
Back to the Future 

In the fashion industry they say that you should get out if you remember wearing items the previous 

time round. In the fashion industry this cycle is about 25 years. After reading the Government’s recent 

response to VisitBritain’s British Tourism Framework Review, it seems that fashion in the tourism sector 

has an even shorter return period. Something in the order of 10 years seems to be the going rate with 

many of the reforms heralded in the response simply returning the public sector tourism structure to 

the position that it was in just after Labour came into power.  

The prime example of this volte-face, and the main outcome of the review, has been the formation of 

VisitEngland as a stand-alone National Tourist Board for England with its own Board and the ability to 

undertake domestic marketing activity.  Exactly the same situation that we had in 1997 – just before the 

Government decided that England didn’t need to be marketed domestically and that the English Tourist 

Board should be “strategic” body (which was just before the Government decided that that England 

didn’t need a separate Tourist Board at all). I questioned Chris Smith in 2002, just after he left he was 

replaced by Tessa Jowell as Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport as to whether it had been a 

mistake to remove ETB’s marketing ability and he rather candidly agreed.  So establishing VisitEngland 

will at least rectify this mistake. 

Another example of the return to the past is the re-establishment of the policy structure for tourism 

both within the National Boards and within Government itself. The Development of Tourist Act 1969 set 

up the Tourist Boards and charged them with advising Government on tourism related issues – ie., 

providing Government with free and unfettered policy advice. This function was undertaken for over 30 

years until Tessa Jowell decided that all tourism policy work should be undertaken inside DCMS and 

limited VisitBritain’s powers to simply undertaking tourism marketing activities. Research work that was 

not directly related to marketing activities or supplying national statistics was stopped. 

The Government’s response to the British Tourism Framework Review now recognizes that this too was 

a mistake. There has been a realisation that one of the primary reasons for establishing a National 

Tourist Board is to undertake tourism research and policy development so that both the Government 

and the private sector can maximize the economic and social benefits to be gained from tourism. This is 

also where much of a NTB’s leadership role with the industry is derived.  

A final example of returning to the past is the creating of a Cross Whitehall Ministers Group on Tourism. 

One of the main problems with the implementation of Government policies and legislation to support 

the tourism sector is that the most of the legislation that impacts on tourism is managed by 

departments outside DCMS which have little grasp of tourism issues (eg., the Home Office, DfT, DEFRA 

and DCLG).  To remedy this situation there used to be a Cross-Whitehall Ministers group which met 

twice a year to address and resolve issues facing the tourism industry.  As with the policy role, this group 

was disbanded eight years ago, only for DCMS to now announcement that it is to be reinstated. 

So after 12 years we are almost back to where we started with the tacit realization from Government 

that most of the initiatives it has undertaken in that period have been a mistake. I say “almost” because 

there are still two mistakes are yet to be rectified – the reduction of DCMS funding for tourism (made 



under the false assumption that you don’t need to undertake marketing activity to attract customers), 

and the dismantling of the tourism structure within England (made under the assumption that 

competing organisations will join together for a common purpose). Still, if we wait another couple of 

years I’m sure we’ll go back to the future on these as well.  


