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NWDA, in conjunction with the Confederation of
Passenger Transport UK (CPT), appointed TEAM
Tourism Consulting Ltd to undertake a review of
coach tourism in the region.  CPT representatives
provided valuable input into this project based on
extensive experience in the region.

The objectives of this review were to:

• Identify the volume and value of coaching tourism to
the Northwest

• Identify the opportunities and threats that coach
operators face in supporting the visitor economy
of the region

• Investigate the future potential of leisure coach
visits to the region

• Identify examples of good practice

It is intended to inform the region’s Tourist Boards and
other key policy makers.

This review includes all coach business that is coming to
the region for leisure tourism purposes. It does not
include business visitors or those attending conferences
or exhibitions in the area.  Also excluded are visitors
travelling by public transport/scheduled coach, either
local or national.  

The review includes the following specific activities:

• A review of existing national and regional research on
coach tourism 

• Telephone interviews with Tourist Board representatives,
and some Local Authorities

• Interviews with 20 tourism businesses (attractions
and hotels), and 35 coach and tour operators and
group organisers

• A national survey of CPT members which generated
55 responses

• A review of destination websites and brochures, both
within the region and elsewhere

• A review of a selection of tour operator programmes 

• Consideration of examples of best practice within the
region and elsewhere in the UK.

The findings from all of these elements are summarised
in this report within specific sections as follows:

1. The Coach market and its characteristics

2. Volume and value of coach tourism to the Northwest

3. Trends and forecasts in the coach industry

4. Views on coach tourism business within the public
and private sector in the Northwest

5. Perceptions of operators and group organisers
towards the Northwest

6. Review of the competition and examples of
good practice 

7. A summary of key issues and future potential

8. Opportunities for future activities

Introduction
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The Coach Industry

The coach market is used as a generic term in this
report, but the market is composed of a number of quite
distinct sectors, which are summarised below.  

Coach Operators are usually companies that own or
lease their own coaches.  Some have one coach, but
others can have over a hundred or more.  They usually
deal in different types of business, which may include
school contracts, or some local bus services.  They will
almost all provide private hire for local organisations such
as clubs, societies, supporter and sport clubs and school
excursions.  These journeys are usually day or evening
trips, but may include overnight or short breaks including
overseas trips.  For this type of business, the group
organiser usually makes decisions regarding choice of
destination and hotel, although they may ask the coach
company for advice.  The coach company or driver will
often select places for ‘comfort stops’ or meals en-route.  
Local coach operators may be involved in the provision
of transport for conferences, including airport or rail
transfers and transport between accommodation and
meeting venues for example.

Some coach operators are also tour operators.
These operators put together a programme of tours and
excursions each year, which they then sell to either
groups or individuals, or both.  These may be day trips or
three or four night breaks or longer in particular locations.
The latter usually include evening entertainment and
excursions.  Operators may also offer touring holidays
that take in several destinations.  Many have large
proportions of regular customers who may take several
trips each year - examples include WA Shearings and
Grand UK Holidays. Tours are often sold via high
street travel agents who take commission of between
7 and 15%.

Some tour operators do not have any of their own
coaches but contract with hotels and coach companies
to provide accommodation and transport and then sell
the tours.  These include companies such as
TravelScope.  Companies such as Greatdays Travel
Group and Albatross are wholesalers for the coach
trade and for groups – that is, they negotiate allocations
with hotels, theatres etc and then sell them on to
operators and group organisers.

A significant amount of leisure coach business is sold
through ‘reader offers’ in the national and regional
press and through specialist publications and
membership magazines. Companies such as
Newmarket specialise in this area.

Incoming tour operators specialise in visitors coming to
the UK, but not always in groups.  Companies, such as
Gullivers Travel or Contiki Tours, plan and sell ‘Round
Britain’ type tours or special themed tours (such as
‘Stately Homes and Gardens’, ‘Beatles Tours’ or similar).
Others sell and operate tours out of London, sold
through hotel concierges or other outlets. Evan Evans is
an example.

Group Travel Organisers (GTOs) are frequently
volunteers from clubs and societies who plan trips and
holidays for their members.  Some may be paid
members of a work place social club, but most will be
unpaid and have a committee of other volunteers who
will be involved in decisions about destinations for trips.
They will usually have a good relationship with a local
coach company who will deal with their business.
Airedale Tours are an example of a company specialising
in this market.

Note: For the sake of simplicity in this report we have
used the term coach operators to include both coach
and tour operators and those operating private hire and
tours and excursions.

The Coach Market and its Characteristics

1 Information in this section is drawn from a number of sources including:
• Coach Holidays, Leisure Intelligence – Mintel (January 2007)
• Understanding Group Travel Organisers – the National Group Travel Report (2006) – QA Research (2006).
• The United Kingdom Tourism Survey (2004 to 2006)
• TEAM – interviews with coach operators and group organisers 2007

section 1
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Characteristics of coach tourism

Coach tourism is characterised1 by:

• A domestic audience - the majority of the market is UK
residents taking trips in the UK

• A high proportion of over 60-70 year olds are the most
common group.  This is the case in the Northwest,
where 40% of domestic staying coach visitors are 65+

• Visitors from lower socio-economic groups – a small
majority (55%) of the Northwest’s domestic staying
coach visitors were C2DEs (C1s account for 30%
of the market)

• People travelling with one other adult, followed (closely)
by those travelling alone  

• Trips of generally 4-6 nights (although this may not
necessarily be spent in one location/region)

• Demand for tours across a wide range of prices

• Less seasonal demand than other forms of
leisure tourism.

Coach tours offer specific benefits to passengers.
These include:

• Convenience – passengers are collected from
convenient locations close to their home (or collected
from home by a feeder coach or taxi) and taken right to
the hotel or destination.  They do not have to carry
luggage, wait at airports or railway stations and they do
not have the worry of driving themselves, finding their
way, parking etc.  

• Organisation – having the assurance that a trip has
been tried and tested by a reliable company avoids the
need to do much planning and research and having
everything included in the trip, such as entertainment
and entrance to attractions is important

• Social networking – whether coach passengers are
travelling as part of a group or as couples or individuals
on a tour, there are opportunities for social contact that
are less likely in other types of trip. Travelling with
like-minded people is also an advantage for special
interest tours

• Value for money – coach tours often represent good
value compared to independent travel  

• Comfort – modern coaches are equipped with air-
conditioning, drinks machines, WC and DVD players 

• Safety – an excellent safety record

• Access to specific events – coach travel for visitors to
major sporting and music events is often the only
feasible option given limited availability of car parking
within close proximity of venues

• Other factors - such as having better views of scenic
places from a coach and having an experienced guide
(or driver/guide) to talk about a destination can
enhance a visitor’s holiday experience.

Coach operators typically have high levels of repeat
business, both in their group trips and tour customers,
with some quoting levels of 80%. 

Coach travel has specific benefits for destinations:
• A coach typically carries between 30 and 50

passengers – equivalent to over 20 cars, which is an
environmental benefit as well as easing congestion on
traffic and parking

• Coach visitors can be ‘managed’ more easily than car
borne visitors to avoid congested pedestrian points or
queues, through dedicated dropping off points, signing
and parking facilities

• Coach tourism is much more quantifiable than other
types of tourism and the impact of promotions can be
more easily monitored

• There are clear routes to the market with a well-
developed programme of exhibitions (such as BTTF,*
Excursions, Great Days Out) and some publications
targeting the coach and group sector

• It is less seasonal in demand than independent travel 

• Destinations can benefit from being promoted as part
of the operators own marketing activity, being featured
in newspapers and magazines and within tour
brochures.

For attractions and hotels coach business also has the
advantage that much of it is pre-booked, so less
susceptible to the vagaries of weather enabling better
planning and staffing and it is particularly strong in the
shoulder months outside school holiday periods.  (Hotel
allocations for tour programmes are typically taken up to
12 months in advance, and longer for overseas tours.)

It also provides an opportunity for suppliers (such as
hotels) to fill spare capacity at short notice through a
newspaper offer via a coach operator or through a travel
club or agency.

The perceived disadvantages of coach tourism that
came to light in our study was an impression of coaches
bringing low spending visitors, causing congestion on
narrow roads (for example in the Lake District), and that
it was a declining market.

*British Travel Trade Fair
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The table below summarises the direct impact of
coach tourism in the region. 

NB these figures are based on direct visitor expenditure.
They do not include any indirect impacts (i.e. spend by
local businesses benefiting from this spend) or induced
impacts (i.e. spend from wages of those supported by
direct or indirect spend).  Indirect and induced
expenditure would represent a further third of direct
expenditure (in the region of £40m).

Similarly the figures do not include any impacts accrued
to the regional economy from coach companies based
in the Northwest (and running trips within or outside
the region).

Organised coach tourism generates over 2 million trips a
year to the region.  These are worth nearly £120m of
spend to the Northwest.  

Other salient points are:

• The domestic staying market is the most important –
marginally more important than the day visitor market

• About 1 in 20 domestic staying holiday trips to the
Northwest are by coach (371k coach trips compared to
7.7m holiday trips)

• The Northwest accounts for about 13% of the UK’s
domestic staying coach market (which generates
approximately £689m direct visitor spend)

• Coastal destinations are the most important for
coach trips – they account for about two fifths of the
region’s total.

The figures above relate to organised coach trips – they
do not include figures for regular/scheduled coach or
bus trips.  These would account for an additional 3.2m
day and staying trips, generating 2.1m bednights and
£176m of spend.  

All coach/bus related tourism combined would account
for approximately £336 million direct spend in the region.

The following table is based on a survey of CPT
members. It should be noted that responses to this
survey were self-selecting as operators who do not run
trips to the Northwest would be unlikely to have
responded.  It shows the average number of departures
(per operator) to the Northwest, and the proportions of
CPT members taking trips to the Northwest.  It also
shows the relative share that each of the sub-regions
has of regional coach business, based on the
responses received.  

Volume and Value of organised coach tourism in the Northwest.

UK Staying Overseas Staying Day Visitors Total 

Trips ('000) 337 34 1911 2282

Nights ('000) 1080 210 1289

Spend (£m) 57.70 8.91 53.33 119.94

Volume and Value of Coach Tourism

Source:  TEAM, based on data from UKTS, IPS, EDVS and STEAM.  NB data from UKTS and IPS is based on averages over
a number of years (2003 to 2005 for UKTS, and 2000-2006 for IPS) to minimise any sampling biases.  

section 2
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Numbers and proportions of coach trips to the Northwest region

Day trips Staying trips All trips

Average no of departures to NW (2006) 71.6 22.8 94.4

% of operators taking trips to NW 69 67 84

% share of regional trips

Chester and Cheshire 22% 9% 19%

Liverpool and Merseyside 11% 5% 9%

Blackpool and Lancashire 24% 51% 31%

Gtr Manchester 22% 5% 18%

Cumbria & the Lake District 21% 30% 23%

Source: TEAM – based on a survey of CPT members (responding sample =55)

A number of points can be highlighted in relation
to this table:

• The majority of coach operators UK wide are taking day
trips and/or staying trips to the Northwest

• Overall, the average number of day trips per operator to
the region was about 72 per year

• The average number of staying trips was just under 23
per year

• Share of day trips was relatively even across the region
– typically 21- 24% for most sub-regions. The exception
was Liverpool and Merseyside (see point 2 below)
which was the least visited destination for day trips  –
receiving approximately 11% of the regional total

• In terms of staying trips:

•• Blackpool and Lancashire was the most popular
destination accounting for just over half of the
region’s overnight trips

•• The Lake District was the next most popular
destination accounting for 30% of the region’s
staying trips  

•• Staying trips were more limited to Liverpool and
Merseyside, and Greater Manchester – they
accounted for about 5% each

• In terms of all trips (day and staying combined)
Blackpool and Lancashire is the most popular
destination (31% of all trips) followed by Cumbria
(23%) and Chester and Cheshire (19%)

• The research among CPT members also revealed that
overnight trips lasted on average 3.5 nights.  They were
slightly longer in the Lake District, and Blackpool and
Lancashire, but shorter in Liverpool/Merseyside.

In addition to the statistics generated through the above
research and analysis, some specific examples of the
scale of coach tourism in particular parts of the region
highlight its importance for some locations.  For example:

• In Southport, 6000 coaches are recorded in the coach
park each year and research suggests that they bring
an average of 35 passengers spending £31 per head,
generating approximately £6.5 million

• Blackpool research highlights that between 5% and
10% of its 10 million visits per year are coming by
coach (although this figure includes some arrivals via
scheduled bus and coach services)

• Attractions interviewed for this review indicated that
coach business accounted for anything between 5%
and 90% of their business.  For the majority, coach
business accounted for 40% or more of their business.
They were generally receiving between 220 and 400
coach groups a year, with one receiving 1,600 each
year.  One attraction was able to quantify its coach
business at £1.36million per year and another
estimated that spending from coach passengers
amounted to £3 million per year

• Amongst the hotels interviewed, coach business
accounted for an average of 30% of their business.
In one hotel it accounted for 80% and in another it
was 70%

• Hotels were not in general able to analyse the value of
their coach business separately, but one hotel
estimated it at £1.2million

• Hotels in Blackpool, Southport and those away
from the main cities were most keen to attract more
coach business.

2 In the case of Merseyside, there may be a perception amongst operators that Southport is in Lancashire. The same possibly
applies for areas of Greater Manchester.



8

Research by Mintel3 indicates that the coach market
has declined since 2001 – value has declined at a
slower rate (due to longer holidays and higher
spend).  They highlight that domestic coach holidays
have reached an-all time low.

Mintel estimates there is growth potential in the future.
They estimate the value of the UK holiday coach market
(in total) will increase by 23% (in real terms) by 2011.
Trips are expected to increase by 7% over 2006 to 2011.  

However, most of this increase is anticipated to be
fuelled by overseas holidays.  In the domestic market
volume is expected to grow by 2%, expenditure by 12%
(compared to a 22% volume and 45% value growth in
the overseas market). 

Within the coach market a number of other trends and
influences can be identified:

Increased competition from budget flights
Coach operators are facing increased competition from
budget flights, offering a wide range of destinations
at prices that make coach holidays appear expensive
by comparison.  

These factors were reflected in the findings of our
consultations - 70% of coach operators believed that it
was becoming more difficult to fill tours.

However, there are opportunities from groups flying into
the region that utilise coaches for onward travel. For
example, some coach operators are utilising budget
airlines to develop ‘Fly/Coach’ packages, where
passengers can fly into regional destinations and then
take a coach tour within the area.  There is some
evidence that this type of holiday will appeal to a wider
market than the traditional coach holiday market
(Manchester airport is already operating a well-
established arrangement for collections by coach, but
systems are still to be developed at Liverpool and
Blackpool airports).

In addition, some forecasters suggest that the availability
(and price) of budget flights will not continue in the
longer term as environmental issues become more
pressing.  There is also the possibility that people will
become less inclined to choose to fly as climate change
warnings become more widely accepted.

Coach tours linked to cruises
Cruise trips have increased dramatically over the last ten
years (they are sometimes considered to be the ‘new
coach tours’).  The Northwest is in a strong position to
receive benefit from the increase in cruises with the new
developments in Liverpool which will increase this type
of business.  

Cruise ship passengers typically wish to see the
‘highlights’ of the region in a series of day trips.  Many
are American and Japanese, and particular areas of
interest tend to be Stately Homes and Gardens, heritage
cities (such as Chester) the Lake District and Beatles
Tours.  Evesway is a coach company that specialises in
this market, collecting visitors from the southern ports of
England for round Britain tours.

Luxury charters
Some coach operators specialise in luxury charter
business for corporate, incentive and conference
business or for specialist holidays for groups with a
shared interest such as golf, clay-pigeon shooting, or
theatre visits.  Mintel research identifies that there is
particular potential for growth in the luxury end of the
coach market.  W.A. Shearings Grand Tourer Holidays is
an example of this. 

Growth in special interest tours
Special interest tours represent an opportunity.  Over half
of the operators we surveyed believed that there was an
increased interest in special interest tours - something
borne out in research amongst Group Travel Organisers4.
The type of tours mentioned included traditional types of
tours such as Houses and Gardens, but also included
tours where passengers had the opportunity to
experience something new, that might not be available
to individuals (such as behind the scene tours for
example) or to learn a new skill.  Learning to make pots
at Wedgwood visitor centre was mentioned by one group
organiser.  Links with the film of Miss Potter have
generated interest, as has the ‘Strictly Come Dancing’
series held at Blackpool.  WA Shearings offer special
interest holidays on themes such as Watercolour painting
and Digital photography for example.  .

Special markets have become increasingly popular,
including Christmas/Winter markets and Farmer’s
markets in particular. ‘Designer outlet villages’ have
strong appeal.

Trends and Forecasts in the Coach Industry

3 Coach Holidays, Leisure Intelligence – Mintel (January 2007)
4 Understanding Group Travel Organisers – the National Group Travel Report (2006) – QA Research (2006).

section 3
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Perceptions of coach travel
There would appear to be high levels of satisfaction and
repeat business amongst those who take coach trips,
but very little infiltration into younger markets.  There is a
poor perception of coach travel amongst people who
have perhaps never been on a coach, since their school
days, and who have no idea of how the coach
experience has improved.  Persuading future generations
into coaches will be a significant challenge for the
industry in the next decade.

Demographic changes
The ageing population within the UK could and should
mean an increased interest in coach travel as more
people reach an age when they may be less happy to
drive long distances or travel independently. The number
of people over the age of 75 is forecast to increase by
70% over the next fifteen years. Many of these people
are likely to be single, and the majority will be women.

This is a key factor behind Mintel’s growth forecasts.
However, the key question is whether the baby-boomer
generation, who are used to independent travel, will
consider coach trips as a holiday choice as they get
older (see above).  

Car ownership
Coach travel is particularly popular amongst people who
do not have access to a car or who prefer not to drive.
In London boroughs, 37% of households do not have
access to a car and in cities such as Manchester,
Liverpool and Newcastle the level is around 45%. In the
home counties of the South East only 12% do not have
access to a car. These figures are not anticipated to
change significantly in the near future.

Use of the Internet for holiday planning
Adoption of the Internet as a tool for sourcing information
on coach tourism products by consumers, and a sales
mechanism by suppliers has been slow – particularly in
comparison to other sectors of the tourism industry.
Printed brochures are still very important for this sector.

Internet use is growing among the core demographic
group for coach operators, and is widespread among
future potential audiences.  Major coaching companies
are moving into on-line booking, e-tickets, and m-tickets
and new technology on board (e.g. Wi-Fi)5.  

Wider use of the Internet as not only a promotional tool
but also a booking mechanism will be a major change in
the industry and one that smaller operators will need to
respond to.  It does however offer potential for
destinations to become stronger intermediaries between
consumers, and hotels and attractions. A relatively recent
website ‘Door2tour’ provides a search mechanism for
tours based on a range of departure points and
destinations for use by consumers. 

Changes in legislation – working hours
A recent change in legislation introduced in April 2007
requires that coach drivers work no more than 6 days
without a rest day and must have 45 consecutive hours
off every fortnight.  2 drivers sharing a journey can work
no more than 21 hours.  This is likely to result in tours
having some shorter excursions and a growth of free
time or optional activity in a resort that allows the driver
time off.  This is likely to affect all tours of 6 days or more
and may effect shorter tours where coach operators have
to plan around limited flexibility.  This will particularly
affect coach tours going overseas, but will also impact
upon incoming coach tours from Europe.

Changes in legislation – low emissions
New legislation being introduced in London in 2008 will
require coaches travelling in the capital to pay £200 per
day if they do not meet criteria for low emissions. This
might squeeze certain operators out of business
as they typically have older coaches and their customers
may be unwilling or unable to pay increased charges.
School trips and local authority transport is likely
to be affected.  This might also lead to a shift in tours
going to other destinations in the UK, but for many
operators theatre trips to London are a very important
part of their business. Regional theatre tours may
become more appealing.

Other cities and areas may follow London’s lead and
introduce similar restrictions on emissions. 

5 Source: Mintel, 2007.
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New coaches
The quality of coaches has improved over recent years,
with many now having air-conditioning, on board WCs,
drink facilities, reclining seats and DVD players.  Some
are fully DDA compliant with lifts.  The price of a high
specification coach of this type is likely to be in the order
of £230,000 to £250,000.  Larger coaches are being
introduced which are 14-15 metres long.  This might
make destinations with narrow roads unattractive to
certain coach operators.  The Lake District and some
heritage cities could be adversely affected.

Road developments
The improved access to the Northwest via the M6 toll
road was seen as a big advantage, and other motorway
improvements had also had a beneficial impact.  The
M65, M55 and M66 motorways have made parts of the
region much more accessible and has made Blackpool
more attractive as a touring base for the Northwest.

Rail development
The improved West Coast rail link has increased comfort
and reduced travelling times to the Northwest and
provides an opportunity for rail-coach packages.

Changes in consumer interest
The last decade has seen an increase in popularity of
city tourism in the UK.  In the Northwest, there have
been new developments in many cities, most markedly
in Liverpool and Manchester.  At the same time, there

has been a waning in the popularity of more traditional
‘resort-based’ holidays.  There was some evidence
among our consultations that Blackpool’s popularity was
waning with consumers, with one operator saying that
their bookings to Blackpool for 2007 had ‘fallen off a cliff’
and a hotelier claiming that advance bookings for Easter
were the lowest for twenty years. 

Links with film and television programmes were felt to be
very strong with the coach market.  Yorkshire has
benefited from Heartbeat tours (and previously Last of
the Summer Wine, and Herriot tours), Derbyshire from
Pride & Prejudice, Peak Practice etc.  Discussions with
coach operators suggested that the Northwest appears
to be attracting high levels of interest from links with
Miss Potter, Strictly Come Dancing and recent
Wainwright TV programmes.  

Granada Studio tours were a major attractor for coach
business until their closure because of an increased
filming schedule – since then, there has been no one
major draw for coaches in the region that is quite so
unique and of such appeal to the UK coach market.

Destination changes in the Northwest
Certain destinations in the Northwest have grown in
popularity as leisure visitor destinations quite dramatically
in recent years.  Liverpool and Manchester have probably
seen the most dramatic increases.  In these cities, hotels
are operating at high levels of occupancy and there are
a relatively small number of establishments that are
prepared to offer group rates for coach business.  More
hotels are planned in the coming months and years –
hotel bedrooms in Liverpool will increase by almost a
thousand by 2008 for example.  This may lead to a
greater level of interest in coach business as competition
becomes stronger.  Liverpool’s role as European City of
Culture in 2008 will increase interest in the City and
bring benefits to the wider area.  However, in the
expectation of increased demand, hotels are unwilling to
allocate rooms for 2008 to coach operators at group
rates.  This could provide opportunities for hotels in the
surrounding area.

Traditional resorts have seen a decline in business over
the last thirty years – the traditional ‘Wakes Weeks’ were
a key component of the holiday industry for Blackpool
and Southport for example.  These destinations have
invested in strong event programmes to attract visitors. 

section 3
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Regional Public and Private Sector
Coach Tourism Activity 

Tourist Boards

The approach to coach business within the region’s
Tourist Boards varies considerably in terms of the level of
funding and staff resources that are allocated to this
sector.  Some individual cities or districts are active in
the market and others are not. The relative newness of
the Tourist Board structure in the Northwest means that
there is not always a clear allocation of roles between
the organisations, although generally there is a very
good level of cooperation.

Within the towns and district councils, most Local
Transport Plans (LTPs) make little reference to coach
transport as it is not seen as part of the local transport
network or required by local residents.  The transport
departments are not typically working closely with the
tourism departments within the local authorities, so there
is no ‘joined up’ approach.

There are a few ‘Coach Liaison’ groups within the sub-
regions, which provide a forum for discussions on topics
such as coach infrastructure requirements.  

Most of the region is included within one of the group
travel guides, and some sub-regions have group
information on their websites, but this is limited.  Most
tourist boards have some allocation of staff in this area,
but there is a feeling amongst the staff involved that their
resources are limited and insufficient to undertake all the
activity that would be needed to maximise returns from
the group market.  All the sub-regions are represented at
exhibitions such as BTTF and Great Days Out, although
in some cases this is through attraction representation. 

Below are a few examples of activities undertaken
at Tourist Board or destination level that focus on the
coach market:

• Liverpool and Merseyside provide tour guides for the
large coach and tour operator groups coming to the
area. It is estimated that half of their coach business is
generated through interest in the Beatles and about
20% is from overseas.

• The Liverpool Culture Company is in the process of
developing a strategy for coach tourism, which will
involve the provision of new coach parking and
dropping off facilities in the city, including some at the
new cruise terminal.

• St Helens has had a review of opportunities for coach
business and new town centre developments will be
including facilities for coach parking.

• Southport is one of 4 towns in the North of England to
be designated as ‘Coach Friendly’ by CPT.  A particular
feature is its Coach Welcome scheme, whereby a
coach group can be greeted and provided with a
specific booklet of discounted vouchers etc.  For coach
drivers there is a ‘Passport Club’ and facilities for rest
with a kitchen, shower etc.

• Cumbria and the Lake District has a dedicated
website for coach and group business and offers a free
Blue Badge Guide for a day for pre-booked groups
staying two nights or more in the area.  A family of
group travel guides cover specific parts of the area with
details on coach parking and suggested itineraries.
Eden has been designated a ‘Coach Friendly Authority’
by CPT.

Cumbria has produced a coach driver’s county map
that highlights the best roads for coaches, those that
can be used with care, and others that are only
suitable for mini-buses.  It also shows coach dropping
off points and coach parking in over twenty towns in
the Lake District.

• Lancashire and Blackpool Tourist Board plans to
produce a mini-site for coach and group business on
its website.  It has organised a best practice
seminar, attended by 70 attractions, on working with
coach operators.

section 4
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Blackpool Tourism has identified that improvements to
the coach infrastructure are required, and it is keen to
develop a programme of coach ‘meeters and greeters’.
It works with coach operators in helping them to sell
their holidays to Blackpool through, for example, joint
shopping centre promotions in Scotland.  There is a
very strong events programme that has a strong appeal
for groups.  Blackpool is particularly keen to encourage
visitors out of their cars and on to more sustainable
forms of transport.

• Cheshire and Chester Tourist Board has a dedicated
member of staff for coach and group tourism marketing
and a new website.  It undertakes an extensive range
of exhibitions and mailings and PR activity.

• Chester City has a policy of discouraging car travel
and is investing in upgrading the railway station and
promoting public transport for visitors to the city.  The
tourism team particularly focuses on developing a very
close dialogue with the coach companies that use the
town.  The city has invested £450,000 on a new
welcome building at the main coach park with rest
areas and catering facilities for drivers.  The quality of
welcome given to coach visitors and their drivers is
seen as key to generating repeat business and
customer loyalty, and the City has been identified as
‘Coach Friendly’ by CPT.

• Marketing Manchester has become involved in coach
business over the last three years, having previously
suffered some bad press about coach facilities.
Marketing Manchester has supported the creation of a
joint steering committee of attractions and destinations,
particularly focusing on the coach market.  This body
has developed itineraries linking group opportunities in
Manchester together.

Bury and Bolton were particularly mentioned as
examples of places that were very effective in
welcoming coach business.

Although many attractions are working together, there is
very limited joint marketing between destinations or
Tourist Boards within the UK coach market.  

Overseas marketing undertaken by England’s North
Country, provides a dedicated trade website for overseas
travel trade.  This includes sample itineraries newsletters
and other support for the overseas trade.

Feedback from attractions and hotels

Coach business is fundamental to the business
operations of a number of the major attractions and
hotels in the region (see section 2).  Not surprisingly, all
those included in this review were keen to attract more
coach business and to work with local and regional
partners to achieve this.  Many of them relied on coach
business for year round and off-peak business. 

Several attractions mentioned the difficulty in
overcoming the perception that the travelling distance to
the Northwest was too great for tours beginning in the
South East, particularly those originating overseas.  This
was felt to be a problem with incoming operators in
particular.

‘Some of them just never go further north than
Stratford on Avon’

Having groups pre-booked was seen as a major
advantage for planning, although one hotel complained
about cancellations by groups at relatively short notice
and operators trying to negotiate low rates.

The lack of public transport and weak support for ‘none
car’ travel within the area was identified by some
attractions as a serious weakness.

Some attractions believed that coach visitor numbers
were declining, but others had seen significant
increases.  There was a view that the business tends to
follow a cycle as attractions rise and fall in popularity
based on levels of consumer interest and the need for
operators to vary programmes from year to year.

Generally all the tourism industry representatives were
pleased with the promotional activity undertaken by the
destinations or tourist boards in consumer marketing, but
there was a feeling that coach tourism was not
adequately prioritised:

‘The Tourist Board agenda is dominated by
small member hotels who are not interested in
coach business’



14

Section 2 summarises the relative popularity of
different sub-regions for coach travel.  

The main factor that coach operators mentioned as
important when selecting which excursions to include in
their programme was the likely appeal of the
destination to their customers. Price and convenience
were only half as important as appeal. One in ten
operators felt that issues such as parking and
facilities for coach drivers were significant in influencing
these choices.

Group organisers confirmed this view - the main
destination was the focus of the trip, but stops
en-route would often be influenced by the coach
driver’s preferences.

All of the operators and group organisers that we
interviewed believed that the Northwest has a high
customer appeal. The region offers a wide variety
combining beautiful scenery, coastal resorts, heritage
towns and major cities.  Specific aspects mentioned
most frequently were Blackpool, spectacular scenery
(particularly in the Lake District), Chester, Southport and
the ‘Mills and Markets’.  Operators appreciated this
combination of elements which offer the opportunity of
four or five days of excursions from a base within the
region.  Travelling around the region was felt to be
comparatively easy.

Other points mentioned were friendly people, good
shopping opportunities and good access.  Of all the
destinations, Blackpool was felt to be amongst the
popular destinations.

‘Blackpool is always popular – there is just so much to
do.  We offer our passengers day trips all over the
Northwest, but Blackpool is great to come back to for
the evening’

Southport’s Coach Welcome scheme was mentioned as
an excellent example of improving the experience of a
group visit to the town.  

In terms of negative experiences of tours to the
Northwest, the most frequently mentioned by operators
was Blackpool. Poor quality hotels, a scruffy
environment, stag parties and vandalism were all
mentioned.  There was criticism of the lack of free coach
parking and the main coach park was not considered
secure. There were no facilities for drivers to rest away
from their coach.

Other comments relating to problems related to the cost
and difficulty of parking in Liverpool, Manchester and the
Lake District.  In Liverpool, this was specifically to do
with restrictions at the Albert Dock, caused, in part, by
the building of the new arena.  Other places were also
mentioned as requiring improvements – particularly
Carlisle, Keswick and Morecambe.  A shortage of
suitable accommodation for groups was mentioned as a
problem in Chester, the Lake District and Liverpool at
certain times. 

There was a view that in some destinations
coaches were welcome, but in others they were
considered a nuisance.  

Operator and Group Organiser
Perceptions towards the Northwest

section 5
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The following is a list of potential areas of work
that would contribute to supporting and increasing
the share of coach tourism that comes to the
Northwest.

This is based on feedback from discussions with
stakeholders in the region, interviews with coach and
tour operators and group organisers and reviews of
activity in other parts of the UK.

At this stage, there is no attempt to define roles
and responsibilities for the implementation of these
tasks – they are presented here for consideration and
further discussion. 

Policy and planning
• Develop closer working between transport, planning,

research and tourism departments within councils to
create a ‘joined-up’ approach to coach tourism  

• Develop coach liaison groups where these do not
already exist to provide a forum for coach industry input
into decisions

• Identify ‘Coach Champions’ and work closely with
CPT’s Northwest Coach Commission for consultation
and lobbying 

• Ensure coach tourism features appropriately within the
destination plans of the Tourist Board and individual
destinations where relevant.

Intelligence & Research
• Develop workshops or seminars to bring together

coach operators and group organisers with the local
tourism industry and destinations in order to increase
understanding of the coach industry.  The audience for
these events would include hotel and attraction sales
staff and tourism officers. The content would focus on
the needs of:

•• Coach companies (in planning and promoting
their tours)

•• Group organisers 

•• Coach visitors 

•• Coach drivers

•• Tour guides 

• Consider the introduction of monitoring mechanisms
for coach tourism business (within coach parks
for example) at key destinations and attractions,
or undertake on-going surveys of coach
companies directly. 

Infrastructure
• Assess existing coach facilities against best practice,

looking at dropping off points, parking facilities, driver
facilities, sign-posting and charging policies

• Consider methods of communicating new
arrangements to the industry

• Develop training opportunities for TIC staff in handling
group visit enquiries.

Opportunities for Future Activities

section 8
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Itinerary Development 
Develop some region-wide joint working activity,
to include:

• Region-wide itineraries based on 2, 3 and 4 night
stays, which are market-led in their content (Input from
some coach operators would be useful)

• Region-wide itineraries based on particular special
interest themes (gardens, TV or book links or
forthcoming consumer interest themes, such as
TV or films)

• Packages around particular events that promote longer
stays incorporating wider regional visit opportunities
(e.g. Liverpool 08, Southport Flower Show, Blackpool
Lights, etc.)

• Niche market new programmes such as ‘Golf and
Pamper’, or Racing, Football or Theatre packages 

• Produce a brochure of sample itineraries across the
region and distribute this to existing databases (via the
Tourist Boards)    

Marketing
Development of a series of marketing activities such as:

• Inclusion of a mini-site for groups on Tourist Board
destination sites where possible 

• Develop e-mail newsletters featuring advance notice of
events, new attractions, hotels etc

• Consider a group organiser ‘hot-line’ to assist in trip
planning, possibly handled through one of the
Tourist Boards already active in this area, but covering
the entire region

• Continue the sub-regional printed guides, focusing on
new opportunities, detailed facilities, opening times and
maps that highlight coach routes and infrastructure

• Develop a dedicated coach operator/group organiser
section on the Northwest tourism website to feature the
itineraries and packages and also featuring accurate
up to date data on opening times, coach parking etc.
Include a specialist map showing
preferred routes

• Improve the Northwest presence at exhibitions such as
British Travel Trade Fair with a coordinated presence
and dedicated representatives, skilled in relationship
development and follow-up

• Consider appointing a PR/media liaison person
specialising in this market to work on behalf of the
Tourist Boards under contract to generate coverage for
the region in specialist publications (e.g. Group Travel
Organiser Magazine, Coach & Bus etc.)

• Coordinate one or two region-wide group organiser
familiarisation visits for good quality buyers each year,
in conjunction with an operator or magazine 

• Coordinate familiarisation visits for reservation staff
and tour planners from coach companies operating into
the region

• On main consumer tourist board sites, include link to
coach operators providing trips to the region some of
which would offer on-line booking

• Make reference to coach trip opportunities in other
consumer publications

• Consider developing a ‘Friends of the Northwest’
scheme (to help direct business to coach companies
running trips to the Northwest) to include:

•• Inclusion on the Northwest, sub-regional and
destination websites, with links to their own sites
(Eg ‘Click here to visit by coach’)

•• Inclusion within selected consumer promotions in
certain newspapers

•• Advance notice of dates of key events, new
openings etc

•• Training/ familiarisation trips for reservation staff

•• Familiarisation visits for their own GTOs

•• VIP cards and vouchers for drivers 

•• Marketing support through provision of photos of the
destination and of groups and editorial for use in their
own advertising campaigns and brochures.  

In return, coach operators could be asked to submit a
form with their numbers of departures to the Northwest,
feedback on experience and trends or areas of interest
from their customers.
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Coach tourism is a very important element of the
Northwest visitor economy in sustaining businesses,
particularly many of the region’s key attractions.

There are some serious challenges which are internal to
the region and some strong competition externally which
means that the Northwest’s share of this market is
unlikely to be sustained at its current level without
specific improvements to both infrastructure and
marketing activity.

Conclusion

section 9






