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Dear Andrew 

    
      British Destinations Response - Great British Railways Whole Industry Strategy Plan  
 
1. Introduction 

1.1. Who are we?.  British Destinations is a trade association representing the interests of some 60 

individual, well-established UK destinations of different sizes and types, managed and overseen by 

around 45 individual destination management organisations, in voluntary membership of our 

organisation. 

 1.2. Destinations in membership include Cities, market, heritage and historic towns, Spa and coastal 

resorts and popular inland and coastal rural areas. The management structures of the organisations in 

membership reflect the changed and changing structures of destination management. They include 

many local authority public private sector partnerships but also private sector partnerships, CICs, 

LEPs/City Regions, Tourism/Destination Business Improvement Districts and various hybrids and 

combinations of these structures working in tandem.  Over half the membership is coastal and this 

includes most of the major, popular coastal resort towns.   

1.3. What do we do?. Our principal shared interest lies in tourism, hospitality and leisure's function as a, 

if not the, major social and economic driver in any given locality. We have a particular expertise in and 

understanding of: "tourism's" role as a social and economic driver, regenerator and developer, the 

critical importance of the visitor economy and common barriers or levers to obtaining successful 

outcomes.  

1.4. British Destinations and most of its destination management organisation members have no 

expertise in running railways and only a limited layman's understanding of the complex operational 

limitations that apply.  However, we do have a significant understanding of "tourism" and the critical 

roles and functions of the visitor economy in underpinning the social and economic fabric of many UK 

communities. It is this knowledge we wish to share with you.  

1.5.  Our interest in your strategy.  We believe that rails best and biggest opportunity for passenger 

growth over the period of your strategy lies in leisure travel.  We also believe that failure to grasp the 

opportunity properly could have damaging consequences, potential catastrophe in some case for UK 

leisure and tourism. Conversely if the opportunities are seized there are huge mutual social, economic 

and environmental benefits, of national significance to be gained. 
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1.6. Form and content of our response.  We have chosen to provide a narrative response, since our 

comments don’t easily fit the formulaic online response option.  We have also deliberately avoided 

quoting tourism statistics, or more accurately estimates, of which there are many because at this 

overarch level they can as easily confuse or their true and often very narrow meaning can be 

misconstrued.   

1.7. Nationally tourism statistics are produced for very different purposes and in differing forms. Figures 

may or may not include domestic, domestic out bound, international outbound. There are different 

statistics for day trips, staying trips (subdivided into short or longer holidays). Figures may include or 

exclude leisure, business tourism or visiting friends and relatives (VFR). Day trips largely ignore leisure 

activities undertaken by local residents, while estimates for the visitor economy general but don’t 

always include both. Scale is generally articulated as either trips (individual journeys) overnight stays 

and/or estimated values; they are all very different things with very different implications.   For the 

purpose of this response, we are content that you will be as aware of, if not more aware than most of 

the scale of the customer base and the number of journeys or trips that “tourism” and “leisure”, 

however they are defined, generates.   

1.8. If it is subsequently needed, we are happy to provide specific estimates, accurately tailored to 

evidence specific claims, rather than confuse the general thrust of our responses with potentially 

ambiguous values and volumes. For now, please just accept that if we say “big”, we mean big and 

“massive” genuinely means massive. I.E., on a scale that is of major national significance.  

2. Narrative Comments 

2.1. “Tourism” and travel’s role and interrelationship. The relative importance of tourism within the 

local economy is often directly linked to geography, locality and connectivity. Perversely, often the more 

physically remote the more proportionately import tourism tends to become, as for example, witnessed 

in the socio-economic function of tourism in many of the more physically and/or economical isolated 

coastal and rural areas.  Rail plays an important part in sustaining day and staying, business and leisure 

tourism activity to all destinations, wherever reasonable rail connectivity still exists, but currently it is 

seldom the primary carrier.  With the correct levels of strategic priority and supportive policy direction, 

rail could and should have a far more important, if not critical and mutually beneficial role in leisure 

travel; especially in the face of looming radically changing circumstances in the coming 5-, 10- and 30-

year period covered by Great British Railways’ Whole Industry Strategic Plan. 

2.2. “Tourism", the UK's 5th largest industry, is almost unique in that it is utterly dependent on 

delivering the consumer to the product, rather than it being the other way round. Hence, the success or 

failure of the visitor economies of all destinations, big and small, of all typologies, major City through 

smaller urban to remote rural destinations, depends on the quality of their connectivity and the ability 

and ease of the visitor to travel to and from them. It is also worth noting that for much the same 

reasons discretionary journeys for holidays and leisure purposes are the least likely ever to be disrupted 

by technological advancements. The number of journeys, the distances travelled and the final 

destination may be influenced by, among other things: cost, convenance or even regulation. But unlike, 

say, commuting for work or travel for retail purposes, it is almost inconceivable that a significant 

proportion of our holidaying and leisure activities will ever be switched to take place entirely from the 

comfort of our kitchen tables and thus, take place without an associated travel element, be that by 

train, plane or automobile. 
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2.3. In the worst case, no travel would equal no tourism and individual local visitor economies more or 

less limited to that which can be sustained by the leisure needs of local residents. More realistically, for 

many destinations currently reliant upon mass, principally domestic tourism, even a relatively small 

percentage reduction in either, day or staying visitors, or both, could be deeply damaging, if not 

catastrophic.  This is an industry where the tipping point between success for all and spiralling decline 

for many, is often sharply balanced.  

2.4. Despite popular misconceptions, domestic day and staying activity represents c 80% by both value 

and volume of tourism activity in the UK (pre-pandemic) and has broadly done so for many years. The 

much lower 20% by volume of typically higher value per visit international tourism, is far from evenly 

spread.  Despite best efforts much of it is London centric (pre 2019/20 in the order of 50% plus of all 

inbound trips) and likely to revert to that position post any future recovery. Regardless, once in the UK, 

similar onward travel considerations apply to international visitors as for their domestic cousins; what 

works well for one will largely work for the other.  Moreover, growing and spreading the benefit of 

international inbound visitors remains a strategic goal for Government and the National Tourist Boards 

and therefore, it is one that any rail strategy should at least attempt to acknowledge if not align with.  

2.5. The consequences of reduced visitor numbers are starkly illustrated by the recent pandemic and the 

need for radical Government interventions to avert a potential collapse in the fortunes of both 

individual businesses and combined the fortunes for their host destinations, in what is a complex but 

not always obviously symbiotic relationship; business to business and businesses of all types to their 

host destination. Slower and less marked decline in visitor volumes would be no less damaging, just less 

immediate and therefore far less obvious.  Being less obvious, such decline is more likely to be 

overlooked or more easily ignored, until it is too late to easily reverse, or at least reverse without leaving 

deep and damaging structural scaring.   

2.6 The level and nature of the potential damage that can typically result is well illustrated by the 

historic spiral of decline faced by many of the larger, popular coastal resorts in the c 30 years between 

the late 1960s early 1970s to the c mid-1990, now largely reversed. This decline was triggered and then 

sustained, essentially by a switch from the one holiday a year taken at home to, for many, one holiday a 

year being taken abroad. It was subsequently reversed from around the mid to late 90s onward.  In large 

part by a combination of significant EU and UK public investment, leading to great private sector 

confidence and the advent and subsequent parallel growth in the trend and financial ability to take 

multiple long and short holidays, both at home and abroad, combined with a significant increase in UK 

day trips and other more locally leisure related activities. Coincidently, these marked improvements, 

which are still ongoing, again roughly span a period of 30 years. 

2.7. Rail’s past and current role in tourism and leisure. It should never be forgotten that the railways 

created and subsequently sustained mass, popular domestic tourism in the UK. Many of our best loved 

and most popular built destinations would not exist as towns, let alone as destinations, had it not been 

for the railways. Nor would most of the popular rural areas have developed their tourism infrastructure 

or become well-loved and well used popular, well-established destination areas.  Having created niche 

and then mass tourism, rail travel then largely sustained it on its own until some point around the mid 

to late 1960s.  Radical changes to the rail network and the steady and until recently, seemingly 

irreversible increased popularity of private car ownership (chicken and egg?) then shifted the primary 

mean of leisure travel away from rail towards road.  The proportion of visitors travelling by car can vary  
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greatly. However, excluding those major cities particularly well served by rail, road consistently delivers 

at least 80% plus of all visitors to the typical destination. Figures of 90% plus are not uncommon and of 

course there are popular resort areas and the occasional smaller popular urban destinations that are no 

longer served by rail, or served so poorly that rail is not currently a workable option for popular, mass 

leisure or tourist activities. 

2.8. This is not to say rail does not now play a significant role in leisure travel, just that it isn't, or wasn’t 

at least until now, necessarily key to sustaining and growing UK domestic and inbound international 

tourism; the car generally trumped it.   Pandemic accelerated and ongoing, longer term climate crisis 

inspired changes to the accepted norms in work and leisure travel patterns and, now in all likelihood, 

future levels of car ownership and patterns of usage, have fundamentally changes the potential for rail 

to sustain large parts of tourism and leisure. And of course, in return, for tourism and leisure to play a 

far greater role in sustaining a viable and thriving UK wide rail network.  

2.9. If you include all the smaller and sub destinations served by rail and a few more that could or should 

be, there are many hundreds of, “destinations” in the UK. Even the smallest of these will attracts tens of 

thousands of visitors, many will attract hundreds of thousands and a good number of the larger 

destinations, of which there are dozens, routinely attract millions of visitors per year. Given that in many 

cases at least 80% of these visitors are currently travelling by car, the scale of the opportunity for rail to 

grow its leisure market share is enormous, especial in an environment where the car may start rapidly 

losing some of its previous advantages and/or popular appeal. 

2.10. In the last 30 years, or at least in the living memory of the more senior members still working in 

tourism today, the rail and indeed all national transport policy in general has consistently prioritised 

Monday to Friday peak commuter travel over and above leisure. Leisure travel appears to have been 

regarded as a useful means of absorbing spare off peak rail capacity, much of it, we understand, 

generated as a by-product of maintaining the desired levels of more lucrative peak travel. Appeals to 

invest in infrastructure, service quality or frequency to support destination development and tourism 

have often appeared to fail purely on the basis that they have not served to meet the necessary 

commuter peak period thresholds.  Impacts on high days and holidays have been ignored and latterly 

our peak periods deliberately targeted for planned engineering works on the basis that it is less 

disruptive to critical commuter traffic.   

2.11. This has all been deeply frustrating for our sector and cumulatively damaged rail’s role and 

reputation as a reliable leisure carrier.  That said it has largely been accepted by us because that is what 

national rail strategy and the current cost benefit equitation's dictated. Years of bitter experience 

suggested that nothing we could say was ever going to alter that.  Hopefully recent, unexpected 

accelerated changes to established pattern of rail usage, parallel changes to policies for and usage of 

other form of passenger transport, combined with a fundamental review of the rail strategy, gives us a 

fresh opportunity to put a very different and now far more compelling case for leisure travel. 
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2.12. Rail’s future role. In the next 5, 10 and 30 years, indeed immediately in the here and now, the old 

certainties of Monday to Friday peak commuter travel have been removed by a far more flexible 

patterns of home working. A significant proportion of those who continue to need to travel daily by rail 

or road, do so to work in service industries.  Many of those service jobs, particularly those in hospitality, 

are underpinned to varying degrees by the custom from other commuters, who may now not be there 

at all, or now not there on a daily basis.  Unless, some of that lost commuter business can be rapidly 

replaced, most logically by increased leisure visitor numbers, there is likely to be a further decline in 

numbers commuting for work, particularly but not exclusively, in larger towns and Cities. Rail could and 

should be the prime mover for those additional leisure visits, again especially in major towns and cities 

where generally better rail connectivity already often makes rail a realistic and competitive means of 

leisure travel when compared to private cars. Cars that are currently being squeezed out of City centres, 

mainly by accidental and contrived inconvenience and targeted, increased costs.  More of that is likely 

to follow in other larger urban areas and, in time, elements of it will almost certainly be replicated in 

many other places, including other destination both urban and, potentially in some cases, even rural.  

2.13. In parallel, albeit currently at a less marked pace, there is likely to be radical changes in the levels 

of car ownership and/or the patterns and purposes of car usage.  Although it is still difficult to predict 

what those might be in detail, it is not unreasonable to suggest that discretionary leisure usage, paid for 

out of the individuals own pocket, is more likely to take a greater hit than say, essential business travel 

paid for by, “the company”.  To a significant degree the potential changes to car usage will be driven by 

other public policies, including road charging, pay per mile and the means and provision of electric 

charging facilities. The latter is a massive issue for popular destinations where the demand for 

carparking can and does vary dramatically and unpredictably between days of the week, weeks of 

months and months of the year and combinations of all three. The infrastructure, maintenance and 

running cost and the physical implications of providing sufficient charging facilities for a sunny, summer 

Bank Holiday, as opposed to say a wet, mid-winter Wednesday are immensely challenging and current it 

is being largely ignored in the hope that some simple, inexpensive solution might miraculously present 

itself.  

2.14. An equal, if not far greater influence in the direction of future car usage will be the availability of a 

good quality, convenient and affordable alternatives.  For many people and for most UK destinations the 

most logical, practical and convenient alternative means of travel is, or at least should be, rail. A rail 

revolution is within our grasp but it can only be fully achieved if Great British Railways’ future strategy 

actively support and encourages the development of leisure travel friendly policies, pricing structures, 

infrastructure routes and service provision. 

3. Future Strategy 

3.1. Establishing adequate priority for tourism. British Destinations and its members don't necessarily 

have the detailed answers now but we do have the will and desire to engage with you in developing a 

future rail strategy that maintains and further develops the ubiquitous tourism industry within the UK. 

In doing so we believe that it would go a long way towards helping Great British Railways achieve its 5 

main objectives.  Meeting customers’ needs, delivering financial sustainability, contributing to long-term  
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economic growth, levelling up and connectivity, and delivering environmental sustainability can, in large 

part, all be achieved by a future national rail strategy that gives due weight to leisure travel. In turn 

leading to the adoption of policies and practical innovations to support a switch back towards rail in the 

coming 5 through to 10 years and to rail becoming established as the primary carrier of choice for 

domestic and inbound international leisure travel within the UK for the following 10 to 30 years.   

3.2. At this stage we could cite examples of rail lines that could be viable for leisure travel but that 

remain neglected due to a lack of viable levels of commuter traffic.  We could outline necessary 

operational changes, from extending dwell time at some intermediate station to allow heavily laden 

tourists to get on and off trains at unfamiliar station, on unfamiliar journeys, safely, the need for better 

luggage provision on certain popular tourist routes (or on specific services) or the importance of 

focusing leisure discounting on group and family travel ticketing, so that rail compares favourably with 

the 4 to 5 person carrying capacity of the average car.  These we would regard as detailed policy issues, 

or delivery detail for discussion and agreement at a later date, when the principle of securing a more 

favourable strategic framework for leisure rail travel has been accepted. 

3.3. The first 5 years.  For now, our immediate concerns for the coming short, 5-year term relate to the 

potential damage to existing pre-pandemic levels of leisure travel.  Specifically, the impact of the almost 

certain reductions to come in pre pandemic commuter services and the unintended knock-on effects 

that will have on off peak (leisure) services, especially under the mindset of the current strategic 

priorities.  Rather than serving to enhance and increase leisure travel over the long term, we genuinely 

fear that leisure travel will take a considerable unintended hit over the period 2022 to 2025 and beyond, 

just when domestic and subsequently international tourism should be in the middle of recovering from 

Covid-19.  Despite the political and, in part, marketing hype around booming domestic holiday taking, 

the structural damage is worryingly deep and the tentative recovery is both fragile and still prone to 

external influence. Not least of these being the uncertainties around the economic pressure on both 

supply and demand sides, the course and impacts of endemic Covid and the rate at which outbound 

domestic international travel may or may not properly recover and, critically in a highly season industry, 

starting from when?  Our question to you is what actions can be taken, or avoided by the rail industry to 

help preserve the existing (pre-pandemic) levels and quality of leisure travel, rail services in the 

immediate to short-term? 

3.4. 5 to 10 years.  In the intermediate 5-to-10-year period we are concerned that reductions in capacity 

now will leave you with far fewer options and less ability to adapt to the opportunities and challenges 

that will become far clearer and far more immediate by say 2027 onwards.  By that stage we should 

have a clearer idea of what the nature and scale of infrastructure changes are need to accommodate 

fossil fuel free motor transport and the likely trends for future car ownership and usage. By 2032, the 

end of your 10-year timeframe we should be well into the process of phasing out of any remaining fossil 

fuel private vehicles.  By that stage, whatever your strategic direction may be, we predict that you will 

already need to be tactical and operationally flexible enough to accommodate a host of currently 

unforeseen consequences.  In all likelihood this will require deployable spare capacity, which in our 

understanding, once lost from within the existing system, can take the rail industry many years, even 

decades to bring on back online?  Our plea to you is to avoid if at all possible, making short-term saving 

now, particularly in physical capacity, only to find you are faced with either, far greater costs in or over 

the next decade to replace lost capacity or, as like as not, a cost induced inability to service new 

demands and exploit emerging opportunity.   
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3.5. 10 to 30 years (plus).  Looking to the 10-to-30-year period is even more akin to crystal ball gazing, 

especially when it done in a time of unprecedented crisis, combined with looming radical but as yet 

uncertain change. We are asking you now to take an informed decision to protect existing levels of 

leisure travel and to give leisure travel an appropriate degree of priority, so that policies and services 

can be developed that enhance volumes and the value of leisure travel for your benefit and for that of 

tourism and leisure within UK.  From 2032 onward we would wish to see rail positioned so that it can 

compete on price, reliability, convenience, service and services with whatever the major alternatives 

may be.   

3.6. There is significant evidence now that many of the established purposes of travel, notably the need 

to commute Monday to Friday to earn your living, are being challenged by social, economic and 

technological innovation. As we have indicated earlier it is almost inconceivable that travel for leisure 

and tourism will be undermined to any significant degree by any disruptive technological innovation, 

because going somewhere, or “travel”, is a fundamental component of tourism and leisure.  For that 

reason, if rail hopes to stay both relevant and viable it needs to be strategically positioned now to 

capture the greatest possible share of UK and inbound international leisure travel that it can, with the 

specific intent, we would suggest, of at least replacing if not exceeding predictable losses from other 

traditional travel purposes.  

4. Concluding comments  

4.1. Far more than just a railway’s issue. If Great British Railways don't capture significant leisure 

market share, from a tourism perspective, it will at best it will be missed opportunity and at worst it 

could seriously damage the UK's future prospect for both domestic and international inbound tourism. 

There is a considerable potential for UK tourism not only to miss out on potential growth but to go into 

decline, which without viable alternative means of mass transportation could be terminal for many 

forms of tourism and/or localities. UK residents will doubtless still travel for leisure and holidays.  

However, it would be a travesty, indeed a national scandal, if a lack of strategic foresight now, resulted 

in multiple extra billions of pounds of leisure spending being diverted abroad instead of to the UK 

industry, simply because either the only practical or the most convenient means of discretionary leisure 

travel was now a journey, by whatever means, rail included, to and from the nearest airport and from 

there a flight abroad.  

4.2. Our aspiration would be to see a thriving rail network, acting to support and eventually once again 

underpinning a thriving ubiquitous UK “tourism” industry. That is a goal worthy of national recognition 

and of full Government support.  We hope you will now embrace and develop our conceptual aspiration 

into an achievable plan. If you do, we, and the rest of the tourism industry, are here to help you. 
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5. Further engagement. 

5.1. We would welcome the opportunity to discuss these narrative comments with you in more detail.  

We would also welcome the opportunity to discuss what our musings on the need to raise the profile 

and priority of leisure travel might mean or look like in practice, within your forthcoming strategy. 

Supporting tourism estimate can be made available, which we would endeavour to tailor to ensure they 

accurately evidenced any specific question on value, volume or frequency that you may have.  

5.2. Our aim at this stage is simply to help focus minds on the massive mutual need, the huge mutual 

opportunities and the very obvious mutual benefits arising from a rail strategy that is correctly framed 

to fully exploit the changed and changing environment in and around UK based leisure and tourism. 

 
Yours sincerely                                               

 

 
Peter Hampson 

Director  

British Destinations   
Peter.hampson@btconect.com 
www.britishdestinations.net 
07714341379                                                                                                                  
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