic sight and greatest tourist strength. However, the public space between the two is poorly executed and the shared history of the two buildings is under interpreted. Emerging plans to conserve the two monuments and create an improved public realm and visitor interface will assist Rochester’s revival as one of the UK’s most potent microcosms of British history. The Cathedral is investing in new visitor interpretation with the new facilities and  installations opening to the public in mid 2009.

· Eastgate House – the closure of the Dickens Centre in November 2004 has paved the way to introduce more fresh thinking into the presentation of the Rochester tourism package. The Dickens Centre served Medway well for 25 years, but work is now well advanced on an innovative scheme to restore this glorious Grade 1 listed building into a centre for storytelling and a showcase for the literary arts. The £5 million scheme is dependent on an HLF bid for £3 million, submitted in December 2008.

· The Guildhall Museum – the museum plays a pivotal role in the Medway tourism scene but also as a core local cultural facility, with a strong collection and unique Grade 1 listed building in which to house its displays. For the museum to move forward, however, major investment is now required in the displays and visitor infrastructure (reception, shop etc). A key challenge over the next two years will be improvements to the entrance and orientation gallery, part funded by an EU grant.

8.
Strategic  Issues

In order to successfully develop Medway’s destination “product”, a number of key strategic issues need to be addressed by the Council’s tourism service and its partners.

· Lack of Hotel Accommodation – The 90 bedroom Ramada Encore opened at Chatham Maritime in November 2007 and has quickly settled in to the marketplace. However, for Medway to move away from being a day trip dependent destination to one which can join the elite list of UK city break destinations (Visit Britain currently promotes 19 cities in this elite group), there is a need for at least three more internationally branded quality hotels  over the next 5 years, offering in the region of 400-500 additional bedrooms. Such growth in quality accommodation will allow the destination marketing to shift from its current orientation towards the lower spend day trip market towards new markets such as business tourism and city breaks. A particular need is for the development of a “boutique hotel”, now so powerful in helping to generate destination reputation. Following pro-active work by the Council, good progress is being made and there are currently  five hotel projects within the planning cycle. It should be noted however that only one of these projects has an end operator signed up at this stage and there is much work still to be done to tackle the hotel problem.

· Public Realm Investment in Rochester – the 1990s witnessed major investment in the Rochester visitor product (new VIC, major revamp of Guildhall Museum, coach park, enhanced pedestrianisation of the High Street). In recent years, while there has been significant Heritage Lottery-led investment at the Historic Dockyard, investment in Rochester has been restrained. Despite this, there are a number of exciting projects now emerging and a new partnership has been formed (the Rochester Heritage Interpretation Partnership) which issued a heritage master-plan for Rochester in summer 2007. With resources at Council level being increasingly tight, it will be necessary for core partners such as SEEDA and Medway Renaissance, to recognise the importance of heritage and public realm investment in the historic core of Rochester.
· Under-developed Evening Economy and Cultural Offer – all successful city break destinations offer a vibrant evening and cultural scene. At present, the visitor to Medway has no real alternative other than Rochester High Street. While the High Street does have an impressive array of restaurants and pubs, the overall nightlife scene in Medway is disappointing and somewhat provincial for an urban area of 250,000 residents.  The lack of quality cultural facilities is recognised as a key destination weakness but is being tackled by the combination of the regeneration impetus, key projects and the burgeoning student population.
· Waterfront Theatre and Cultural Hub, Chatham – the need for a cultural attractor at Chatham waterfront is widely recognised. Such a facility would help to link the tourist offer in Rochester with the Dockyard and Chatham Maritime. It would assist enormously with the overall destination profile of Medway as a city break destination and help to turn around the present image of Medway as an under-achieving conurbation in cultural terms. Early feasibility work suggest that the need is for a new theatre and visual arts gallery. This is likely to be a project which is developed and delivered over a 10 year timescale.
· Destination Image and Brand – despite the progress of the last 5 years, Medway still has relatively low awareness within key markets as a visitor destination beyond the south-east of England. One of the key factors hindering progress is that, until Medway achieves city status, its recognition as a place by the Highways Agency and other government departments responsible for road signage and mapping will not progress. The marketing strategy continues to focus on the twin attractors of Historic Rochester and the maritime/military heritage of Chatham, with the Medway “marque” and branding guidelines wrapping around these names to achieve the strength of brand positioning. This is now working well in terms of market perception in the south-east and is developing a presence within the regional tourism brand “architecture”, but the tourism team still generally lead with a Rochester message for national and international marketing. The successful marketing campaign for “Trafalgar 2005/Sea Medway” was an example of how the tourism service can develop more positive perceptions of Medway as a destination. In addition, Medway is playing a lead role in a number of imaginative cultural trails (e.g. the Maritime Heritage Trail, the emerging Norman Conquest Trail).
· Council Support for Tourism – Medway Council has been a long-term supporter of the local tourism industry, not least as it is a major operator and stakeholder itself.  However, available discretionary funds to invest in tourism are becoming more scarce and the Council will need to be more reliant on partner engagement and investment.

· The River - Connecting Visitor Attractions – from a visitor perspective, the connections between the two Medway attraction “clusters” of Rochester and Chatham/Chatham Maritime are not easy to navigate. Though the distance is less than two miles and can be walked in 30 to 40 minutes, the reality (and even more, the perception) is that it is a difficult journey to achieve, especially by public transport. The regeneration plans for Rochester Riverside and Chatham waterfront are addressing this issue. The river remains an under-utilised asset with further potential for positive destination imagery, greater leisure use and growth of the niche market of visiting boat users. Investment in river piers over the next five years is vital and only this will facilitate the emergence of waterbus and tourist boat services, connecting the main visitor sites and acting as attractors in their own right. 
· Skills and Quality Standards – the standard of visitor welcome and of core customer and business skills within the local industry is of paramount importance. The Medway Tourism Ambassadors scheme established a benchmark in 2002 and was succeeded by a new, albeit smaller, scheme in 2007. A successor skills scheme is being devised for the pre-Olympic period.
· Planning Policies and Planning Gain – it will be important for Medway to retain a positive and faciliatory planning policy towards strategic tourism development and especially towards new hotel development. Though tourism is not a traditional beneficiary of planning gain, other local authority areas have pioneered schemes (e.g. hotel improvement schemes, investment in local heritage) which the Council should consider adopting. At present, tourism and heritage do not currently feature in the Council’s Developer Contribution policy.
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