
Running the race for events after  
the London Olympics 

London and other major UK cities face a tough challenge from events destinations worldwide  
where investment in infrastructure and venues has pushed ahead

Since the 2012 London Olympics, 
the UK has moved up the glob-
al conference ladder and has 
now broken into the top six city 

destinations in the world for major as-
sociation congresses, according to the 
latest annual statistics released by the 
International Congress and Convention 
Association (ICCA).

In the ICCA country rankings, the UK is 
up to fourth, pushing past France to ap-
proach leaders the United States, Germa-
ny and Spain.

Infrastructure is the key to running a 
successful event, and the Gulf States and 
China have hit the headlines for invest-
ment in tourism infrastructure as new 
global meetings destinations sprang up 
in Dubai, Abu Dhabi, Qatar and on the 
Chinese mainland.

Now the UK has the Crossrail, HS2 and 
HS3 rail links all set to offer an improved 
transport experience for delegates.

Des McLaughlin, divisional director 
at Grass Roots Meetings and Events, 
says: “Infrastructure programmes must 
dovetail with event planning and logis-
tics. For the UK to remain a leader in 
hosting events, investment needs to 

continue, something that can only be 
achieved if those in power truly un-
derstand our economic impact. As an 
industry we have the data and figures, 
we just need to be better at presenting it  
to policymakers.” 

It is an industry that is estimated to be 
worth some £40 billion to the UK econ-
omy, according the Business Visits & 
Events Partnership, and even the most 
conservative estimates put a conference 
delegate’s spend at three times that of a 
leisure tourist.

It is an uneven pattern in the UK, 
where those dowdy destination dowa-
gers – conference towns that had their 
heyday in the 1970s when unions, pro-
fessional associations and political par-
ties swarmed to the seafront to meet, not 
bothering much about return on their 
investment – are now scrambling to find 
the funds to freshen up their venues. 

tions, compared to the UK, bear out the 
fact that applying for a UK visa can be a 
laborious and often expensive experience. 

The UK still falls some way off the 
pace set by the United States and Aus-
tralia where buy-in by academia is 
second nature. 

The prizes are big for destinations get-
ting their infrastructure investment, sub-
vention funding, technology and ambas-
sador programmes in line. 

The International Liver Congress saw 
more than 10,000 delegates come to 
London in 2014 – the congress’s highest 
ever attendance – while the European 
Society of Pathology Congress in London 
last year enjoyed a 23 per cent increase in 
attendance compared with 2013 in Lisbon.

Such meetings only began to come to 
the UK following the construction of an 
International Convention Centre at Excel 
London in 2010. Tellingly, the investment 
came from Abu Dhabi.

The self-proclaimed events capital of the 
UK, Birmingham, has lacked investment at 
its flagship venue, the National Exhibition 
Centre or NEC. A new era is opening follow-
ing confirmation last month of the council’s 
sale of the venue complex to an investment 
arm of Lloyds Bank for £307 million.

Cambridge has worked smartly to align 
its scientific and pharmaceuticals re-
search and development cluster with a 
campaign to win international confer-
ences. It is an effort that has seen it rise to 
fifth in the UK city rankings, according to 
ICCA, and in Europe from 95th to 58th. 

It clearly pays to put the accent on what 
you do best rather than go into battle on 
price. Hong Kong and Singapore have 
held their ground as specialist technologi-
cal hubs in Asia, and continue to innovate 
in conferencing rather than attempt to 
compete on price with neighbours Thai-

land where there is a good events business 
in the incentives travel niche.

UK destinations seem reticent to har-
ness the power of so-called subvention 
funding to attract the big convention fish. 
The very word “subvention” may sail too 
close to the reach of the Bribery Act for 
some and even those who use it – or “bid 
funding” as conference bureaus prefer it to 
be called – do not shout about it. Small in-
vestments in putting on a welcome party 
from the mayor or offering a travelcard for 
delegates on a city’s transport system can 
make a big difference to event organisers.
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GLOBAL DESTINATIONS

Such packages are not commonplace 
in the UK, yet they form the core of mar-
keting strategy for many international 
business tourism boards, including the 
Thai Convention and Exhibition Bureau, 
which offers hard cash – up to one million 
baht (£19,000) – if conference organisers 
meet certain conditions, including dele-
gate numbers. 

If you can’t splash the cash, reduce the 
risk. Glasgow has developed a trail-blaz-
ing policy of risk-sharing with the city 
bureau and the Scottish Exhibition and 
Conference Centre offering to take a hit 
on venue rental fees if delegate numbers 
go down. This policy gives more incentive 
for increased joint efforts in boosting del-
egate numbers and, no doubt, boosts or-
ganisers’ confidence in the process. 

Other variables that can be controlled 
include taxes and visa restrictions. Mr 
McLaughlin comments: “True, our VAT is 
fairly high, but many international busi-
nesses can reclaim this. But I do think the 
government needs urgently to review visa 
agreements with China – as the world’s 
most populous country and an economic 
powerhouse, everything we do to make 
their travel harder to the UK reduces busi-
ness opportunities.”

There is always another convention 
city waiting to offer a smoother welcome. 
Higher Chinese and Russian visitor num-
bers to France and other Schengen na-

Share this article on social 
media via raconteur.net

NUMBER OF MEETINGS

RANK

US

Spain

Brazil

 Netherlands§

France

Italy

China

Germany

UK
Japan

831

578

291

307

533

452
332

659

543 337

1

3

10

9

5

6

2

4
7

8

TOP TEN ICCA CITY RANKING AND NUMBER OF MEETINGS

ICCA CITY RANKING AND NUMBER OF MEETINGS

1 Paris 214

2 Vienna 202

3 Madrid 200

4 Berlin 193

5 Barcelona 182

6 London 166

7 Singapore 142

8 Amsterdam 133

9 Istanbul 130

10 Prague 188

11 Brussels 112

12 Lisbon 109

13 Copenhagen 105

14 Beijing 104

15 Seoul 99

16 Hong Kong 98

17 Budapest 97

17 Rome 97

19 Stockholm 95

20 Taipei 92

For the UK to remain 
a leader in hosting 
events, investment 
needs to continue, 
something that can 
only be achieved 
if those in power 

truly understand our 
economic impact
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To discuss your next event:
Tel: 020 8780 8649
Email: cmbuk@clubmed.com
Website: clubmed.co.uk 

Why choose Club Med for your Group Events and Incentives? 
T   Control your budget with the all-inclusive concept 
T   Over 60 ski, sun or cruise destinations worldwide
T   Exclusive Resort brand take over 

Why book a 
conference room?

WHEN YOU CAN BOOK A RESORT

What’s included in the 
Club Med Package

Premium 
accommodation

International full-
board gourmet cuisine

Unlimited drinks 
and refreshments

Meeting facilities

Over 60 land and 
water sport activities

GROUPS AND INCENTIVES


