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National Government and Local Destination Management Organisations: 
Working Together for Economic Recovery  
 
Building a Stronger Tourism Sector by Establishing a new National Portfolio of Strategic DMOs 
 

Introduction 
In 2018, tourism accounted for 3.1million jobs, or 9.6% of total UK jobs. International visitors to 
England spent £19.8billion, whilst domestic overnights accounted for £19.3billion. Day visits in 
England accounted for a further £53billion.  
 
The 20 DMOs supporting this report represent over 15,000 tourism businesses across England, 
leveraging over £15million of private sector support and a further £15million of value in kind 
support. Collectively, they represent 75% of all international visitor spend, 72% of all domestic 
staying visitor spend and 63% of all day-visitor spend in England outside London.  
 
The Tourism & Hospitality industry has been devastated by COVID, with VisitBritain forecasting a loss 
in 2020 of £65billion to the economy from the decline in inbound and domestic visits. Business 
demand is not forecast to return to pre-Covid levels until at least 2024.  
 
There is wide-spread recognition that the Government interventions to date have helped support 
the sector in the short term: 

• Furloughing has been critical to keep businesses going 

• Grant support from local authorities has been crucial whilst business has been on hold 

• There are early positive signs that the ‘Eat Out to Help Out’ initiative for August is driving 
business 

• VisitBritain’s ‘Escape the Everyday’ campaign will further support the sector during early 
Autumn 

 
The sector is hugely grateful for support to date, but this is an unprecedented situation. Therefore, 
we need to deliver in the short term and begin planning now for recovery from 2021 onwards. A 
robust recovery programme is therefore vital to address the potential economic scar that will be 
created across the sector: A key component of tourism recovery in England is a fit for purpose local 
delivery and support structure. 
 
Destination Management Organisations (DMOs) in England lead, plan, coordinate and facilitate the 
growth and development of the tourism and hospitality sector in their areas, many also include the 
attraction of Business Conference and events. Several DMOs also deliver a wider remit, including 
investment, export, and business attraction into their destinations.  This paper focusses on their 
Tourism & Hospitality remit. 
 
Working closely with businesses, they deliver destination promotion, business advice and support, 
training, and real-time business insights and research. They collaborate and coordinate with related 
sectors and strategic bodies, both horizontally across their areas and vertically with national 
structures and organisations. 
 
Twenty DMOs cover the vast proportion of England’s tourism economy outside of London. Working 
together, they present the best opportunity to support and deliver the Government’s ambition to 
‘level up’ the economy and rebuild England’s visitor economy after lockdown. 
 
England’s DMOs have not been financially supported by central government for a decade. Having 
been encouraged to become less reliant on the public sector, many have grown their private sector 
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funding, enabling them to continue the delivery of a range of activities which support and grow their 
local visitor economies. It has been acknowledged by DCMS that a rapid review of DMOs must be 
conducted to ensure they are appropriately strengthened, structured and resourced to deliver a key 
role in recoverin from the Covid-19 crisis. 
 
However, due to Covid-19, many of England’s DMOs are themselves now in financial distress. Their 
reliance on private sector income from small & micro businesses has revealed the funding flaw in the 
current model of private industry support: At the time when the industry needs DMOs more than 
ever, they are insufficiently resourced and many are at risk of ceasing to exist.  
 
Against the backdrop of a Government Comprehensive Spending Review, the twenty most strategic 
DMOs across England have come together to make their case for government support and reform, 
so that they in turn can drive the recovery of the sector and the economy post Covid-19. 
Set out below is the case for immediate support and for the development of a new National 
Portfolio of Strategic DMOs. 
 
Purpose of Paper – Proposal to Government 
This paper is a request to Government to support: 
1. immediate, short term funding to strengthen the resilience and capacity of DMOs to support 

industry recovery 
2. a new National Portfolio of Strategic DMOs 
 
Background 
The sub national tourism support structure in England has not been financially supported by central 
government or its regional agencies since 2010. Local stakeholders have contributed the finances to 
maintain a network of tourism support organisations, yet during flooding and other crises such as 
foot and mouth, these organisations have stepped up to assist in the response, supporting national 
bodies with evidence, knowledge, contacts and the means to implement recovery at a local level. 
Some DMOs were established shortly after the Development of Tourism Act in 1969: since then, 
they have adapted and changed due to reorganisations, locally or nationally and to meet the needs 
of local business communities.  
 

What do DMOs do? 
DMOs have proven their value for decades: the private sector would otherwise not continue to 
commit its support. DMOs are the Local Enterprise Partnerships and Development Agencies for the 
tourism sector in England, which by its nature is made up of large numbers of businesses of all sizes, 
too fragmented and specialist for LEPs and yet vital for the economy. DMOs are required to 
coordinate and collectively promote and support a wide range of businesses in the visitor economy 
including accommodation; hospitality (bars and restaurants); culture, arts, heritage, music and sport 
organisations and attractions; and conference/events venues.   
 
Reflecting the specific needs of their local areas, DMOs provide strong links between businesses, 
local authorities and other public bodies, playing a crucial role to deliver: 
 
Strategy & Policy 

• Strategic tourism, skills & place shaping advice  

• Efficiencies in expenditure for local authorities 

• Sector advice to local authorities and LEPs 

• Advisory role on planning policy and developments 

• Local dissemination and delivery of national programmes 
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Business Support 

• Business training, start-up support and growth advice 

• Business networks  

• Collaboration to deliver impact and economies of scale 

• Advisory role to investors – international and domestic 

• Business conference and events research and bidding services  
 
Routes to Market 

• Marketing and promotion of destinations domestically and internationally, funded from our 
membership income and facilitating the campaigns of the national bodies. 

• Local delivery of national campaigns and initiatives 

• Event organisation and facilitation for drive business 

• Business databases/content with distribution platforms/routes to market  
 
Data, Insights and Intelligence 

• Local insights to national government and VisitBritain/VisitEngland 

• Destination performance data 

• Dissemination of insights and best practice to the sector 
 
Soft Power & Awareness of UK’s Assets 
Just as the visitor economy attracts and supports more than just tourists (i.e. many of those assets 
are just as important in people choosing to live, study, work and invest where they do), so DMOs 
play a role in generating awareness and raising the profile of England which has an impact far 
beyond just visitor numbers and spend. 
 
The industry delivers experiences that are enjoyed by residents and visitors alike, and that make the 
British quality of life what it is. They are our true ‘soft power’. In promoting these assets to national 
and international audiences, DMOs are raising awareness of the offer and appeal of England among 
potential students, workforce talent and investors. Indeed, many DMOs are specifically 
commissioned to deliver inward investment, student and talent attraction campaigns and 
promotional activity as they are place promotion experts - i.e. experts in promotion and experts in 
the destinations that they represent 
 
Twenty DMOs cover the vast proportion of England’s tourism economy outside of London 
In 2018, tourism accounted for 3.1million jobs, or 9.6% of total UK jobs. International visitors to 
England spent £19.8billion, whilst domestic overnights accounted for £19.3billion. Day visits in 
England accounted for a further £53billion.  
 
The 20 DMOs supporting this report represent over 15,000 tourism businesses across England, 
delivering over £15million of private sector support and a further £15million of value in kind 
support. Collectively, they represent 75% of all international visitor spend, 72% of all domestic 
staying visitor spend and 63% of all day-visitor spend in England outside London. 
 
Supporting the Tourism Sector through Recovery 
There is no doubt that the tourism and hospitality sector has been devastated by COVID-19. As the 
country starts to recover, tourism businesses and national bodies will rely heavily on DMOs for local 
intelligence, support and delivery. VisitBritain forecasts that it will be 2024 before pre-Covid levels of 
business return. In the interim, the sector faces redundancies and business closures, leaving many 
destinations with economic scars showing and potentially deepening. Further uncertainty around 
the UK’s transition from the EU and the consequent impact on European markets further 
exacerbates the uncertainty. 
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DMOs therefore have a crucial role to play in supporting the sector and presenting positive 
messages about England’s major visitor destinations. However, DMOs are themselves under severe 
financial distress. It is widely recognised that the current network of sub national support for 
tourism in England is chaotic and inconsistent. VisitEngland and VisitBritain struggle to work with a 
myriad of small organisations and industry bodies.   
 
The last ten years have weakened this structure to breaking point and the consequences of Covid -
19 could see the sub national tourism support structure fail completely. The combined loss of over 
£10million of private sector support across England’s key DMOs means that all have significant 
income challenges and a number are on the brink of collapse. 
Regional & Local Support for DMOs  
DMOs are seen as critical by Core Cities, Key Cities, District Councils Network, County Councils 
Network, Association of County Chief Executives, the M9 Mayors, LEP Network, and the Local 
Government Association during the COVID recovery period. It has been acknowledged by DCMS that 
a rapid review of DMOs must be conducted to ensure they are appropriately structured and 
resourced to deliver on marketing and business support and engagement needs. DMOs provide 
invaluable support to business, yet many have had to furlough staff and embark on redundancies 
from financial necessity just at a time when the industry is most in need of support. In the critical 
months ahead, DMOs remain best placed to deliver coordinated effective destination marketing to 
rebuild visitor markets and business support for tourism, hospitality and leisure businesses 
 

Our Proposal to Government 
1. A request for immediate, short term funding to strengthen the resilience and capacity of 

DMOs to support industry recovery 
2. An offer to work with Government to build a new National Portfolio of Strategic DMOs. We 

would like to work with Government to support the review of the DMO structure in England, 
leading to a better coordinated and more sustainable local approach to building back the 
tourism sector post-COVID.  

 
1. Immediate funding to strengthen the resilience and capacity of Strategic DMOs  
Most DMOs have furloughed staff to reduce operational costs and are now looking at 
reorganisation/redundancies to remain viable. They lack financial resilience and will struggle to 
survive the current crisis. Government is urgently requested to address and support the financial 
challenges faced by several Strategic DMOs in the current financial year, allowing them to focus on 
rebuilding the tourism economy in their area. 
 
2. Establish a new National Portfolio of Strategic DMOs 
With large numbers of businesses at risk of closure and millions of jobs at stake, the current 
devasting impact of COVID-19 on the tourism sector demands urgent supportive measures from 
Government. A central element of this must include a robust structure at a local level to deliver and 
support the Governments interventions.  
 
Working collectively, the DMOs identified below are requesting that Government urgently 
undertakes a strategic review of the DMO structure in England with the aim of creating and 
supporting a new cohesive and sustainable National Portfolio of Strategic DMOs. 
 
This new structure with a 4-year funding agreement will create the local framework to strengthen 
DCMS’s ability to support the Government’s priorities: 

• COVID recovery, rebuilding the sector and preventing a deepening economic scar 

• Levelling up the visitor economy across England (where currently 54% of international 
visitors go to London) 
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• Creating more competitive destinations, to compete in the international marketplace post 
Brexit 

• Increasing productivity across England’s visitor economy 
 
The current situation requires a strong focus of activity at the local level, delivered by DMOs working 
with their local business networks, in order to stimulate recovery.  Urgent priorities are to: 

• Identify the specific local needs of destinations, developing and promoting differentiated 
experiences to attract the most appropriate segments of the domestic market  

• Foster supportive relationships between local businesses, food and other service suppliers 
and local communities and consumers, which have become more important in the current 
crisis  

• Develop and maintain strong links between tourism businesses, local authorities and other 
public bodies, for example with respect to support services, hygiene regulations and access 
to resources.   

 
DMOs have a crucial role to play in meeting the above requirements, notably in providing advice and 
support to local tourism businesses and enabling communication horizontally within the destination 
and vertically with national bodies.   
 
We propose a new landscape, taking example from the DCMS model of funding strategic cultural 
organisations: we propose a National Portfolio of DMOs for England, supporting a more coherent, 
efficient and effective structure, reducing duplication of effort and resource and maximising the 
opportunities for growth. Such an approach will assist with levelling up, creating international 
standard product across the country to attract visitor spending into more areas of the country. 
 
A formalised functioning network between the DMOs will be established. A formal relationship with 
VisitEngland, based on regular meetings, networked communications and the use of common 
applications and pooled services will provide a fully joined-up framework to deliver the industry 
support which is necessary to rebuild the sector. 
  
This will encourage and enable two-way communication between the national and local levels and 
inform the development and delivery of mutually agreed action. It will also mandate and enable 
cooperation between the DMOs.  This will also ensure maximum synergy, through clearly 
established priorities, sharing of best practice and market intelligence. For the first time, it will be 
possible to agree and deliver an integrated national/local tourism strategy for England. 
 
Suggested criteria for a new National Portfolio of Strategic DMOs may include DMOs which can 
demonstrate:  

• private sector led/significantly contributing financially and to the leadership and direction 

• an operational reach to businesses which is countywide or larger 

• an established track record of local delivery of at least 10 years 

• an established track record of collaboration and delivery with VisitEngland/VisitBritain 

• Strategic policy and research ability and expertise for multiple destinations 
 
Next Steps 
Set against the need to support the sector to recover, the current CSR process provides the 
Government with the opportunity to establish and support a new local delivery structure for tourism 
in England. The undersigned welcome an opportunity to work with Government to progress this. 
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Sheona Southern,  
Managing Director, Marketing Manchester 
 
 

   
Gill Haigh 
Managing Director, Cumbria Tourism 

    
Malcolm Bell 
Chief Executive, VisitCornwall 
 

   
Joe Manning 
Chief Executive, Marketing Cheshire 
Deputy Chief Executive, Cheshire & Warrington LEP 

 

   
Michelle Gorman 
Managing Director, Visit County Durham 

             
James Mason 
Managing Director, Cumbria Tourism  
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Sarah Green 
Chief Executive, NewcastleGateshead Initiative 

 

   
Rachel McQueen 
Chief Executive, Marketing Lancashire 

 

    
Hayley Beer-Gamage 
Chief Executive, Experience Oxfordshire 

 

    
Roger Mendonca 
Chief Operating Officer, West Midlands Growth 
Company 
 

   
David Andrews 
Chief Executive, VisitWiltshire 

     
Jo Dilley 
Managing Director, Marketing Peak District & 
Derbyshire 
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David Curtis-Brignell 
Deputy Chief Executive, VisitKent 

 

   
Fran Downton 
Tourism South East 

 
 

     
Pete Waters 
Executive Director, Visit East of England 

 
 

    
Chris Brown 
Director, Marketing Liverpool 

 
 

    
John Hirst 
Managing Director, Destination Bristol 
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Appendix 1 - What do DMOs do?  
Below are some examples of our work. 
 

Marketing Manchester works with 400 commercial partners including tourism, hospitality, cultural, 
retail and sport businesses, and supports a wider network of over 4000 businesses in the visitor 
economy across Greater Manchester. Working with partners across the North, Marketing 
Manchester leads on international activity to promote Manchester as Gateway to the North of 
England.  In 2019/20 Marketing Manchester was 70% funded from the private sector.   Marketing 
Manchester’s activities directly generate £395m* in additional visitor spend and net additional 
economic value of £80m, supporting 1,500 jobs. Every £1 of public funding spent by Marketing 
Manchester with partner leverage therefore delivers £110 in return. Marketing Manchester also 
leverages around £6m each year from the private sector to promote the destination. (*Hatch 
Regeneris evaluation 2019) 

 

VisitWiltshire works with 750 investing businesses and regularly engages with a further 2,500 SMEs.   
In 2019, VisitWiltshire’s marketing activities generated an estimated £54m in additional short-term 
visitor spend. The Great West Way is supported by 26 investing Destinations, 6 Local Enterprise 
Partnerships and is highlighted as a Strategic Priority in SWLEP’s Local Industrial Strategy, 
contributing to their wider place agenda. 

 

Over a 5-year period, Visit Kent received £1.5m of core funding from Kent County Council and used 
this to generate an additional £2m from the private sector and £3m in successful funding bids. This is 
equal to an additional £3.33 leveraged for every £1 invested by KCC. From 2014 to 2019, the number 
of tourism enterprises in Kent grew by 14.6% 

 

During Lockdown, Marketing Cheshire supported over 1100 businesses in Cheshire and Warrington 
with business support and advice, working alongside the Growth Hub to signpost businesses to the 
government support available. MC ensured all relevant companies received the business rates grant 
support and understood and were able to apply the government guidance. MC delivered a 
programme of forums to share best practice and provide access to high profile national speakers. 
Business engagement is the strongest it has ever been, underlining the critical role DMO’s undertake 
in providing an interface between national organisations and local businesses. 

 

Experience Oxfordshire is the DMO for the city of Oxford and county of Oxfordshire. Established in 
2011 it was originally funded in whole by the public sector, it now operates to a 95% earned income 
model bringing in over £1m per annum from private sector businesses and commercial operations... 
During the Covid-19 pandemic in the months March – June Experience Oxfordshire dealt with nearly 
5000 Covid specific related business support requests alone and worked hard to support businesses 
to continue to operate and re-open. Oxfordshire’s visitor economy is worth £2.3bn per annum and 
supports 40,000 jobs. 

 

Visit East of England provides a collective, collaborative regional voice for 14 local DMOs. Through 
the pandemic Visit East of England has been the conduit for VisitEngland to local operators and has 
amplified national messages like Know Before You Go and encouraged participation on the We’re 
Good To Go scheme. Visit East of England and New Anglia LEP quickly put together a Tourism 
Recovery Group of LAs and DMOs. We produced a joint Recovery Plan signed off by all of them 
following a VEE Covid-19 Tourism Business Survey which attracted 776 responses. Norfolk’s LA 
leaders recently signed off on a £2.25m fund for grants for local businesses. This would not have 
happened without a regional DMO. 
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NewcastleGateshead Initiative has been the DMO for Newcastle and Gateshead for 20 years, 
working with the DMO’s in Durham and Northumberland, the NELEP and local authorities in the 
region, as well as the tourism, hospitality, leisure and cultural business community, and the 
significant supply chain. During the Covid pandemic NGI supported local authority partners to ensure 
that tourism businesses received relevant grants and support. A weekly tourism industry panel and a 
series of webinars has promoted national initiatives directly to the local tourism sector such as 
“We’re Good to Go” and “Eat Out to Help Out”. Support was given to public health colleagues with 
fortnightly intelligence webinars to support the tourism community understand and implement a 
safe return.  NGI collated data and research through phone calls with over 700 tourism businesses 
which has supported the development of local and regional recovery plans. NGI facilitated an 
initiative to provide free training and qualifications to over 2,000 tourism employees who have been 
furloughed and/or at risk of redundancy in partnership with two local college partners. 

 

Visit Cornwall was formed in 1970 as the Cornwall Tourism Board with a mix of public funding (66%) 
and private funding (33%).  Since 2015, VisitCornwall has been operated by the private sector as a 
Community Interest Company, accessing public funding from Visit Britain/Visit England for projects 
and marketing but not for its core activities. The Cornwall and Isles of Scilly LEP has provided £150k 
repayable grant to ensure its operation until late summer, but the ongoing viability is very much in 
question as its 900+ business members do not have the funds to pay membership and marketing. 
The Board of Visit Cornwall CiC will decide on its timetable for closure by the end of August/early 
Sept 2020, in order to ensure that it can meet its legal requirements to staff, members and suppliers.   
 
During COVID-19 crisis Visit Cornwall has delivered webinars to over 1,800 businesses, and over 80 
information factsheets/emails to members and the wider industry. VC has been active on the 
Cornwall Leadership Board, LEP Economic Crisis Economy Cell, Rural Economy Cell, Public Realm and 
Services Group, Local Outbreak Engagement Board and heads the media communication for tourism 
and hospitality for Cornwall. 

 
 


