A.T.A.

Minutes of the

Annual General Meeting of the Alnwick Tourism Association

Held on 9th May 2007

At The Pavilion, Alnwick Gardens

Present:

Bruce & Jeanette Hewison – West Acre House B&B (Bruce Hewison:  Chair)

Duncan & Joan Oliver (Duncan Oliver:  Treasurer)
James & Kathleen Bateman – Charlton House B&B

Janice Edwards - Westlea  B&B  

Christine Brown - The Old Manse, Chatton  B&B

Dennis & Lesley Wilson – Morwick House B&B

Crissy Stoker - Village Farm S/C

Rachel Smith – Garden Cottage S/C  
Mandy Lance - Fairfield House B&B

Robert & Sheron Gunn – WestView Lodge B&B

Judith Price – Pugmill S/C

Eileen Shaw & Pete - Reavley Farmhouse B&B

Mike & Carol Smith  - Southmede Cottage S/C

Margery Vickers - Hawkhill Farmhouse B&B

Mike & Jean Cockerill - Northumberland House S/C 

Jackie Griffiths – Alnwick TIC

Linda & Bob Twist - Swallow’s Rest B&B

Bill & Jenny Robinson - Jubilee Court S/C  

Mattie & Hazel Campbell – Boulmer Village B&B

Carol Ann Whitefield - The Shieling S/C

Steph McLaughlin – Amble Guest House

Sally Stafford – Stonecroft B&B

Paul Penman - Percy Terrace B&B

Catherine & Barry Lister - Old Bewick Farmhouse B&B

Anne Larvin – Bondgate House B&B

Jenny Trapp – Seafield House B&B S/C – *Prosp ATA Member*

Ian Rochester – Pedal Power & Seashells S/C

Dean Wilkinson - Cheviot View B&B

Ali Wrangham – Harehope Hall S/C

Celia Curry - Howick Scar Farm B&B

Elizabeth Sells – River Cottage B&B

Helen  Wyld - New Moor House S/C

Fyona & Michael Robson - Craster Pine Lodges S/C

Philip Mason - Bog Mill S/C

Sandra Henzell - Coquet B&B 

Carol Megson – East House Farm B&B, Guyzance – *Prosp. ATA member*  

Elaine & Jeremy Holt, Rock Mill Holiday Homes

Apologies:

Imogen Bowden - Lupin Cottage S/C

Sally Lee - Lumbylaw S/C

Jane Slater - The Red Barn   B&B S/C

Robbie & Ruth Davidson - Proctor’s Stead Cottages and Caravan Park

Lesley Blythe
 - Beech Lodge B&B

Margaret Bignall – Tower House B&B

Tracy Allcroft – Castle Gate Guest House

Janet Holt - Chestnut Tree House B&B

Linda & Peter Osborne - The Railway Inn S/C

Paul Smith – Mahonia Lodge S/C

Brenda Gaines - Crosshills House B&B


Gavin & Lorna Turner - Middlecroft B&B

Bob and Alison Culverwell - The Mason’s Arms PH B&B

Anthony Hope – Hope’s Photos

Ashley Keers –  The Old Smithy, Whittingham S/C

Liz Wood – Prudhoe Street B&B

Helen Potts  - 7 Lower dodds lane, Alnwick S/C

Di Jevons - Picklewood S/C 

Sylvia Armstrong – North Charlton Farmhouse B&B
Jennifer Blair – Rooftops B&B
In Attendance:

Jackie Griffiths, Alnwick District TIC Manager

The Chairman called the meeting to order.

Chairman’s Report

The Chairman went through the content of his report.  
The Alnwick Tourism Association is increasing in its size (currently 91 members) and as a result is now an important organisation as far as consultation is concerned. 

2006 – 2007 has seen many changes in the tourism sector with the introduction of the ATP (Area Tourism Partnership) know as “Northumberland Tourism” which was set up in April 2006 to take over the Tourism Mantle once owned by the Northumbria Tourist Board, and Northumberland County Council.  Many members feel that NCC were doing a good job with Tourism and with only (usually) two employees, whereas the ATP now have a much larger workforce with apparently superfluous levels of management and employees.
Unfortunately, regardless of comments from the Association and other organisations across the County, the ATP were duty bound to encourage the use of Desti.NE Book-on-Line across the whole industry in Northumberland. This has caused upset and uncertainty amongst many individual businesses.

An article on the Tourism NorthEast website (posted on the 23rd April) entitled “Tourism Goes Digital” (the article can be seen on the www.tourismnortheast.co.uk website) refers to a survey apparently carried out by telephone and on-line. A total of 656 businesses were surveyed (401 telephone respondents and 255 on-line). The article seems to infer that due to the introduction of Desti.NE Internet marketing had increased.

Various percentages were quoted for this but the most significant was that it seemed to indicate the following were offering online booking:
· Tees Valley 48% 

· County Durham 40%

· Tyne & Wear 34%

· Northumberland 12%


These figures do not seem to be borne out by the numbers signed up to On-Line-Booking with the North East England website. The Chairman’s own research revealed the following is a truer measure for the take up across the North East:
· Tees Valley - 89 businesses advertising with 20 offering B.O.L. or 22%

· County Durham - 247 businesses advertising with 39 offering B.O.L. or 16%

· Tyne & Wear - 112 businesses advertising with 26 offering B.O.L or 23%

· Northumberland - 689 businesses advertising  with 62 offering B.O.L. or 9%
In total 1,137 accommodation businesses advertise on the website with 147 offering Book-on-Line, which equates to around 13%.

Booking on-line should not be confused with an email attempt to make a booking or someone speaking to you because they have looked at your website.

The Chairman expressed the feeling that if we are to remain independent businesses and in control of our own “Destiny” we need to analyze and be prepared to challenge the information given out by others who may have a vested interest in driving tourism businesses in a certain direction. 
Bed Tax seems to have been Put To Bed for the moment, however commissions from booking on-line could easily replace it!

The VisitAlnwick Website
The Chairman reported at the AGM last year that visitor enquiries were reaching around 30,000 page visits per month. The number greatly surpassed that during the summer with around 84,000 page visits per month (this is not to be confused with hits which numbered in the hundreds of thousands). This indicates that the VisitAlnwick website is probably the cheapest as well as the most effective marketing tool for members’ businesses. 
ATA Accommodation Booklet
The accommodation booklet produced last year was circulated throughout the Northumberland and Tyneside TIC network. 30,000 copies were printed with the idea that they could be used for around 2 years; however, so many businesses have joined the ATA since they were produced that they were soon out of date. It is intended to produce an updated version when time permits but with a smaller production number which will allow for at least one amendment in a 12 month period.

The Chairman reminded members of his comments last year that for the Association to succeed requires the goodwill and commitment of members to pull together as a cohesive group, and everyone needs to do their bit for the Association rather than just rely on the Committee for their needs. This includes paying fees when they are due, whether it is for amendments to the website or membership fees, passing on business to other members and referring visitors to the website.
Most members appreciate that the Committee are all volunteers and receive no payment for the work they do on behalf of the Association, which includes the recording of minutes, updating the website, sending out vacancy lists, holding meetings, attending meetings, etc.
Membership continues to increase but it would be useful to encourage more eating out places to join.  Members should keep this in mind when eating out in the area and please try to mention the Association to potential new members.

A quick survey was done amongst the membership in March to see if business was up or down on the previous year. The survey was inconclusive as some businesses reported an increase or same levels whereas others indicated a down turn. 

The Chairman concluded that overall 2006 was a reasonable year.  Unfortunately some early reports for 2007 have come in regarding poor spring trading, but hopefully it will develop into a prosperous year for members.

Treasurer’s Report

The Treasurer went through the 2006/2007 accounts for the Association.  The balance as of 9th May 2007 was £2,189.56, a nominal increase on last year’s balance.  Income from membership fees, ADC grant etc has been spent throughout the year on website costs, print work and advertising.

The Treasurer’s Report was accepted by all members present.

1
Minutes of the last AGM


The Chairman went through the Minutes of the last AGM.  


He informed members that the Minutes could be viewed in the Members section of the ATA website.


The Minutes were accepted by all members present.

2
The Chairman introduced Jackie Griffiths, Alnwick District TIC Manager.  Jackie was attending the AGM in order to become acquainted with the issues facing members.  


Members were asked if they had any questions they would like to ask her.  None were raised.

3
Wind Farms


The Chairman stated that he felt the ATA should have an opinion on the subject of wind farms and proposed a vote to determine if members were for or against the siting of wind farms in Northumberland.  


Anne Larvin asked if members agreed that the ATA should have an opinion on this topic or whether they felt this was a personal issue.


The proposal to hold a vote was seconded by Bill Robinson.


A vote was held to decide if the ATA should take a stance on the subject of wind farms.  28 members voted for and 17 against.  


It was then proposed to take a vote on whether the stance should be for or against wind farms.  Margery Vickers seconded the proposal.


Discussion ensued about what the Association’s stance should be.   Mixed opinions were offered:  some members expressed the opinion that the Association should take a stand against wind farms in Northumberland, others that the Association should not be involved in this topic at all.  Some members felt that the collective weight of the Association could offer support against proposals for locating wind turbines where they might have an adverse affect on members’ businesses or on tourist attractions in Northumberland.  The discussions were inconclusive and it was generally felt that more time should be allowed for further discussion before a vote was taken.


The Chairman suggested that a meeting be held for further discussion of this subject and the members agreed to this proposal.

4
Northumberland Tourism


The Chairman asked members if they had anything to discuss on this subject.  No issues were raised.

5
ATA Website

Jeremy Holt stated that he felt the website was excellent and producing good results.


Jackie Griffiths stated that she had received positive comments about the site and that the TIC uses the vacancy lists to help visitors find accommodation.


Jenny Trapp asked if it would be possible for members to receive a copy of meeting agendas in advance.  The Chairman stated that he would like that to be the case, but that suggestions for agenda items were often not received in time.  (However the situation could be reviewed for future meetings)
6
Open Access Forum for Website


Members discussed whether it would be possible to include a forum for articles and discussion on the website.  It was considered that to add this facility to the VisitAlnwick site would have a cost implication, possibly in the region of £500.  Some members stated that they had experience of internet “news groups” which could be set up for free.  


It was agreed that it could be worth looking at the options for a low cost/free news group.  Jeremy Holt agreed to look into this and report back to the Chairman. (Addendum. Jeremy Holt has set up a newsgroup and will send out invitations to members to join thereby allowing them access to  a free forum)
7
Guest Link Book On Line Service 


Several members have expressed interest in having their own book on line system other than Destine.  The Chairman had made some enquiries into the other systems that are available, including the Guest Link system used by the Yorkshire TB.  Brochures were available for members to take away.  


Concerns were raised about the security implications of book on line systems, as well as the data protection issues involved in accepting debit/credit cards.  Members also have concerns about bank charges for accepting payment cards and whether banks will stop issuing cheque books.   


The Chairman stated that he had recently signed up to Barclaycard Merchant Services in order to accept payment cards.  He felt that the system worked well and the transaction costs were not excessive.  Other members suggested Paypal as a low cost option for accepting payment cards.

8
Alnwick Gardens


Attractions - extended opening times


Alnwick Guide


As a result of guest and member feedback, the Chairman asked the members if they would like the Association to suggest an off-season rate reduction to the Alnwick Garden. 

Members discussed this topic.  Feedback received by members from their guests suggested The Garden was considered an expensive day out during the winter months as there was less to see and visitors spent a shorter amount of time there.  It was also felt that the 50p concession for OAPs could be more generous.  Other feedback received from guests concerned confusion about the relationship between the Garden and the Castle in that it was not possible to pay one entrance fee that covered both attractions.  Members understand this is due to the charitable nature of the Garden but wonder if this could be made simpler for visitors.  Members felt that as there is almost a symbiotic relationship between the Garden and the Castle, that some kind of reduced “joint ticket” or offer could be made for one attraction when visiting the other. This is a regular feedback comment from guests.

Discussion moved on to schemes that some members had seen while on holiday, including cards which gave them reduced entrance fees to attractions.  Mention was made of a card, sponsored by an energy company, which was available a few years ago in Northumberland and offered 2 for 1 deals on entrance fees to attractions.


Discussion moved on to the winter opening times of attractions.  Members feel that the area is being promoted as a destination for winter breaks but that several of the major attractions, such as Cragside, are closed.  Some members felt they would like more information as to what attractions are open and when.  Jackie Griffiths stated that this information was available from the TIC.


It was agreed that when the Association write to the Alnwick Garden to thank them for the tour and use of the meeting room facilities, mention should also be made of the feedback received.  


It was agreed that the Association will write to the ATP to suggest the introduction of a card which entitled visitors to special offers on attractions/reduced admission, and to ask if they could lobby for extended opening hours of attractions.


Discussion moved to the subject of whether the Association should lobby Alnwick District Council to restart producing a holiday guide.  Various opinions were offered – some felt that the majority of their enquiries were generated through the internet/website, while offers felt that the level of enquiries had fallen following the cessation of the Alnwick Guide.  


Jackie Griffiths was asked what sort of feedback the TIC had received about the lack of an Alnwick Guide.  JG stated that requests for guides had gone down as more people use the internet, but there is still some need for a guide.  The Alnwick TIC sends out the Northumberland Guide in response to requests.


The Chairman stated that the Association has two adverts in the Northumberland Guide; one for serviced accommodation and one for self catering, which directs visitors to the website.

The Treasurer proposed taking a vote to decide whether members felt the Association should push for the reintroduction of the Alnwick Guide.  7 members voted in favour.


Members were then asked if they would prefer to spend their advertising budget on an entry in an Alnwick Guide or the Northumberland Guide.  The majority would prefer to be in a Northumberland Guide. 


A question was asked if the Association intended to produce another issue of its accommodation booklet.  The Chairman stated that it could be reprinted if someone was to volunteer to take this work on. Mike Smith (Southmede S/C) offered his help with regard to the compilation of the booklet.

Discussion moved on to members’ dissatisfaction with the existing Northumberland Guide.  Some members felt that the photographs used to depict Northumberland were generic and could be anywhere.  It was suggested that the Association might approach the ATP to ask them to consider members’ views about the Alnwick sections of the Guides.  


The Chairman asked members for a show of hands as to whether they would like a meeting to be arranged with the ATP in order to put forward their views.  A majority of members said they would welcome this opportunity and they would be prepared to travel to Longhirst Hall to attend. Sally Stafford would attempt to arrange a meeting with the ATP if there were a reasonable number of members to attend.
9
Web Advertising


Members were asked if they felt that internet advertising is now taking over from other traditional forms of advertising.  A majority agreed.

10 
Any Other Business


The Chairman asked members if they had any other business to discuss.


The Chairman read a letter which he had recently written to Alnwick District Council to voice his concern over proposals to alter the set up of [Northumberland’s councils].  He had received a response asking for further stakeholder group opinions and raised this topic for discussion so that a response could be sent on behalf of the Association.


Discussion of the proposal followed.  Members wondered why this subject had come up again as it had been raised in the past and then dropped.  The Treasurer explained that the suggestion to have one council for the whole county was based on the premise that it would mean more money could be spent in the county as there would be less overheads, but that in reality it would be unlikely to work that way.  Members agreed with the content of the Chairman’s letter, in that they would prefer the County to remain as it is at present, but if there was to be change they felt that two authorities would be better than one very large authority.  

Members were asked for a show of hands on their opinion of what would be best for Northumberland and a majority were in agreement with the content of the Chairman’s letter, which was in favour of two unitary councils.  The Chairman will respond on behalf of the Association.


Sheron Gunn wanted to note her appreciation of the ATA organisation.  


Janice Edwards informed members that the Alnwick Garden has a system of offering motorised scooters for use by people with mobility problems. It was suggested that it is advisable to ring ahead and book use of the scooters before a visit.   Other members had received positive feedback about the system and mentioned that the Garden had members of staff who will push wheelchairs for disabled people who are unable to get around without assistance.   It was agreed to include praise of this system in the letter to the Alnwick Garden.


The Treasurer reminded members that annual fees were due.  These were agreed at last year’s general meeting and were set at £30.00. 

The Chairman brought the meeting to a close.

