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	Summary:
This report presents the findings of the three operational reviews which have examined the core activities of the tourism section of the Broads Authority, namely the visitor information centres, the boat trips and the events programme. It also describes work that has been carried out to date to develop an interpretive plan for the Broads area.


The Broads Tourism Strategy recommended that the visitor information centre network, the boat trips and the events programme should be the subject of an in-depth review. It was felt to be important that the reviews should be robust, that they should ask searching questions, and that they should contain a prioritised action plan.


The reviews of the information centres and the boat trips were carried out by the Head of Tourism Development and the Visitor Services Manager, and the events programme was considered by the Head Ranger (Countryside) and the Events Officer. 

Recommendation:
That the contents of this report and the outcomes of the reviews be noted.


1
Visitor Centres Review

1.1
This review takes as its starting point the conclusions of the 2001 Best Value Review of Promoting Understanding. It sets out to define the purpose of the information centres, and it seeks to create a vision for the long-term future of information provision in the Broads.  The review aims to offer a greater degree of challenge to the current operations and to examine all the options for information provision in the area.  Developments through the IEG programme and the creation of the tourism strategy have necessitated a reassessment of the current service provision to ensure that it keeps pace with, and continues to service, both the requirements of its users and the Broads Authority’s purposes. 

1.2
Challenges are made throughout the text to test the validity of long-held assumptions, such as: 

· the rationale for operating an information service in the first place; 

· who is best qualified to do so; and 

· the distribution of the information centre network.  

After detailed scrutiny, the review contends that the original model remains sound, but significant investment is required to refurbish the information centres and to adapt their roles to meet the current expectations and requirements of both visitors and the local community alike.  The traditional service of information delivery for visitors must be brought up to date, and new levels of service provision for local residents need to be instituted.

1.3
Working in partnership with both the public and the private sectors is seen to be both desirable and essential, and in many cases that will be the only way in which objectives can be achieved.

1.4
It is taken for granted that all refurbishments to displays should be informed by the interpretative planning work that is being undertaken for the whole of the Broads area.  The information centres are not only an integral part of the interpretation of the Broads, they should in many instances be the starting points that send people out into the field to discover the Broads properly.

1.5
A mobile information unit is thought to be a priority, and the development of a new network of local information points (LIPs) will be explored, some of these possibly incorporating touch-screen equipment.  The Broads Authority seeks to promote a lengthening of the traditional tourist season, and LIPs could help to address the problem presented by the winter closure of the information centres. This takes place for strictly financial reasons. It is felt that there is a case for the new Whitlingham Visitor Centre, located as it is and with its role of a gateway, to remain open throughout the winter period, at least at weekends, but resources may not be available for this at present.

1.6
A number of issues relating to the production, distribution and display of the  Authority leaflets and other publications have been identified.  The Authority’s retail activities are thought to need improvement and development in order to offset operational costs.  New stock ranges are to be sourced, and it is recommended that new display units should be purchased to extend and improve the retail offer.  This will always be, however, in the context of the Authority’s ethics and objectives as a member of the family of national parks.

1.7
The key issues are developed in some detail in the text of the report.  The review concludes with an action plan, which offers costings and an assessment of priorities.

Vision

“A vibrant network of high quality, welcoming information centres that offer a comprehensive contemporary information service to visitors and locals alike, that interprets the special qualities of the Broads for everyone to enjoy.”
2
Boat Trips Review

2.1
The Broads Authority currently operates four electric boat trips: the ”Electric Eel” at How Hill; the “Helen of Ranworth” from Ranworth; the “Liana” at Beccles; and the solar powered “Ra” at Gays Staithe (Barton Broad).  These trips represent the centrepiece of the organisation’s commitment to providing a sustainable high quality interpretive experience of the Broads that everybody can enjoy. They have been instrumental in the Authority’s achievement in gaining the accolade of Beacon Council status, and also in it being awarded the European Charter for Sustainable Tourism in Protected Areas.

2.2
The purpose of the review is to closely examine and challenge all aspects of the Authority’s operation of its electric boat trips.  It seeks to provide a clearly defined and robust rationale for their continued existence and to determine if this same level of service could be delivered by any alternative means.

2.3
The main body of the review clearly sets out and defines the functions and purpose of the trips and determines their value in fulfilling the organisation’s remit.

2.4
The review finds that the Authority’s continued operation of the boats is desirable and that no alternative means of fulfilling their unique combination of functions could realistically be delivered.  

2.5
A number of detailed measures are recommended to improve certain aspects of the current operation of the trips.  These measures are designed to maximise the numbers of people who use the service, to increase revenue, to offset operational costs, and to offer possibilities for greater social inclusion.

2.6
It is felt that the operation of ‘Electric Eel’ at How Hill is exemplary, and that it should be left well alone. In the case of ‘Helen’, changes are suggested to her routes and schedules, and it is suggested that ‘Liana’ would do better sailing from the quay adjacent to the Beccles Information Centre, subject to the approval of Waveney District Council.

2.7
Perhaps the most radical proposal is the suggestion that ‘Ra’ could be moved from Barton Broad to Whitlingham Great Broad. There are strong arguments for both locations, and it has subsequently been decided that ‘Ra’ will remain where she is for the time being, and efforts will be redoubled to increase the number of passengers at Barton.

2.8
The review concludes with an action plan with costs and priorities.

3
Events Review

3.1
The Authority mounts a varied and exciting programme of events each year under the banner of ‘Fun in the Broads’. Along with the Authority’s boat trips, canoe and bike hire networks and its information provision, the events programme is a key performer which has helped to create the Authority’s international reputation for being at the forefront of sustainable tourism development. 

3.2
The backdrop to this review is the reduction of the events budget from £20,600 in 2005/06 to £12,000 as one of the necessary savings in 2006/07 and the reduction in the staff resource from one full-time equivalent (FTE) member of staff allocated to the coordination of events to a 3/5 FTE member of staff allocation. 

3.3
The Events programme was originally created as one of vehicles for delivering the Authority’s second purpose of ‘promoting understanding and enjoyment’. It has long been successful as a means in which the Authority has directly interacted with both visitors and with the local communities. It supports, and is complimentary to, the Authority’s other traditional means of public engagement to deliver the second purpose: namely, volunteering, and the Visitor Centres. For many people it is the ‘public face’ of the Broads Authority, and it is an extremely important organ of communication.

3.4
In the last year there has been a greater emphasis on “inclusive” events, building on the experience at Whitlingham Country Park, where an already innovative programme has been further boosted by a blossoming partnership with the RSPB. The partnership work with the Norwich Fringe Project on Health Walks is another good example.

3.5
Key developments for 2008 will be stronger themes to understanding the National Park and the work of the Authority, sustainability and sustainable living, health and social inclusion.  Also, through monitoring, assessment and public feedback from 2007 events, a more customer led provision will be developed. 

4
The Broads Interpretive Plan
4.1
The Broads Authority is working in collaboration with Norfolk Tourism on a pioneering initiative to produce a master plan for interpretation for the whole of Broads area. LEADER+ funding has enabled the appointment of an internationally-respected interpretive planner, Professor John Veverka, to develop the plan, and work is now progressing rapidly. This is also one of the priority recommendations of the Broads Tourism Strategy.

4.2
Interpretation is not just about signage. It covers a range of media, which might include leaflets, podcasts and mobile phone technology, and also people – such as information centre staff, or rangers leading guided walks. Having said that, signs will always figure largely in any scheme, and signage is needed for a variety of reasons, not only to ‘interpret’ the immediate surroundings or to identify the birds. Signage can be a valuable tool for managing visitor flows in congested areas, and often there is a simple need to direct people from, say, an isolated mooring to local services – i.e. businesses such as pubs, shops or restaurants.

4.3
The starting point for this work was a thorough appraisal of the current state of provision in the Broads. Working closely with a range of staff from all sections of the Authority, Professor Veverka has produced an inventory which includes a detailed assessment of 49 sites, ranging from isolated moorings to ‘honeypot’ locations such as Ranworth and Beccles Quay. The reality is that, where signage exists, it is too often inappropriately designed for the location, out-dated, or in the wrong place. Furthermore, there is a plethora of conflicting styles produced by different organisations, generally with little of no consultation with one another. In too many cases there is none at all – usually in places where something really is needed.

4.4
One of the key drivers of this project is the perceived need to create a real sense of place, throughout the Broads area. We are conscious that there are far too many small car parks and moorings where people might arrive, but there is nothing whatsoever to suggest to them that they are in a very special area, the same as a national park – let alone to tell them what they do having got there. Similarly, there is no sense of ‘arrival’ when entering the Broads from beyond the boundary. The master plan will seek to address this problem by creating a common thread, that is immediately recognisable, and there is clearly a link here to the branding exercise that is being carried out in parallel to this work.

4.5
The assessment report is now almost complete, and planning is in hand for the second phase of the project, which involves the working up of detailed plans for ten key sites selected from the 49 that were initially assessed. Some capital is available to implement these plans when completed, but for the majority of the sites the plans will then be used as tools to raise funds for further implementation work.

4.6
Whitlingham is one of the ten sites selected, and it is somewhat ahead of the rest of the project as it has secured a substantial capital sum from external sources. This will enable implementation work to be carried out quickly there, so that it can act as a benchmark for the other sites, and a showcase to aid further fund-raising.

4.7
The exponential growth of internet activity demands that serious consideration is given to the role of websites in the interpretation of the Broads. Much thought is being given to the possibility of working with the Broads Tourism Forum to develop a new tourism website for the Broads, probably again in partnership with Norfolk Tourism. This will also be considered within the next phase of the project.

5
Conclusion

5.1
The service reviews have been a valuable exercise for the Broads Authority. They have demonstrated a significant contribution towards the fulfilment of the core purposes of the Authority, whilst indicating where improvements are necessary. Seeking the necessary funding to carry them out is now a priority.

5.2
The work in developing the Broads Interpretive Plan has generated great interest from external partners, and it has the potential to transform the tourism ‘offer’ of the Broads. It is a uniquely comprehensive project, which could act as a benchmark for all of the other national parks to aspire to.
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