
Brown Signs Taskforce Review 

1. British Destinations and our interests.  Thank you for giving British Destinations an 

opportunity to comment on the Brown Signs Taskforce review.  As an organisation 

representing some 75 destination bodies, 80% of them in England, we have interests in the 

potential impact of road signage and road signage policy upon the English (and the UK) 

tourism industry as a whole, on its impact upon destination management and managers  in 

general and on the impacts on physical traffic management,  which can and do directly 

impact on the experience of the visitor, the look and feel of a destination and on its 

functionality as a place to visit or to stay for both tourism business and tourism leisure 

purposes. 

 

2. Introductory observations.  Launched in November for a 5 week period, the most striking 

feature of this consultation was the apparent lack of interest and concern that it generated 

amongst the bulk of our membership.  So marked that we actively pursued additional fresh 

comment and further integrated some of the unusually sparse comments that had been 

originally volunteered.  As is often the case it isn’t necessarily the direct answers to the 

specific questions you posed that has proved most enlightening but more the narrative that 

surrounds them.  Therefore  we have taken the liberty of giving you the flavour of what was 

said around those questions and what we have subsequently concluded from it all, before 

giving the short answers  to the your six key questions asked. 

 

3. Where are the issues with signage? Those who volunteered or were subsequently chased for 

views and/or for confirmation of their original sparse comment don’t generally appear to 

believe that the real issues surrounding brown signage lies with the trunk road network. The 

problems cited related either to their own local signage and signage policy, or to the signage 

policy and the signage allowed locally, elsewhere in England and, especially in the latter 

case, the impact that this has on their ability to justify a robust approach to tourism signage 

within the existing guidelines in their own localities.  The degree of differing opinion as to 

whether the local issues are predominately about: too much or inappropriate signage, or not 

enough signage or too constrained signage policy are not insignificant.  This suggests to us 

that any review of local signage follow-on from that of the trunk road network review, is 

likely to be a far more challenging exercise.  

 

4. The only consistent view we could easily identify appears to be that the allegedly marked 

inconsistencies between the quantity and quality of local tourism signage, often to be seen 

in neighbouring administrative areas in England, is detrimental to the broad interests of 

domestic tourism.  From the point of view of the consumer and the trade, because those 

living in or passing through areas where signs have previously been allowed to proliferate, 

are likely to incorrectly conclude that in other areas, where the existing local guidance has 

been more strictly adhered to, there are far fewer or no tourism facilities.  What other 

rational conclusion might the casual traveller come to, unless they are familiar with the 

current vagaries of the application of signage policy in England?  That impression might be 

further reinforced by the differing policy and practice seen elsewhere in the UK. Whilst from 

the point of view of both the destination manager and from the industry we are told it 

makes it unnecessarily difficult to justify why a particular business in one arbitrary defined 



administrative area can’t have a sign, when there is abundantly clear evidence that different 

rules are (or at least were) being applied in other areas and, more often than not, in areas so 

nearby that the differing approaches could well be having an influence on elements of the 

same potential customer base. 

 

5. A number of destination managers have made the point that allegations of inequitable 

treatment of tourism businesses in regard to tourism signage is a common cause of friction, 

or even the breakdown in working relationships with local businesses and that, inevitably, 

the ability of the business to cite a local or some other District’s exception to the letter of 

the guidance is the root cause.  From a destination manger view point having a very firm line 

drawn, somewhere, and very few, if any, exceptions to it is the preferred management 

position.  Flexibility, however appealing, simply means that the line is constantly redrawn 

and that consequently, successive businesses have new justification to apply or new grounds 

upon which to feel aggrieved if their particular request is rejected.  The impacts on historic 

applications and, in particular, on historic rejections also needs to be very carefully weighed, 

if you are to avoid giving those whose previous applications have been refused, further real 

or perceived grounds for grievance, or fresh grounds and hope to apply. 

 

6. On a similar note the continuing trend to move destination management away from a public 

sector, public sector led, public private sector partnership, towards a more commercially 

driven approach means that the pressure from businesses to support signage applications is 

now more likely to have some real or perceived commercial imperative attached.  How does 

a private sector led management organisation, increasingly or totally dependent on private 

sector funding resist requests to support inappropriate proposals from a paying member?  

How can it act and be seen to act as honest broker and /or advisor to others, where there 

may be potential commercial interests, or the opportunity for conflict of interest, however 

slight or unjustifiable such accusation might be. Public sector bodies have a duty to be 

impartial and, arguably, it is precisely because they have been totally impartial that some 

private sector colleagues have taken such a dim view of their effectiveness at representing 

local tourism interests in areas like brown signage.  New and emerging destination 

management (marketing?) organisations (DMOs) might think that there is potential 

advantage in having a formal role in the signage approval process. Our experience suggests 

that for all sorts of reasons but, principally, to protect them from undue pressure and from 

unjust  accusation of failure or conflict of interest,  a formal role  should be avoided at all 

costs. An informal, factual advisory role is of course a different proposition.   

 

7. Given that there is no common agreed definition of what the letters DMO stand for, let 

alone what a DMO does, how they are structured, constituted and funded and that most 

have differing legal status, it also seems to us that giving “DMO” a formal function in signage 

allocation could lead to a far more diverse national approach rather than a more consistent 

one. This concern probably relates more to the impact on the application of local signage 

provision, than to trunk road policy and application where, presumably, the Highways 

Agency itself might be able to monitor the nature and quality of tourism input given on a 

national basis?  If the primary purpose of brown signage is to remain  traffic management, 

then surely simple confirmation of tourism facts and figures, local knowledge and informed 

opinion on tourism issues, all offered in an advisory capacity is more than adequate to fulfil 



the  requirement of ensuring the traffic management experts have a reasonably robust 

tourism overview? 

 

8. Is change required? Given that it has already been made clear that a return to a more liberal 

approach to signage is highly unlikely (so no proliferation of signs where signs don’t exist) 

and that where inappropriate signage has previously been allowed, it will now be allowed to 

wither over time by a policy of non-replacement, rather than by enforced removal (so, no  

noticeable reduction in current variations any time soon), it would seem that any changes 

made to correct the current inequities are unlikely to have any immediate effect.  Even if 

there were immediate improvements, it is far from clear whether the improvements 

resulting from a more unified approach to tourism signage in England would fall into the 

desirable, rather than the essential category.  On balance we feel that addressing real or 

perceived signage issues is something that we would wish to see being done (a desirable), 

but it shouldn’t necessarily be a priority at this time for scarce national resource, because 

the most realistic, consequential solutions available are unlikely to be either immediate or 

result in major, rapid growth in tourism’s value and volume.  That said, the obvious 

alternative; that of just tackling a few minor issues around trunk roads and then declaring 

the job done could (would?) expose Government to criticism.  Having started, it may well be 

necessary to continue regardless to the logical conclusion. A logical conclusion that we firmly 

believe must embrace local signage issues too, if the effort thus far is to be fully justified and 

any noticeable difference or real improvement is to be made in the medium to longer term. 

 

9. The trunk road issues.  Examining the trunk road response further it would appear that the 

majority of those representing major destinations or several destinations within a tourism 

area have few if any major issues with signage from trunk roads for their destinations and 

none offered evidence of credible arguments for better signage for individual attraction 

within their areas.  That is not to say that there were no cases cited of individual attractions 

that were unhappy with trunk road signage, but the reasons for wanting that signage 

generally fell outside what destination mangers felt could be supported within the guidance, 

or that we were prepared to cite to you as a reasonable case for change.  From this we draw 

two main conclusions:   

 

10. The first is that many managers or management organisations, within popular English 

destinations, are generally content with trunk road signage.  They are content for one of two 

very different main reasons: either because their destination or destinations are broadly 

unaffected by the trunk road network (of which there are surprisingly many), or that 

although affected in some way by the trunk road network, the signage currently provided off 

trunk roads to their destinations is thought to be adequate if not good or better.  Any 

dissent from this view, seems to relate to the policy direction that dictates that trunk road 

signage will give, wherever possible, preferred tourist routes rather than signing all main 

routes ,  or in some instances only signing to park and ride facilities, rather than to the town 

or city centres.  

 

11. Whilst perhaps understanding the traffic management rational behind this approach, some 

managers do feel it can hinder those tourists wishing to take the quickest, shortest, most 

efficient route to a destination, or perhaps it causes difficulties for those wishing to get 



directly to the town centre, without first being directed via some often quite remote out of 

town park and ride site. We accept that there may well be issues of this nature in certain 

locations but, on balance, we would suggest that these are probably best addressed by 

ensuring that the guidance encourages more   local negotiation with the Highways Agency, 

over the application of the national guidance and/ or failing that, the genuine unintended 

consequences of the policies are mitigated by careful use of local signage beyond the point 

at which highway agency signs deliver the would-be tourist. 

 

12. The second conclusion is that there seems to be a marked divide between the commercial 

and marketing imperatives that drive commercial operator’s views on signage and the 

broader often public sector led view offered by traditional destination management bodies 

and individuals working within them on what constitutes appropriate tourism signage.  In 

terms of the trunk road network, by “commercial operators” we are generally talking about 

attraction operators, and usually major attractions, if they are to fulfil the visitor number 

requirements.  The same general principles apply to attractions as to destinations but with 

one addition; either they are not affected by trunk roads, so it isn’t an issue. They are 

affected and they are adequately signed, so it still isn’t an issue, or they think they are 

affected but they are not signed.  The nub of the problem, if indeed there is a problem, with 

trunk road signage therefore probably with this latter group; attraction who want a sign but 

who can’t currently get one.  

 

13. Based on that analysis we feel that whatever changes are or are not to be made to trunk 

road policy they should be focussed on either accommodating the demands of this group 

(probably an unrealistic and unjustifiable course of action?),  or by mitigating their concerns.  

Mitigation probably involves clarifying for them what tourism signage is for, who gets it, in 

what circumstances, why it costs what it costs to plan, survey, design, put through due 

process, manufacture, organise and install and then subsequently maintain. Mitigation may 

also involve accepting and publically stating at political/departmental level that a tourism 

signage policy that is principally (exclusively?) about traffic management( and not 

promotion) is inevitably going to be at odds with the aims and commercial interests of a 

significant element within the tourism industry.  

 

14. After the question of why a business can’t have a sign, the most common and contentious 

issues are around why they the business should pay for the cost of the sign and then, 

following that, why those costs are as high as they generally are.  A very simple list in the 

guidance notes of what is actually included in the apparently simple task of, “making and 

putting a sign up” and the indicative actual costs of between x and y for all the main types of 

activities involved, for the main types of sign, on the different types of trunk road might go a 

very long way to settling the cost debate at source.  The alternative is to continue with what 

we coin the B&Q syndrome: “why does it cost £ x, when I could get one for a fraction of that 

at…..”?  That said some of our members do themselves actively question the costs 

sometimes quoted from, what is in effectively almost always a monopoly supplier (?).  The 

process of identifying all the typical cost centres, agreeing which should legitimately be 

included and charged for and then trying to give the indicative national price ranges for each 

activity may in itself be a useful exercise, possibly identify errors or even omissions.  If 

nothing else it would also serve in future to make pricing policy far more transparent and 



therefore far less open to misinterpretation, misunderstanding and to potential, real or 

perceived abuse. 

 

15. Beyond the trunk road network.  Unfortunately, the problems associated with brown signs 

do not start and finish with the trunk road network.  A number of our members raised points 

about tackling trunk road issues in isolation and therefore the perceived need  to address  

local road network, if not in parallel, then very soon after.  Despite us defending the rational 

for your separation of the two issues in our covering notes to the membership,  the second 

most popular observation after, “there isn’t really any big issues for us with the trunk road 

network”, was that, “ it makes no sense to tackle the trunk road network separately to the 

local network issues”.  On reflection we have to agree, not least because both the public and 

the tourism trade are generally blissfully unaware of the difference between the two and in 

any case the end user’s experience is almost always influenced by the combined local and 

trunk road signage product and not simply the trunk road signage alone.  We note, with a 

degree of alarm, that the consultation wording appears to suggest that you might consider 

looking at local road network issues next, rather than give an explicate assurance that you 

will and that it will be done soon.   

 

16. Having identified above that if you are to tackle the trunk road issues then you will need to 

focus on the issues presented by commercial operators and major attractions, we are left 

feeling that, in many instances, this will be ineffective because those same operators are 

likely to have issues with local signage policy too.  In addition, whilst we are jointly busy 

tackling the major attractions and trunk road issues, the rest of the local industry will have 

issues with local signage, an area where we firmly believe the vast majority and by far the 

more complex and contentious problems potentially lie.  If nothing else this suggests to us 

that whilst you might wish to tackle trunk road and local road networks separately in terms 

of the consultation process, there is very real merit in then trying to ensure that the local 

road network issues are consulted upon in an almost seamless manner and that 

implementation of improvements in both areas then take place more or less concurrently, at 

an appropriate time, which we acknowledge may well need to be many months or even 

years away.  It sounds a simple enough approach but we do recognise that coordinating 

both in the manner suggested may prove to be a far more complicated challenge than any of 

us might reasonably imagine. 

 

17. Trunk Roads and County Councils.  Having said that very few comments of a negative nature 

were raised with us on trunk roads there was one, and that relates very much to the issue of 

a coordinated solution across the whole network.   One of our County members raised direct 

concern about trunk road regulation as it affects them.  As we understand it, the County has 

contracted arrangements with most but not all of its sub Districts for all their local road and 

signage issues and the County naturally has formal and informal arrangements with the 

Highways Agency for coordinating activities around the not insubstantial trunk road network 

that passes through it. The consequence of this being that the local County Highway team 

find themselves having to deal with and be seen to deal in a consistent way, with local 

tourism signage issues, across a very significant geographic area and across several sub 

administrative areas, many of which are being initiated by decisions made on the trunk road 

network by the Highway Agency.   



 

18. If the Highway Agency agrees to sign an attraction off the M? in one District area, then the 

County Council are left with the task of ensuring that the follow-on signage all the way to 

that attraction is adequate in that District and, critically consistent with that which they 

provide for other attractions in other Districts within the County, all of which also needs to 

be consistent with the County’s other local network tourism signage.  Why is this a problem? 

It isn’t, save for the fact that discussion and management of this, peculiar to County Council 

issues, isn’t identified in the guidance and isn’t (apparently) formalised in any way.  We are 

led to believe that local informal arrangements generally work but because they are 

informal they are subject to change and rely to a greater or lesser degree in personal 

relationships and not, necessarily, on a definitive understanding of the needs and 

responsibilities of different partners.  Nor potentially does the guidance, or the local 

Highway Agency staff, recognise that there is a differentiation between what a County 

Council has to deliver across its area of responsibility, including some or all of its sub 

District’s areas, and what an individual District, negotiating directly might wish for from 

brown signage and/or from its own particular relationship with the Highways Agency. 

 

19. Target audiences and personal observations.  As a tourism practitioner involved in the 

brown signage debate off and on  for approaching  20 years I found the consultation process 

illuminating in that it forced me to read and reread the guidance note several times over and 

then to repeatedly revisit and cross reference items within it.  In doing so, I was heartened 

to find that virtually every historic tourism related signage issue that has been raised with 

me and every issue aired in the current consultation, plus all the various sub issues and sub 

texts  that came to my mind whilst researching and producing this response were discussed 

and usually adequately addressed, somewhere within the guidance.  For example the 

guidance recognises that the use of names (destination/attraction/or business) gives far 

greater, unintended marketing advantage to that signed location, than that say of a sign 

with a generic symbol. It discusses convincingly a range of issues arising from this and goes 

on to give a reasonably robust rationale for using, wherever possible, the generally 

unpopular generic symbols on follow-on signage.  All tremendously useful but, 

unfortunately, all contained in paragraph 11.4 on page 18 of a 40 page document, a 

paragraph that is separated from other such tourism related gems by hundreds if not 

thousands of words, most of which are necessary and very informative to someone but not 

necessarily to me.  

 

20.  Having read and reread  it I am forced to conclude that the guidance document is almost 

certainly designed primarily to inform signage and road management practitioners and that 

in all likelihood it probably does a very good job of it.  As a layperson( when it comes to road 

management) I believe the guidance  probably needs no more than a quick update, to bring 

it in line with current practice and new organisational structures and names.  Of course a 

signage or road management practitioner might offer a different view?   

 

21. As a tourism professional, I concluded that what is required for me as a policy manager, for 

colleagues managing destinations and for the tourism businesses wanting a sign, or want to 

know why they can’t have one, is a far simpler, summary document.  A document that 

covers the nub of the tourism issues, preferably in no more than half a dozen sides that can 



be quickly read and easily digested by anyone, however busy.  If getting it all into a summary 

is impractical then the detail behind each key point or critical issue could be referenced by 

paragraph number so it can be quickly located and examined in the guidance note by those 

who have the time and inclination to go further into the issues.  I appreciate that other 

briefing documents and local guidance that achieve this may exist but as a general 

observation, if we are expecting busy tourism mangers and  business people to understand 

the intricacy of tourism signage policy based on the current guidance alone,  then  it is 

perhaps little wonder that confusion around brown signs apparently abounds!  

 

22. The consultation question.  You asked 6 specific questions, our answers, which relate to 

trunk roads only, unless otherwise stated , are: 

 

23. Do the Guidelines need to be modified or do the problems encountered by applicants apply 

to processing and administration? We believe the guidance for highways practitioners is 

probably adequate, if not good, although almost certainly in need of an update for 

presentational and accuracy purposes.  A separate short summary of key tourism areas and 

is issued for tourism practitioners is required.  We didn’t actually find much new evidence of 

“problems” but based on an assessment of what we already know the issues from a trunk 

road prospective relate mainly to major attractions.  It is a reasonable assumption that their 

understanding of the rules, and the processes and the administration of both the policy and 

its application are at the heart of any of the perceived or real issues faced. The rules are the 

rules, the guidance, albeit difficult to digest, is comprehensive and therefore the only 

remaining area available for marked improvement has to be the process and administration, 

before, during and after the application. 

 

24. Should there be more information returned to applicants who have been refused permission 

for signing? In the first instance, more accessible and easily understood information is 

needed before the process of applying for a sign starts.  This is based on our belief that many 

applications are currently being made for the wrong reasons, or without proper 

understanding of what is or is not likely to be approved and why, which is almost certainly 

fuelled to some degree by the current disparity in policy and application, mainly or 

exclusively, seen around local signage.   

 

25. Even if our suggestion of an additional tourism industry specific summary to the guidance 

was taken up, as a general principle we would always be supportive of proposals for greater 

provision of information on why a particular application was refused, provided that it didn’t 

prove too resource intensive.  Indeed, from a point of view of transparency, and as a means 

of helping spread better understanding of the ground rules, we would also support the 

public provision of more information on why a particular application was successful. Over 

time transparency should alleviate the current climate of claim and counter claim around 

equity of treatment and consistency of approach.   

 

26. Is more clarity needed regarding the way decisions for or against signing are made? Almost 

certainly but we have no firm evidence that applicants aren’t being told enough after the 

event, but rather that what they are being told, they either don’t like or don’t agree with.  

Again we would suggest that clarity about why decisions are made could be tackled by 



improving the ease in which the information is accessed and, in particular, the style and 

manner of its presentation to different audiences, before, during and after the event. The 

guidance, if you are forced to read it sufficient times, proves not only pretty comprehensive 

but also very good in highlighting and addressing most if not all key tourism issues but just 

not in any one place or within any one section of its 40 pages and various associated 

reference documents that support it.  Unfortunately, this means it is more a traffic 

manager’s bible to tourism signage than a laypersons guide to the how, why or the why not 

of getting a brown sign.  

 

27.  As stated above a tourism industry summary, referencing if necessary the paragraphs where 

further detail can be found in the guidance is required. Other action to clarify why we are 

where we are in terms of variation in local policy and application and critically what will be 

done to address it is also needed.  Its need because opinion as to what is fair or not, is 

currently being driven far more by what others, elsewhere might already have and why, than 

it is by what the guidance says applicants are allowed.  Unfortunately the, “what will be 

done about it” can’t, presumably, be clarified until a review of local signage is completed? 

 

28. Is some form of Appeals process needed? On a superficial basis an Appeals process sounds 

very reasonable, even appealing.  However, do you envisage an honest broker, second 

opinion approach,” had you considered x and y and any chance you might reconsider” with 

no formal authority, or do you envisage a formal Appeals process with the authority to 

overturn the decision made, in all likelihood, by accountable public authority and, 

presumably, originally made for good reason?  The two are very different and both beg a 

huge range of questions that need to be answered before a robust answer to your simple 

question can be given.   

 

29. The type of questions ranging from: what legal status does a road sign actually have, through 

to who appeals to whom, on what grounds, in what circumstances, when, in what time 

scale, where and at what cost to whom.  There are also some potentially interesting 

questions around what the subsequent legal implications on a successful appeal are?  When 

you can give some direction as to the answers to at least some of these questions, then we 

can give you a more considered view on whether an Appeal process is genuinely appealing. 

In the absence of such answers our gut reaction is that in principle it is a desirable option but 

in all likelihood impractical or unjustifiable in terms of resource v value added.  Unless, of 

course, we think that the businesses themselves would be content to fund the entire 

additional costs of any appeals process, a process that if applied to the Trunk Road decision 

would logically also have to be replicated for local signage issues?. 

 

30. Is there a role for Destination Organisations to play a greater part in the application process?   

We were not aware that local tourism organisations didn’t have an informal role in the 

application process.  Nor are we actually convinced that many (most?) don’t already provide 

advice, informed opinion and factual detail in many localities.  Whether this view is 

influenced more by experience regarding local signage issues or also applies to trunk road 

applications in equal measure is unclear to us.  Also unclear to us is what is actually meant 

by your question and in particular the phrase “a greater part in the application process”?   

 



31. It is unthinkable that the trunk road or local road network authorities wouldn’t wish to take 

appropriate advice, seek informed opinion or gather tourism related facts from all 

appropriate tourism bodies in a locality.  Experience also suggests that, whether the task is 

welcome or not, many businesses already turn to their recognised local tourism body for 

letters of support, advice and the like.  Whether the process of seeking that informal input is 

sufficiently enshrined in the guidance or is even alluded to in the application documents is 

unclear to us. Nor do we have a clear opinion on whether the onus for getting the informal 

input from the destination organisation or organisations, should be directed towards the 

applicant, towards the Highway Authority or to both. What we are clear on is that since 

there is no one structure, template or solution for local destination management in England 

and no sub regional and now no common regional structure either, it would be inadvisable 

and probably impractical to formalise or accurately define who or what provides this 

advisory function in all circumstances.  

 

32. If by “a greater part in the application process” you mean any real or perceived formal 

function or role in prioritising, selecting or approval of applications then we are 

fundamentally opposed, both on the grounds that it isn’t in the interests of English tourism 

and, critically, that it isn’t in the interests of destination organisation and destination 

management. At one end of the scale you could get the wrong decision and greater 

inconsistency of national approach, whilst on the other real or perceived conflict of interest 

and arguably all for no real gain when a well thought through and executed informal 

advisory approach can deliver much the same level of informed advice.  

 

33. Are there any areas that are not covered by the existing Guidelines that should be 

considered?  We are persuaded that potentially some additional narrative, highlighting the 

different needs of different types of Local Highway might be beneficial and, in particular, the 

needs of County Councils.  A simple list of all the legitimate cost centres and indicative range 

of costs for “putting up a sign” of different types on different types of trunk road should be 

included.  Some explanation of the current variation of approach in local signage is also 

needed. Whether that is appropriate in the trunk road guidance or even whether 

Government departments would be comfortable airing such issues in official documents is 

another matter. Finally, and at the risk of overstating the point, we do believe that a 

separate summary for tourism practitioners is required. 

 

Peter Hampson 

Chief Executive                                                                                  

British Destinations 


