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REPORT TO FOLLOW 
 
 
 
Dear Alderman/Councillor, 

 

The above-named Committee will meet via Microsoft Teams on Wednesday, 3rd March, 

2021 at 5.15 pm, for the transaction of the business noted below. 
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CITY GROWTH & REGENERATION COMMITTEE 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Subject: Visit Belfast Presentation to Committee: 2021/22 Business Plan  

 
Date: 3 March 2021 

 
Reporting Officer: John Greer, Director of Economic Development 

 
Contact Officer: Eimear Henry, Senior Manager, Culture and Tourism 

 
 

Restricted Reports     

Is this report restricted? Yes  No  

If Yes, when will the report become unrestricted?                                                    

After Committee Decision     

After Council Decision     

Some time in the future     

Never     

     

 
 

Call-in     

 
Is the decision eligible for Call-in?                                                  
 

Yes  No  

 
 
 

1.0 Purpose of Report or Summary of main Issues 

1.1 The purpose of the report is to present the request for funding from Visit Belfast for the 

2021/22 financial year and to set out the organisation’s strategic plan, focused on supporting 

tourism recovery.  Members should note that Visit Belfast will be in attendance at the 

Committee to present the detail of its 2021/22 plan.   

 

2.0 Recommendations 

2.1 The Committee is asked to: 

 X 

 

 

 

 

X  
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- Note the draft Visit Belfast business plan 2021/22. The overall funding requirement 

for Visit Belfast in the coming financial year has been taken account of in the revenue 

estimates that have already been approved by the Council. 

- Approve the funding allocation of up to £1,997,465 for 2021/22 expenditure, subject 

to the development of a funding agreement confirming priority areas of activity as 

outlined in the presentation and agreed targets. 

 

3.0 Main report 
 

3.1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.2 

 

 

 

 

3.3 

 

 

 

 

 

3.4 

 

 

 

 

 

3.5 

 

 

 

Members will be aware that Visit Belfast is the principal Destination Management and 

Marketing Organisation for the city of Belfast. Visit Belfast leads on the tourism marketing 

activities in Belfast.  It is a membership organisation with more than 500 member businesses 

across the wider hospitality industry.  Visit Belfast works, on behalf of its members, with a 

range of public and private partners such as the Belfast Chamber and the Business 

Improvement Districts (BIDs) to promote Belfast as a tourism destination.   

 

Visit Belfast targets both the leisure and business tourism markets.  It has a Memorandum 

of Understanding (MOU) with ICC Belfast to drive new business to the city.  Before COVID-

19 there had been significant growth and successes in this area with Belfast being 

recognised by the leading industry body as the Best Events Destination 2019. 

 

Visit Belfast is a public/private partnership.  Its current Chairperson is Kathryn Thomson, 

chief Executive of the National Museums of Northern Ireland.  Belfast City Council has four 

Councillor representatives on the Board: Councillor Fred Cobain, Councillor Eric Hanvey, 

Councillor Paul McCusker and Councillor Séanna Walsh. Also represented on the board are 

members from the private, public and community sectors.  

 

The tourism and hospitality industry in Belfast had been going from strength to strength as 

Belfast continued to drive the regional tourism economy; in 2019 (last published Local 

Government District tourism statistics by the Northern Ireland Statistics and Research 

Agency), Belfast hosted 1.9m trips accounting for one third of all tourism trips to Northern 

Ireland and tourism spend amounted to £417m, 40% of Northern Ireland tourism spend.  

 

In advance of COVID-19 the trajectory had been positive with forecasts suggesting that the 

sector would account for around 15% of new jobs in the decade.  This was further reinforced 

by the inclusion of tourism as a key growth sector in the City Deal. This acknowledged the 

fact that the sector was already a significant economic generator but recognised the need 

Page 2



 

 

 

 

3.6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.7 

 

 

 

 

3.8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.9 

 

 

 

 

 

 

for significant additional investment in order to sustain growth. The council’s Cultural Strategy 

“A City Imagining” also identified the importance of growing the city’s sustainable cultural 

tourism offer through a creative approach that respects the city’s heritage and communities. 

 

The ambitions for tourism have had to be reconsidered in the context of COVID-19, however 

the Council’s proposed ten year plan and emerging themes sets out the recovery potential. 

A report by EY on the Contribution of Belfast to NI’s Tourism Development (December 2020) 

looked at how Belfast is heavily affected by COVID-19 but has the opportunity to re-emerge 

as an inclusive, authentic and vibrant tourism destination, building international appeal whilst 

benefitting locals and the rest of NI. The recovery potential of Belfast as a tourism destination 

and economic driver is considered strong. Belfast is considered to be still a relatively new 

city break destination with strong assets for a second tier European city. The report 

recommended that Belfast should keep investing in tourism in order to answer fast-evolving 

market expectations and foster its authenticity and vibrancy. In particular the report identified 

the potential for Belfast to become a global standard setter, for the development of an 

inclusive tourism model. 

 

It is in this context that Visit Belfast has set out a 3 year recovery strategy, Rebuilding City 

Tourism, supported by a one year operational plan. Further details of activities that will be 

undertaken as part of this plan with associated targets will be set out in the presentation to 

the Committee and are included at Appendix A.  

 

Rebuilding City Tourism 

Generating £417m tourism spend and supporting 10% of city jobs in 2019, Belfast’s tourism 

growth and development have seen the city’s tourism industry crucially emerge both as a 

key pillar of the city economy, and also of strategic importance to the wider visitor economy 

of Northern Ireland. As the regional driver for the Northern Ireland visitor economy, the 

Belfast City Region will play a significant and important part in any regional recovery plans. 

 

Tourism Outlook 

Despite the outlook being far from certain, tourism can contribute to the economic and social 

wellbeing of the city with high potential to create jobs quickly and provide the economic 

impetus for a wider economic recovery. Countries that were able to effectively control the 

spread of the virus saw a rapid recovery of both leisure and business travel, initially domestic 

but with additional measures, leading to the reopening of international travel. 
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3.12 

 

 

 

 

3.13 

 

 

 

 

 

3.14 

 

 

 

3.15 

 

 

 

 

 

While it remains unclear what the longstanding or permanent changes Covid-19 will cause 

the global tourism sector, growth is still expected in the medium term. The UNWTO (World 

Tourism Organisation) expects to see international arrivals begin to recover by the second 

half of 2021 estimating a return to 2019 levels within two to four years. Whilst ‘not 

guaranteed’, HSBC Global Research concurs with this outlook. Furthermore, Belfast’s focus 

on Great Britain and Republic of Ireland markets helps support the short to medium to longer 

term recovery and growth projections.  

 

Even before Covid-19, consumers and policy makers were starting to take a more critical 

look at tourism and its potential impacts. The pandemic has brought greater scrutiny on 

ensuring tourism recovery is not only economically sustainable but there needs to be a 

greater emphasis on environmental and socio-cultural sustainability. Developing a 

regenerative model needs to be at the heart of the tourism sector and mainstream across 

tourism businesses, organisations and policy makers. 

 

The enforced pause on tourism operations, has provided the sector with the opportunity to 

align itself with city and regional plans aimed at not only economic recovery but longer term 

socio-cultural needs and climate action that in turn help improve the competitive positioning 

of Belfast in the international market place. 

 

In tandem with city tourism development plans, Visit Belfast is proposing to adopt new and 

innovative approaches to its destination sales, marketing and communications and visitor 

servicing. This will be achieved by utilising the City’s core values and place branding to 

reposition itself, promoting authentic Belfast experiences to enhance competitiveness in 

order to deliver growth that will benefit residents, businesses and visitors equally. 

 

While the full impact of Covid-19 is as yet unknown, what is clear is that any city and regional 

recovery will need new and innovative approaches in an increasing complex set of market 

conditions.   

 

Visit Belfast has considered their own strategic and operation plans in the context of the 

Council’s emerging tourism priorities: 

- Growing Belfast: the City’s role in tourism recovery and potential requirements for 

future growth. 
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3.17 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.18 

 

 

 

 

- Experiencing Belfast: an interpretative development framework for tourism that will 

provide an optimal mix of anchor and ancillary products, immersive activity and 

inspirational experiences. 

- Positioning Belfast: Brand positioning and architecture, and organisational delivery 

roles and responsibilities. 

- Sustaining Belfast: Global Destination Sustainability Index and benchmarking, 

development of a collaborative action plan to improve the sustainability performance 

and enabling Belfast to become a more sustainable place to visit, meet and live in. 

 

Informed by this policy context, Visit Belfast is seeking to re-purpose and re-structure its 

operations and activities to adapt to the changing environment and operating context. These 

activities aim to maximise efficiencies and prioritisation of resources to facilitate an 

appropriate and rapid response to dynamic market, customer and operating challenges, 

including: 

- Shape of the industry post Covid-19 

- Brexit 

- Restoring air/sea access and connectivity 

- Changing consumer values/ consumption 

- Responsible and sustainable tourism 

- Safety, health and hygiene 

- Consumer confidence and community consent 

- Digitalisation 

- City and regional spread 

 

Covid-19 has presented a unique opportunity to innovate and adjust, and in doing so: 

- Build a resilient tourism economy 

- Stay ahead of the digital curve 

- Support the low carbon transition 

- Deliver value for communities 

- Re-imagine future of city tourism 

 

Priorities for Visit Belfast’s business plan include: 

- Expand the city’s tourism offer and stimulating consumer confidence in the urban area 

- Utilise the strength of the city brand and its equity to promote unique Belfast 

experiences  
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3.21 

 

 

 

- Re-start and sustain domestic tourism while supporting the safe return of international 

tourism 

- Support tourism businesses, protecting jobs and contributing to economic recovery 

- Achieve tourism growth from high value markets in a sustainable and inclusive way 

- Support the Belfast Cultural Strategy as part of the development plans for tourism 

- Promote and stimulate stronger, fairer and more sustainable eco practices  

- Engage with local communities and amplify local experiences & stories 

- Utilise and invest in digital technology and communications to increase 

competitiveness 

- Commit to longer term initiatives including signature events, 2023 International Year 

of Culture and UNESCO City of Music 

 

Operational Targets for 2021-22 

In 2021-22 Visit Belfast’s core objective continues to be driving the visitor economy through 

securing trips to the city and visitor spend. This will achieved through the ongoing delivery of 

main service areas: 

- Marketing, Communications, Partnership and Commercial   

- Business Development       

- Visitor Servicing 

 

Visit Belfast has set out a number of targets to be included as part of any funding agreement. 

These targets have been drawn up in the context of ongoing uncertainty and plans for 

recovery.  

VISIT BELFAST: TOTAL OUTPUTS 2021-22 Target 

Leisure Tourism Bed nights 90,000 bed nights 

Leisure Tourism Day trips 100,000 day trips 

Business Tourism Bed nights 60,000 bed nights 

Cruise Visitors 338,800 pax & crew 

Visitor Enquiries 450,000 enquiries 

Visit Belfast Projected Economic Impact £74m 

 
 

VISIT BELFAST ECONOMIC IMPACT 2021-22 Target 

Leisure Tourism £20m 

Business Tourism £30m 

Cruise Tourism £15m 

Visitor Servicing £9m 
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3.23 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.24 

 

 

 

3.25 

 

 

 

 

3.26 

Visit Belfast Economic Impact £74m 

Budget £3.3m 

ROI £1:23 

 
In addition to these economic targets, Visit Belfast are also proposing to incorporate a new 
range of socio-cultural and environmental targets as outlined below.  
 

Visit Belfast Change Projects – 2021-22 Outcomes 

- Visit Belfast to become a Green Tourism certified DMO by year end 

- Green Tourism Partnership Scheme – 50% industry sign up 

- 30% of Visit Belfast won business events in 2022 will have a sustainability plan 

- 30% of Visit Belfast won business events in 2022 will have an impact/legacy plan 

- Improve Belfast’s GDSI score in order to achieve improved ranking 

- Launch the Copenhagen Legacy Lab model for business events  

- Launch new conference support scheme in partnership with BCC/Tourism NI  

- Launch next generation ambassador programme in partnership with Invest NI  

 

Public Sector funding is expected to account for 76% of overall funding in 2021-22, 

reducing to 67% in 2022-23 and 62% by 2023-24 as commercial income increases towards 

the levels seen in 2019-20. 

 

Financial & Resource Implications 

In the current financial year, Belfast City Council’s funding arrangement with Visit Belfast is 

£1,997,465.  An allocation of £1,997,465 has been set aside within the Departmental 

estimates for the financial year 2021/22.   

 

Equality or Good Relations Implications/Rural Needs Assessment 

No specific equality or good relations implications.  Visit Belfast also works with Councils 

outside of Belfast, as part of the Regional Tourism Partnership.   

 

4.0 Appendices 

4.1 Appendix A: Visit Belfast Presentation 
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Scenario 1 
FULL LOCKDOWN

Scenario 2
LOCKDOWN RESTRICTIONS 

PARTIALLY LIFTED

Scenario 3

LOCKDOWN RESTRICTIONS 
SIGNIFICANTLY EASED

NI regional travel to Belfast allowed

Scenario 4
UK AND TRAVEL FROM CCE 
ALLOWED (but international 

borders closed)

Scenario 5
UNRESTRICTED TRAVEL WITH 

SAFETY PROTOCOLS AND 
MEASURES 

Shop local, Support Local, Welcome Back Belfast / We’re Ready, Are You?
Reactive and selective marketing & comms supporting reopened businesses safely, agile digital only marketing and day trip 
focus supporting PHA guidance. Welcome back messages, offers/updates

Home-Aways in Belfast / Our City’s Your City / Belfast in Blooming
High intensity, close to normal marketing, bolster campaign activity and seasonal destination marketing driving demand -
day & overnight trips.  Upbeat messaging, reassuring/ inspirational, confidence building: providing reasons to visit Belfast

Dream Now & Travel Later / Stay at Home & Stay Safe 
Inspirational/PHA messaging, at home activities, content, puzzles, jigsaws and competitions, 
keeping brand alive and destination awareness

Building Back Better: 
Our City, Your Planet / Greening 
Belfast/ Better in Belfast
Position Belfast as a Future City. 
Rebuilding Belfast profile as a leisure/ 
business destination,  promotion that 
stimulates demand, achieves growth & 
builds back business

Uniquely Belfast, Only in Belfast  / Belfast is Home / 
Wish you Were Here 
New video and content. Intensified & heavyweight Destination Belfast creative 
integrated tactical campaign approach to drive bookings: GB focus and IOI for 
staycations/repeat visits. Partnering industry, TI & TNI to integrate/maximise results
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