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The Report sets out the background to the operation of the Carlisle Conference Group and examines the potential for making efficiency savings.
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That the Executive considers the implications set out in the report
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1.
BACKGROUND INFORMATION AND OPTIONS

1.1
Carlisle Conference Group (CCG) is a partnership between Carlisle City Council and individual venues in Carlisle.  The prime reason for offering such a service is to market Carlisle as a destination, encouraging conference business and the consequent multiplier effect on the local economy.  Carlisle currently performs relatively well in terms of the visitor expenditure generated for every £1 spent by the Council on tourism.  In a group of 12 similar local authorities, Carlisle came third for the amount of leverage generated for 2005/06.

1.2
The members of CCG are wide ranging and include hotels, the Racecourse and Cathedral, Carlisle United, academic premises, Council run/owned venues such as the Sands, Tullie House, the Assembly Rooms, Enterprise Centre and Brampton Business and Telecentre.  Bookings are subject to a commission charge, which contributes to marketing costs.

1.3
The service is based in Development Services, within the Tourism Team and the Economy, Property and Tourism Service.  There is one post of Conference Officer dedicated to the service and the role includes:

· Dealing with enquiries – information for the event and client is taken, faxed/e mailed out to all Members of CCG that match the request, with a 3 hour response time for a quote.  Following the deadline the Conference Officer works to secure the sale.

· For those not familiar with Carlisle a visit is offered and organised.  This includes a tour of venues and city centre attractions and practical arrangements such as travel options.

· Hands on co-ordination for the event itself especially where more that one venue is being used.

· Attendance at trade shows and exhibitions to promote Carlisle.

· Preparing and updating marketing information including brochures, conference packs, web information, mailshots and e mailouts.

· Monitoring, including customer profiling, evaluating marketing activities and business trends.

· Signposting business support, enterprise and development queries that arise during conference and event work to colleagues elsewhere in the Council.

1.4
The Conference Group has been operating in its present format since 1997.  It has always managed to provide an exceptionally efficient service on its small budget, with high standards of delivery.  It has generated £1,012, 500 of income to venues since its inception, of which £87,200 has been commissions revenue.  This revenue has been used to market the service.

1.5
The gross cost of running the service is £56,500 per year (2007/08 figures) of which 51% is the Conference Officer’s direct salary costs, 20% is on costs and 29% is recharges.  These costs are offset by £12,000 of income generated through commissions and membership fees.

1.6
The service contributes to the wellbeing of the local economy, the image of the City and the investment it constitutes, whilst modest in proportion, still generates a return to the local economy and is highly valued by the local tourism industry.  From the City Council’s perspective the familiarisation visits and the networking undertaken by the Conference Officer all offer opportunities to promote Carlisle to business and media and generate goodwill for the Council.  This outward-facing role has benefits beyond the immediate function of the Conference Desk.

1.7
In addition to the revenues generated into the City and surrounding area, consideration must also be given to the increased profiling the City has gained as a result of the group.  Examples include the airtime from TV coverage for, Pirelli Rally, BBC Question Time, Bargain Hunt, Flog It (still being shown on satellite TV), Dickinson’s Real Deal.  More recently, the Bollywood film ‘Mr Bhatti on Chutti’ with an estimated audience of 30 million, featured Carlisle locations many times during the shoot.  In addition, CCG was instrumental in attracting Radio One to the City for their ‘One Big Sunday’ show – providing 2hrs national coverage of the City.

2.0
FURTHER OPPORTUNITIES FOR THE SERVICE 
2.1 The service makes the best of the Carlisle offer but it is clear that additional hotel and conference facilities particularly if they are of high quality would help to bring more business through the Conference Group.  The opportunities arising from recent planning permissions for new hotels, the enhancement of Carlisle as a destination from investment through Carlisle Renaissance and the Economic Strategy, and the unique opportunities from University growth all hold great potential.   But these will take time to come to fruition and increased business to further offset costs has been sought through a bid submitted to Cumbria Tourism to operate a ‘Conference Desk’ for the whole of Cumbria.  The bid is still being assessed by that body and a decision on this matter will not be known until after April 2008.

3.
POTENTIAL FOR SAVINGS
3.1 In order to reduce the City Council’s contribution additional income is needed or an increased contribution from users.  The issues associated with income generation are set out above.  The potential from the Cumbria Wide operation, if Carlisle were selected by Cumbria Tourism, would not be realised in the short term as it will need time to become established.  It was intended initially to generate additional business and a higher profile for Carlisle.  Savings because of increased memberships and commissions may be possible in the longer term should CCG be successful with its bid.

3.2 As regards making the service self-funding through increasing the contribution of the individual members and / or increasing the level of bookings and associated commissions on the basis of the present operation, the diversity of venue types precludes an even division of increased fees where the larger establishments( (there are 5), would have to bear the brunt of the increase.  Whilst it may be possible to increase the membership fees by a modest degree, it is extremely unlikely that an increase of around £3,000 for the larger establishments and around £1,000 for the smaller ones will be achievable.  Similarly increased income from additional bookings would normally require larger scale marketing activity for which there is no budget.

3.3 It will therefore be difficult to make the service self funding and thus save around £29,000 in the short term.  A requirement to achieve a saving of this magnitude in 2008/09 would close down the service.

4.
CONSULTATION
4.1
Consultation to Date.


None

4.2
Consultation Proposed.

Membership of the Conference Group

Cumbria Tourism

5.
RECOMMENDATIONS
That the Executive considers the implications set out in the report

6.
REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS
To assist the budget discussions

7.
IMPLICATIONS
· Staffing/Resources – If the service was to close then this would affect the post associated with the service.

· Financial – The amount of £29k per annum from 2008/09 has been included as a recurring revenue saving in the Summary Revenue Estimates Report elsewhere on the agenda.
· Legal – n/a

· Corporate – The Council’s own establishments are members of the CCG and would be affected by any increased booking fees or the loss of the service.

· Risk Management – Addressed in the report

· Equality and Disability – n/a

· Environmental – n/a

· Crime and Disorder – n/a

· Impact on Customers – If the service was not provided potential customers would not receive the current level of information on what Carlisle has to offer nor the support throughout the conference events.

( A large establishment is defined by CCG as a Residential Venue with a conference capacity of 100+ delegates
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