Minutes of the

Annual General Meeting of the Alnwick Tourism Association

Held on 28th April 2009

In the Education Room, Alnwick Garden

Present:

	Bruce Hewison, Chairman
	West Acre House

	Jean & Bill Armstrong
	Aln House

	Stephanie Mclaughlin
	Amble Guest House

	Jane Carroll
	Aydon House

	Mo Halliday
	Beck n call

	Sue Moulds
	Begonia House

	Norry Davie
	Birnam House

	Mattie & Hazel Campbell
	Boulmer Village B&B

	Janet Holt
	Chestnut Tree House

	Dean & Kay Wilkinson
	Cheviot View

	Phil & Margaret Agan
	Column View

	Sandra Henzel
	CoquetBB

	Maureen & Peter Mason
	Courtyard Garden B&B

	Carol Megson
	East House B&B

	Mandy Lance
	Fairfield House*

	Dawn McDonald
	Four Winds B&B

	Tom & Audrey Bowes
	Greycroft B&B

	Peter Howard
	Harbour Lights

	Ian Atherton
	High Buston Hall - S/C

	Louise Sweeney/Viv Butcher
	Alnwick Cottages

	Diana Vickers
	Low Hedgeley Farm B&B

	Joanne Woollett
	Linhope House B&B

	Nic & Pauline Grant
	Mansard Cottage

	Richard Wilson
	Number One - B&B

	Catherine Lister
	Old Bewick*

	Christine Brown
	Old Manse Chatton

	Ian Rochester
	Pedal Power (Cycle Hire)

	Fyona Robson
	Pine Lodges Craster

	Jane McHugh
	The Red Lion

	Jeremy Holt
	Rock Mill Cottages*

	Ian Rochester
	Seashells - S/C

	Simone Neri
	Sefton House

	Carole Whitefield
	Sheiling S/C

	Sally Stafford
	Stonecroft

	Linda & Bob Twist
	Swallows Rest

	Jeannette Hewison
	West Acre House

	Richard Moore
	West Fallodon Holiday Cottages

	Sheron Gunn
	West View Lodge


Apologies:

	Will Wakefield
	Bailiffgate B&B

	Mrs Lesley Blythe
	Beech Lodge

	Karen & Mike Oxley
	Beech Cottage s/c

	Gaye Blewitt
	Birchwood House

	Mrs D Jackson
	Bilton Barns B&B & S/C

	Ann Mason
	Bog Mill Farm Cottages

	Lisa Parisi
	Bolthole the

	Ann & Stephen Larvin
	Bondgate House

	Margaret McGregor
	Broomhill Fm. & Braeside

	Trysha Stevenson
	Cheviot Holiday Cottages

	Carol & Mike Smith
	Coastal Cottages

	Brenda Gaines
	Crosshills House

	Valerie Greene
	Dunelm S/C

	George Wady
	Greenbatt House B&B

	Margery Vickers
	Hawkhill farmhouse

	Richard & Julia Woods
	The Hotspur Narrowgate Apt.

	Celia Curry
	Howick Scar

	Mrs S Lee
	Lumbylaw Cottage

	Paul & Linda Smith
	Mahonia Lodge S/C

	Bob & Alison Culverwell
	Masons Arms

	Joan & Sid Robertson
	The Mistal

	Mrs Lesley Wilson
	Morwick House B&B

	Helen Wyld
	New Moor House S/C

	Liz Edridge
	Norfolk B&B

	Mike & Jean Cockerill
	Northumberland House S/C

	David + Christine Jackson
	Old Rectory the

	Paul Penman
	Percy Tce. B&B

	Mrs Di Jevons
	Picklewood Cottage S/C

	Mr R Davidson
	Proctors Stead Caravan site

	Liz Wood
	Prudhoe Croft B&B

	Mrs L Osborne
	Railway Inn

	Mary Shaw
	Reaveley Farm B&B*

	Claire Gibson
	Roxbro House B&B

	Jenny & Jim McCulloch
	Seafield House

	Marian Imrey
	Seahaven S/C

	Lyn Frater
	Shepherds House S/C

	Jan & Peter Lowes
	Starfish Cottage

	Margaret Bignell
	Tower House B&B

	Crissy Stoker
	Village Farm

	Janice Edwards
	Westlea Guesthouse

	Katie Hogg
	Westrigg


The Chairman called the meeting to order.

1
Minutes of the last AGM


The Minutes were accepted by all members present.

2
Matters Arising 


There were no matters arising.

3
Chairman’s Report

The Chairman gave a brief introduction to the Association for the benefit of members who had joined within the last year.  He then went through the content of his report.  

Chairman’s Report AGM 2009

The Membership of Alnwick Tourism Association is now fluctuating around 120 business members, this means that since the AGM 2008 the membership has increased by around a further 10 businesses.

Retirement of Mike Smith from the Committee.

The Chairman thanked Mike Smith who retired from the Committee for his contribution to the work of the Committee over the last two years and wished him good luck with his new job which is taking up more of his time.

The Chairman reported that there had been no fundamental changes since the last AGM as far as the Alnwick Tourism Association was concerned. He indicated though that it seemed we may be a bit of a thorn in the side of Northumberland Tourism for not towing the “Party Line”! He was contacted at the end of 2008 by Terri Harper of NT who stated that she had some money to give to our Association, £1000 in fact. TH asked if we would be producing an accommodation booklet for this year and when told that we would be was informed that we could have the £1000 but conditions would be attached! 

When asked what the conditions were TH indicated that we would have to openly promote Northumberland Tourism’s website and that we would have to have their map in the booklet.

As the Chairman took the stance that it was more relevant to promote the ATA’s businesses and website first he informed TH that he wouldn’t be promoting the NT’s website over our own. As a result the offer of the £1000 grant was withdrawn.

Alnwick District Accommodation Directory

This year, we have again produced a comprehensive accommodation directory and acknowledge a contribution from the Alnwick District Council towards the cost of its production. I had approached the Chairman of Rothbury & Coquetdale Tourism Association to see if they would be interested in joining with us this year, but was informed that their membership were against.

The Alnwick District Directory – a struggle

A month ago, our Alnwick Directory was distributed at the Tourism Fair in Alnwick, to some members and other interested persons, just prior to that two boxes were delivered to the Alnwick TIC for distribution to the three Alnwick TIC’s (Alnwick, Amble and Craster) a few weeks later the Chairman received a call from Craster TIC asking if there were any Directories available as they hadn’t received any? The TIC were informed that there was a supply available at Alnwick and we believed arrangements had been made internally for them to be picked up and distributed to ‘our’ TIC’s. Obviously even our own local TIC’s don’t even network!

It would seem that it is an uphill struggle having the guides circulated via the County’s TIC’s. The Chairman cited that a month ago a box had been delivered to Berwick TIC but up to last week they were still not displayed on their shelves. The Chairman enquired in the TIC whilst visiting Berwick why they weren’t displayed and apparently the front office staff weren’t even aware of them. The Chairman wasn’t very impressed with the lack of care and commitment by the County employed staff to promote our area and businesses.
Last week after discussions with our local Tourism Officer Gary Campbell, some boxes of Accommodation Directories were delivered to him and the 6 northern area TIC’s were circulated by him. Unfortunately even after this, the TIC in Berwick hadn’t displayed our Directories, this was noted as above when the Chairman made his visit.
Regarding the other TICs in our Council area (we are all Northumberland now!) Gary Campbell was asked what had been done regarding deliveries to the other TIC’s in the south and west of the county. The Chairman was informed that this wasn’t his area so those TIC’s have not yet been circulated!? Even though the Chairman was informed that the ‘Council Courier’ would carry out the delivery?!!!

The Chairman was informed on the grapevine that Northumberland Tourism would like to be in control of all literature circulated through the county and weren’t happy about us promoting our businesses independent of them. Apparently Gary Campbell’s line manager is now on the Board of Northumberland Tourism so is there a conflict of interests here, or will it work to our favour?  We will have to wait and see. We are very much aware that the Council are employed by us as rate payers and should be promoting our businesses, but Northumberland Tourism are not employed by us. One Northeast are their funders via a circuitous route.

It was the 25th of April when the Chairman was in Berwick and called in to the TIC at 3.30pm, as a tourist. He was unable to find any Alnwick Directories or any Northumberland Holiday Guides on display. On asking for information on Alnwick Accommodation he was offered a Northumberland Holiday Guide from under the counter and told that everything would be in there. When the assistant was asked if she had any Alnwick Directories she didn’t know what they were!   The Chairman introduced himself and explained that not only did he deliver a box a month ago but that Gary Campbell has also delivered a box a few days earlier. She then went to the stock room and took some time to apparently find our Directories which were still boxed and buried under other items so weren’t immediately obvious. She actually came back in to the front office with only four or five in her hand, a token gesture, they were not displayed in the leaflet racks but put under the counter with the Northumberland Holiday guides.

In relation to the distribution of the Directory, the Chairman had been informed that Northumberland Tourism does not wish our Directories to be circulated and are apparently saying this to the TIC Managers across the County. They are certainly not happy with the Alnwick TIC Staff posting out our Directories to potential customers.

This is blatant abuse of their position, they are supposed to be supporting our businesses, but they seem to be acting against us. They are not employed by us; they are not employed by the Council, but imposed on us by One Northeast. If it is true that they are adopting this attitude then this is appalling and needs to be called to question.

Since Northumberland Tourism was set up, they and ONE have continued to push the Eviivo online booking facility much to the annoyance of most of our colleagues. As previously stated, this should be a commercial decision for the individual and not a reason for Northumberland Tourism to exist.

The Chairman indicated that since paying for overpriced advertising through ONE and Northumberland Tourism in 2006 and 2007 and getting virtually nil enquiries via their publications, he decided not to advertise his own business in either of their publications for 2008. He had noted that the majority of his enquiries were as a result of personal recommendation or via the internet, in particular the Alnwick website and his own website. He was not disappointed, indicating that he had often received more enquiries than he could accommodate so was able to pass much business on to other colleagues. He stated that he now felt secure in the belief that he longer needed to advertise in a paper guide for the foreseeable future.

Two new members of our Association recently contacted the Chairman and indicated that their enquiries were up. The first stated that they had received more enquires in the first week of membership than they had received from any other source in the whole of last year and the second a large Guest house in Alnwick who have just joined reported that they had had more enquiries in the last week via the Alnwick website than they had received in the rest of this year to now.

This is the power of our Association, our networking and our website, something of which we can all be proud.

The Chairman stressed last year and would continue to stress that networking is important, it is a sociable and friendly way to conduct business and help each other out.

We should remember that by networking we can improve the bookings of another member but we also create an image for the enquirer of a visitor friendly area, which is important if we want the visitor to return; particularly to our own business!

Not all members are prepared to network though!

Unfortunately, a visitor to the area now has a dim view of a particular B&B in Alnwick. Last week, the B&B in Alnwick had told an enquirer at their door that there was no accommodation in Alnwick, that Alnwick was full! The tourist was then left to find alternative accommodation under their own steam, not having received any help from the B&B. 

In an ideal world, What the B&B SHOULD HAVE DONE is to invite the tourist to wait and refer them to a nearby B&B who had a vacancy (there was quite a few!) 

We have developed the Availability Calendar Setup
The reason we have spent much time and effort on creating the availability calendars is so that we can all see at a glance the whole availability situation for the year of all of the B&B’s and self-catering members who take part. If members haven’t yet used the ‘overview’ of the calendars you can gain access to the link from the members section on the website, once you get onto the page with the calendar links please save it in your favourite's for easy retrieval. This system is one of the best of any private association websites in the country.

The Alnwick website

The Alnwick website is currently receiving around 70,000 – 78,000 page views per month, and is still proving to be the most cost effective and cheapest form of advertising for our businesses. This is slightly down on the same time last year but, considering the economic climate, still impressive.

After what was believed to be a good year for many of our members last year, there is a definite climate of apprehension for the coming year, with later bookings and a poor start to 2009.

Some members feel that the apparent late circulation and availability of the Northumberland Holiday Guide hasn’t helped with their business enquiries and cite this as one of the reasons for their late enquiries, this is something which will be dealt with later during the meeting.

We continue to figure importantly on the Northumberland Tourism Scene, Tourism represents around 17% of the local economy and Associations such as ours are an important piece of the wealth generation for the County.

On Tuesday the 28th of April, the Chairman had a meeting with Roger Styring Deputy Leader of Northumberland County Council on matters of Tourism, he put our concerns over the distribution and availability of our Accommodation Directory and discussed other matters concerning our Association and the set up of Northumberland Tourism.

In conclusion, the Chairman thanked the members for attending and said he looked forward to a constructive meeting.
4
Treasurer’s Report


The Treasurer’s Report was presented to the members and approved.

5
Membership Fees 

Standing Orders

The meeting approved the Committee’s proposal to increase the annual membership fee to £35.00 for this year.

In past years the Treasurer has notified members by email when fees were due and unfortunately some members have needed to be chased for payment.  Therefore this year an invoice was posted to each member with the notice for the AGM.  The Committee had considered suggesting fees be paid by standing order but the Treasurer confirmed that the new system seems to be working.    

6
Constitution Amendments


As well as ensuring members receive an invoice for membership fees in plenty of time before the 15 May due date and prior to the AGM, the Chairman proposed a change to Rule 2 of the Constitution, as follows:

Rule 2 – Late payment of membership fees

Annual Membership fees are payable on or before the 15th of May each year and apply to all members irrespective of when they joined the Association (unless waived or altered by Committee decision)

Membership fees not paid by the due date will indicate that the member no longer wishes to be a member of the Association and their details will be removed from the website. If the member wishes to re-join they will be subject to approval by the Committee, they will also be subject to the following:

New Joining Fee + Annual Membership Fee + Fee to set up new website entry. The Fees currently are £30 + £35 + £40 for a new business joining (April 2009)

(A member joining in November to May will pay a joining fee, a 50% annual fee and their website fee. They will then be subject to the current Annual Membership Fee on or before 15th of May.)

Ian Atherton seconded the proposal and the amendment was approved.

7
Website


The Chairman informed the meeting that there had been a few problems this year concerning the display of logos and awards on the website.  He explained that the website had been set up in line with the Visit Britain inspection scheme.  Some members belong to other grading bodies whose awards are not always directly compatible.  The Committee had discussed how best to include these awards and decided that they would be shown on the symbols page.  AA stars will be displayed in the colours that the AA uses.

The Chairman informed the meeting that there had been two instances when members had applied to change the name of their business to put the town name in front of their business name.  The Committee assumed this was to enable their listings to appear higher up the alphabetical listing, although doing so would only put them several places higher.  The Committee felt that this was not fair on the rest of the membership and have refused both applications.

The Chairman proposed that new members be required to take a full web page to promote their business on the ATA site and can link from that page to their own site if required.  He explained that he had found out from correspondence with Smoothhound that a website that contains only a lot of links goes down in the estimation of search engines, so it is important to create new pages and new content and to link from those pages to other websites.  By having more web pages the ATA site will become larger and more easily found by search engines such as Google.  The cost to have a web page is a one-off payment of £40.00.  Richard Wilson seconded the proposal and it was approved.

8
Visit Britain Fees Calculator


The Chairman informed the meeting that he was concerned at the way Visit Britain are calculating their fees by basing them on the rate a single person would pay for a night’s accommodation.  His own fees had risen substantially because they do not have any single rooms and were paying a fee based on the cost for a double room.  To reduce the fee they have introduced a lower rate for single occupancy of one of their rooms.


The Chairman asked the members if the change to the fees calculator had affected them.  


One member reported that they had received an invoice for £100 more than they were due, but this has now been corrected.


The Chairman recommended that members go on to the Quality in Tourism website to check their details, as at one point he had appeared on the system as not having paying paid his fees due to a small outstanding amount.  

9
Late distribution of NT Guide


The Chairman explained that concerns had been raised that the late distribution of the NT Guide had negatively impacted bookings at the start of the year and asked the members for their feedback.  No problems were raised.

10
Tourism Support from new Unitary Authority


Peter Howard informed the meeting that when he visited Alnwick TIC to update his paper browser entry he had been informed by staff that they were waiting for instruction from the new unitary authority to tell them if the paper browsers were to be continued.  PH wondered if the level of service provided by the local TICs will be reduced to those of other areas.


The Chairman said that he felt the bedroom browsers are a good idea and could see no reason why the TICs should not retain the information.  He reported that on a visit to the Berwick TIC he found the walls were full of details of local B&B providers.  This is possibly a better idea than the Alnwick system as they were easy for visitors to see, but the Alnwick TIC has little available wall space.  

The Chairman reported that he had visited the Alnwick TIC last week to find that the ATA directory was not displayed with other leaflets, he has asked the TIC staff to display our information more clearly. They have agreed to this.
The Chairman asked members to look in on their local TIC to find our how our information is displayed.  If members act as “secret shoppers” and then let the Chairman and Committee know what they find, he will be able to raise the issue with Gary Campbell, who is now responsible for looking after the six ‘Northern’ TICs in Northumberland.  

Members discussed their experience of the service provided by the TICs:

one member told the meeting that the Amble TIC had given visitors her rates from two years ago and she had to argue about her rates with them.  Other members agreed that they had also had out of date rates given out by the TICs.  Members reported that in past years they had received requests for information for the browser files in the post from the TIC but that has not happened this year.

Sally Stafford informed the meeting that she had spoken to Carol Smith who said the TICs would be making use of computers for visitors looking for accommodation.  The Chairman suggested that if that is the case then the Association should approach them to include our website.

Janet Holt recalled attending a meeting some years ago to announce the launch of Destin-e where she was told the aim was to have all TICs using Destin-e.

The Chairman said he believed that Northumberland County Council would like to take back control for Northumberland Tourism.  This is currently funded by ONE and NCC have to defer to them in promoting tourism in the area.  

Richard Wilson said that as tourism accounts for 17% of the county’s economy he felt that, as our association represents a large percentage of the B&B and self-catering providers, we should be able to have an influence.

A member asked the Chairman if he was aware of any uncertainty about the security of TIC staff jobs as he understood staff at Berwick BC were unsure if they will have jobs after June.  It is possible staff enthusiasm is waning as they look for other work and this could be part of the problem with getting browsers updated etc.  

The Chairman said he felt things have been slack for a while and possibly the new unitary authority may help shake things up.

PH proposed the ATA seek a meeting with the unitary authority officers to raise these issues, report back to the members and use the information gained to get members to lobby their councillors to improve the service.

11
Alnwick TIC – distribution of Alnwick Directory


Most of the issues in regard to the distribution of the Directory were covered in the previous discussions. 

The Chairman pointed out that members are expected to have a supply of the brochures themselves as this is how we can promote each other.  
Copies were available at the meeting for members to take with them.


Richard Wilson suggested that the Committee think about how we can do our own merchandising to the TICs to ensure the directories are put on display.  Carol Whitefield has been putting them in the Newcastle TICs.  Richard Wilson offered to deliver them to the Quayside.


In the ensuing discussions one member questioned if the TICs out of our area may be territorial and not want to display our directories in their offices.  Another member felt that the area has been well promoted by ONE and wondered if we would have been doing as well without them.  The Chairman explained that 30 employees used to promote the whole area a few years ago.  That number has now at least doubled, doing the same job. Of the many websites hosted by ONE, Northumberland Tourism, Visit Britain and Visit England, none of them has been as effective for our businesses as the ATA site.

12
Any Other Business


The Chairman asked the members if they thought it would be a good idea to have one of our members provide an out of hours booking service for when the TIC offices are closed.  Tourists who arrive when the office is closed find there is no-one to help, then try the obvious central places to find out they are full.  If a member could be found to provide this service using the ATA availability list, an out of hours telephone number could be on the door of the TIC.  The person providing the service could receive a percentage of the room rate of bookings made in a similar way as the TIC receives payment.


This was discussed amongst the members and several points were raised.  One member wondered if it would be possible for the TIC to work slightly staggered hours in order to keep the office open for longer.  Another suggestion was that a brochure dispenser could be placed outside the TIC, but it was felt this could become a litter problem.  Another suggestion was to utilise the services of a call handling company.  If the Association was to pursue this, the main requirement would be to find someone who was prepared to provide the service.  It was suggested that it might be better if the Association bought a mobile and displayed that number – it could be diverted to different people to provide the service and switched off to avoid nuisance calls in the middle of the night.   


A member asked how many referrals are received from the TICs.  The Chairman responded that he had received two so far this year, but pointed out that the TICs receive a lot of enquiries in the summer months.  


Other concerns raised included whether all members would sign up to the system; whether members are happy to receive bookings at 10.00pm for one night; that it could take five or six calls to find accommodation that meets the visitor’s requirements.   

The Chairman suggested that an alternative solution would be to ask the TIC to put a list of accommodation providers in the window in the evening.
This issue was not clearly resolved, the Committee will discuss it further, but meanwhile the TIC will be contacted to see what they can suggest.

Bill Armstrong asked what members do about portable appliance testing and had anyone been asked to produce documentation.  BA employed a professional service to carry out testing as part of a fire risk assessment and has been chased every year for further updating.  When inspected the fire officer was only interested in them having a mains wired fire alarm system.   Members discussed their practices and one member said that he had checked and found out it was a legal requirement to carry out PAT testing for self-catering homes.  Norry Davie, Birnam House has taken a PAT testing course which cost around £300 to complete the course and purchase the equipment. [ http://www.pat-testing.info/landlords.htm ]
The Chairman asked the members if anyone had received correspondence from Filmbank Distributors Ltd as they had contacted a couple of members requesting payment for a concierge licence to allow DVD loan to guests.   The Chairman has passed the information on to Anne-Marie Trevelyan, Conservative candidate for the area, who has agreed to look into the legality of the issue.  Offering CDs from a bookcase would not appear to be offering a “concierge service” but it could be a copyright issue rather than a service issue.   

Several members mentioned that the Performing Rights Society are becoming more active in asking people to buy a licence.  One member stated that he had contacted PRS for information and told them he had two rooms with radios in them.  He was told there is a legal action currently being considered to determine if playing music in hotel/guesthouse bedrooms requires a licence.  He has since received an invoice which has been deferred pending the outcome of the legal dispute.  Playing music in common areas (e.g. dining rooms) requires a licence from PRS as this is classed as a public performance.
13
Date and time of next meeting  


The Chairman asked if the members would like the next meeting to include a social event similar to last year’s.  There was unanimous agreement to this and agreement that the format should be the same.   


The date and time proposed were 7.00pm on Wednesday 11 November at the Alnwick Garden.
(The Alnwick Garden have since been contacted and the date entered into their diary.)

There being no other business the meeting was closed.
