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1. Executive Summary

As Visit Belfast enters the third year of its ‘New Horizons for Belfast City Region strategy (2024-
27)', the city is building from a position of strength. Visitor numbers continue to grow,
accommodation demand remains robust, and Belfast’s reputation as a vibrant, culturally rich
destination is firmly established. Belfast city region continues to perform very well - supported
by resilient hotel performance, solid air access, increased city-centre footfall, record visitor
enquiries and growing international visitor sentiment. These dynamics reaffirm the city’s
competitive position while underscoring the importance of continued strategic investment,
destination management and sustainability leadership to navigate rising operational costs,
competitiveness issues and shifting consumer expectations.

The global tourism landscape is being reshaped by shifting demand, evolving traveller behaviour,
and mounting economic pressures, creating both opportunities and challenges for the city
region. Market analysis points to strong but value-conscious demand, rising climate awareness,
growth in premium and personalised travel, and rapid advances in digital technology and Al.

Visitors are increasingly seeking purposeful trips that offer authenticity, local immersion and
genuine cultural connection. Younger generations in particular, are drawn to destinations with
strong stories, distinctive neighbourhoods and a clear sense of place beyond the expected.
Belfast is exceptionally well placed to meet this demand: a compact, walkable city with a rich
cultural calendar, a famously warm welcome and experiences that consistently surprise and
inspire.

The year ahead presents a significant opportunity to accelerate this momentum, with Fleadh
Cheoil na hEireann 2026 set to become the largest cultural event in the city’s history. This
landmark moment is further reinforced by Belfast’'s designation as a UNESCO City of Music and
European City of Sport, positioning the city firmly on the national and international stage. Fleadh
Cheoil na hEireann represents a defining moment for the city and a powerful platform to further
strengthen Belfast’s reputation as an inclusive and vibrant destination across the island of
Ireland and beyond.

Beyond Fleadh, Visit Belfast's marketing approach will continue to deepen the Explore the
Unexpected narrative, showcasing Belfast’s neighbourhoods, local voices and authentic
experiences through a social-first, audience-led strategy. Investment will remain focused on
short-form video, influencer partnerships and data-driven campaign planning, alongside the
continued evolution of Visit Belfast's digital platforms to create frictionless journeys from
inspiration to visit.

In 2026, Visit Belfast will celebrate 30 years of cruise tourism in partnership with Belfast Harbour
— a landmark milestone that will further strengthen the city’s position as a leading cruise
destination for the decade ahead. This anniversary provides a powerful platform to honour the
destination’s remarkable heritage while showcasing its evolution, innovation and commitment to
sustainable growth. A dedicated programme of activity will celebrate three decades of success,
offering unique behind-the-scenes access for local residents and sharing the stories of the
people who have shaped Belfast’s cruise journey, from port workers and tour guides to taxi



drivers and cruise line partners who have grown alongside the industry.-and provide behind
the-scenes access for local residents and sharing the stories of the people who have shaped
Belfast's cruise success story over the years.

Key development areas for the 2026—-27 business plan include:

« Maximising the opportunity and supporting delivery of the Fleadh Cheoil na hEireann
2026 and 2027

o Delivery of the Northern Ireland Business events strategy in partnership with Tourism NI
to drive growth of high value, shoulder season visitors

o Development and delivery of a new strategic Neighbourhood tourism framework to grow
visitor appeal and spread the benefits of tourism across the city

o Delivery of Belfast's enhanced regional tourism partnership, new brand positioning and
destination stewardship approach

o Development of ‘Next generation’ visitor servicing, including a review of future potential
locations and a continued retail and ticketing focus

o Celebrating 30 years of cruise, developing the turnaround business opportunity with
Belfast Harbour and planning for D3

o Development of key high value emerging and growth markets (Asia, US, Canada, Middle
East) alongside high growth segments such as luxury

o Implementation of Visit Belfast's new commercial and partnership strategy to drive
growth, representation and engagement

e Continued digital innovation and transformation including development and integration
of Al internally as well as externally.

Visit Belfast’s strategy and business plan is anchored in a balanced and forward-looking
approach that aligns closely with city and national policy priorities. As the city’'s DMMO, it is
committed to driving sustainable growth, strengthening Belfast’s brand, and ensuring tourism
delivers broad economic, social and environmental benefits. The organisation’s strategy focuses
on dispersing visitors across the city into our neighbourhoods, Belfast City Region and the rest
of Northern Ireland, advancing regenerative tourism, deepening industry collaboration,
leveraging major events, driving growth through high-value markets and segments and
enhancing digital capability.

Conclusion

With strong foundations in place, a clear strategic direction and a landmark year of cultural
activity ahead, Visit Belfast is well positioned to drive sustainable tourism growth, deliver
measurable economic impact and further strengthen Belfast city region’s reputation as a must-
visit destination for 2026-27 and beyond. Visit Belfast remains committed to delivering strong
returns on investment through strategic marketing, sustainable growth initiatives and a
collaborative approach that benefits residents, tourism businesses, funders and visitors alike.

This year 3 business plan (2026-27) is forecast to deliver 1.04 million visits, 500,000 bed
nights and £150 million in economic impact through Visit Belfast’s short breaks, business
events, cruise and visitor servicing activity and represents a return on investment of £30:1. The
business plan will be supported by £2.2 million in commercial, partnership and project income,
representing 45% of the projected budget.



2. City Region Performance 2025

The city region successfully navigated the significant economic, political and operational
headwinds to demonstrate robust performance in 2025.

Hotel performance

Hotel room sales reached 1.51 million nights in 2025, an increase of 3% on 2024 (1.46 million).
Performance was particularly strong in August, which saw 145,566 room nights sold and 87%
occupancy, up from 83% the previous year.

Summer demand remained robust, with June recording 136,366 nights (+3% YoY) and July
reaching 134,504 nights (+4% YoY), despite slightly softer occupancy levels. October delivered
the standout late season result with 143,410 nights, reflecting an impressive 11% year-on-year
increase.

Belfast's Average Daily Rate (ADR) rose to £113 in 2025, outperforming several UK regional
competitors—Manchester (£90), Liverpool (£96), Glasgow (£96) and Bristol (£95). However,
rates in York (£125), Cork (£142) and Dublin (£150) remained higher.

Looking ahead, forward occupancy for 2026 is tracking in line with 2025. May is currently 3%
ahead year-on-year, and August is 1% ahead, with strengthening pickup particularly notable for
June (+4%) and October (+3%).-on-year, and August is 1% ahead, with strengthening pickup
particularly notable for June (+4%) and October (+3%).

Figure 1: Hotel performance trends (2023-25)
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Belfast’'s hotel market remained resilient in 2025, supported by solid occupancy, improved rates
and continued investment. However, rising operating costs and softer occupancy compared with
the 2024 peak placed pressure on profitability, with industry leaders highlighting these
challenges as a concern heading into 2026.



The Northern Ireland Hotels Federation continue to highlight the issues which show that despite
increased turnover and demand, room rates weakened and occupancy levels are under pressure.
As aresult, revenue growth has not kept pace with escalating fuel, labour and regulatory costs,
making it harder for hotels to maintain value for money while absorbing higher expenses.

Air passengers and access

Following the significant passenger growth experienced in 2024 by both Belfast International
Airport and Belfast City Airport, 2025 was broadly flat on prior year performance. Between Jan-
November 2025, Belfast city region had 8.31m passengers which is -1.6% behind 2024
performance of 8.44m in the same period.

Early-year momentum saw January 2025 (+7% YoY) and February 2025 (+2% YoY) deliver
growth, with demand stabilising through Q4 as November returned to level performance (-0.1%
YoY).

Figure 2: Belfast international airport passenger numbers 2022-25
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Figure 3: Belfast City Airport Passenger Numbers 2023-25
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In late 2025, Belfast City Airport published its draft Master Plan 2040 setting out a long-term
strategy to grow the airport’s capacity to around 7 million passengers per year by 2040,
supported by up to £200 million of private investment.

Key proposals include terminal expansion, additional aircraft stands and taxiways, improved
surface access, and the potential development of an on-site hotel and enhanced commercial
facilities. A flagship element of the plan is a proposed new rail halt adjacent to the terminal,
which would significantly improve accessibility and strengthen the airport’s role as a gateway to
Belfast and the wider region, while aligning with sustainability and net-zero ambitions. The plan
which is currently under consultation, would deliver Increased connectivity to key UK and
European markets which would stimulate inbound tourism, supporting hotels, attractions, and
the wider visitor economy.

Belfast International Airport is currently in the midst of a significant five-year, £100 million
investment programme led by owner VINCI Airports focused on upgrading infrastructure,
passenger facilities and commercial offerings.

In 2025, the first phase was completed, including a terminal extension with a new state-of-the-art
security hall that uses next-generation equipment (eliminating the need for passengers to
remove liquids and electronics) and a 1,600 sqm immersive duty-free retail and food & beverage
area. This development also included enhancements to the arrivals experience and a new
external forecourt.

The airport is also in advanced discussions with Government officials and a number of carriers
about the potential introduction of a direct US / Canadian route to Belfast International Airport
which, if successful could commence as early as 2027.

City centre footfall

City-centre footfall reached 39.88m in 2025, up +6% year-on-year (37.46m in 2024),
outperforming both Northern Ireland and the UK average. January delivered the strongest
growth (+35% YoY), with August and April seeing growth of 10% YoY sustaining momentum
through peak visitor periods.

December peaked at 5.08m, the highest monthly total of the year, demonstrating strong
Christmas performance. Royal Avenue and Corn Market both led year-on-year growth (+11 &
12% respectively), while Donegall Place remained stable following full retail occupancy and
place-making investments such as the ‘Our City’ mural and Belfast One Cinema relaunch.

Figure 4: City Footfall trend
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2025 Cruise, Business Events, Visitor Enquiries and Web Traffic

Business Events

Delegate numbers reached 40,957 in 2025 up +27% year-on-year (31,627 in 2024) as larger-scale
conferences drove a +37% increase in average delegates per event. June set a new monthly
peak (25 events), while October delivered the highest delegate volume of the year.

Cruise & Ferry Travel

Cruise passengers reached 307,072, up +18% YoY on 2024 season, with June +40% YoY
peaking as Virgin Voyages made its Northern Ireland debut. September and October both
significantly outperformed 2024 as the activity was higher in the later months of the season than
2024. Ferry passengers reached 2.11Tm in 2025 up +1% YoY.

Visitor Enquiries

Total enquiries reached 733k in 2025 up +8% YoY. January to March 2025 delivered strong
growth (+20%, +19% and +24%) and September with growth of +26% extended demand well
beyond the traditional summer peak. August remained the single strongest month at 104,759
enquiries +11% YoY.

Web Traffic

The launch of the new VisitBelfast.com website delivered 2.31m visits in 2025, with expected
early dips due to transition of the new site, balanced by strong growth from spring onwards.
Engagement rose steadily through the year, with notable peaks during major campaign periods
(April +39% YoY) and at year-end (+7%), reflecting increasing interest in seasonal activity and
future trip planning.

2025 Tourism Performance (NISRA)



Early indications for 2025 point to a steady recovery in Northern Ireland’s tourism sector.
Although full-year NISRA results will not be available until Spring 2026, data from January to
June 2025 shows 2.3 million overnight trips, 6.9 million nights and approximately £512 million in
visitor spend — all representing small increases on the same period in 2024 at a Northern Ireland
level.

Strong performance from ROl and GB markets in early 2025 has been encouraging, and growth
in overseas visitors has further strengthened the outlook. More than 945,000 international
visitors travelled to Northern Ireland in the first half of the year. a 4% year-on-year increase,
signalling rising momentum across key global markets.

Figure 5 : NI Tourism Performance January — June 2025 (NISRA/Tourism NI)
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While Belfast local government district (LGD) figures are not available for 2025, in 2024 Belfast
remained the busiest LGD in NI for overnight tourism in 2024, accounting for the highest number
of overnight trips (circa 1.5 million / 31% of NI total). This trend is expected to hold up in 2025
and 2026.

Tourism sentiment 2025

Overseas visitor sentiment

Tourism Ireland consumer sentiment research published in September 2025 help to understand
the current views of consumers in key tourism markets regarding international travel and what
would compel them to choose the island of Ireland for a holiday. The research was conducted



amongst 8,000 potential holidaymakers in eight key tourism markets — Great Britain, the United
States, Germany, France, Spain, Italy, Canada and, for the first time, the Netherlands.

Key findings of the latest programme of research include:

e Among overseas holidaymakers, 65% feel international holidays are worth spending on;
however, 41% say the cost of living will impact how much they travel. Around 25% are
holding off booking travel due to uncertainty in the current economic environment.

o Exploration continues to be the primary holiday need for travellers and the ability to
disconnect is the second most influential factor in destination selection.

o While sun destinations like Spain, Italy and France are still among the most commonly
considered for holidays, 35% of overseas audiences say they have reconsidered
destinations based on extreme weather, giving rise to the term ‘coolcation’.

e Ireland ranks competitively among Northern European destinations in terms of
consideration by overseas visitors.

e Value for money is top of mind — it is a question of both price and whether a destination
is seen as ‘worth it'.

e Americans continue to have the most positive view of value. 71% of Americans see
Ireland as either ‘good value’ or ‘premium and worth it’. This compares to 62% in
Germany and France and 53% in Great Britain, showing that competitiveness is a key
consideration for close-to-home markets.

e Landscape, culture, key attractions and curiosity are the primary reasons visitors say they
consider Ireland.

e Asanisland, air and sea access is of course critical for inbound markets. Ease of getting
to Ireland is most positively viewed in the US (71%), Great Britain (80%) and Spain (67%),
with those in Germany and the Netherlands finding it less easy (48%).

e When in-destination, 62% of visitors would be open to using public transport as a means
of getting around.

e Primary means of gaining inspiration include recommendations, online search, TV and
film and social media. When it comes to actively researching, twice as many people (9%)
cite regularly using generative Al as a support compared to six months ago.

e Underlining the power of imagery, Northern Ireland and Ireland rank alongside Iceland as
top three destinations where prior visitors have actively shared photos on Instagram.

Figure 6: Overseas consumer opportunities and challenges for NI tourism (Tourism Ireland consumer
sentiment research September 2025)
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Inbound Tourism: Consumer Opportunities & Challenges
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Figure 7: Consumer perceptions of value — Ireland and Northern Ireland (Tourism Ireland sentiment
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Tourism NI research in October 2025 tracked consumer sentiment in the Northern Ireland (NI)
and Republic of Ireland (ROI) markets, measuring travel behaviour and travel intentions for the
rest of 2025 and early 2026. Key findings include:

Market performance

e Overall, results show that the number of NI and ROI residents who took either a long or
short break in NI during the first nine months of the year is largely stable compared with
the same period in 2024.

e Overall, the proportion of NI and ROl consumers taking breaks in either ROI or going
abroad declined during January to September 2025, compared to the same period in
2024.

o NI domestic day trips declined considerably over the same period, compared with 2024.

o Satisfaction with recent trips in NI remains strong for both NI and ROI
consumers, with the vast majority reporting that expectations were either met
or exceeded.

Belfast demand

e Over half (56%) of ROI trips in 2025 were to Greater Belfast with 70% of ROI consumers
putting Belfast in their top 3 consideration destinations for their next trip.

e 76% of ROl consumers said that they would prefer a city break and the most preferred
type of holiday was laid back (71%).

e Inthe NI market, Causeway Coast and Glens is the preferred destination (38% of NI
consumers) closely followed by Greater Belfast (30%).

e Inthe NI market, 57% of consumers said they would prefer a city break and while the
preferred trip type was a laid-back holiday (57%) there is a notable increase in those
looking for an exciting holiday (20%) which is up on 2024.

Travel Intentions

e Looking to 2026, a decline in NI trip intentions is evident among ROl consumers, with
domestic holiday break intentions also marginally down.

e Whilst competition from abroad remains strong, there has been a marginal decline in the
number of NI and ROI consumers considering taking a break abroad in the next six
months. Among ROI consumers, intentions to take a domestic break have also
decreased over the next six months.

e For consumers in both markets, opportunities for enjoying good food and drink and the
appeal of staying in quality accommodation remain strong drivers. There are also signs
of growing interest in more luxurious and pampering experiences.

Value for Money
e Consumers in both markets continue to view NI as offering better value for money than
ROI and GB, with shopping particularly likely to be perceived as offering good value for
money by NI and ROI residents.

12



The continued negative perception of value for money associated with domestic breaks
within ROI presents a potential opportunity for NI, particularly given the current economic
climate.

Cost of living impact

The rising cost of living continues to affect the majority of consumers in both markets.
The number expecting to be negatively impacted in the coming months remains stable in
both ROI and NI, compared with earlier in the year.

Around 40% of consumers in both markets said that, compared to the same time last
year, they have less disposable income to spend on holidays and other leisure activities.
For both NI and ROI consumers, the increased cost of living, concerns over personal
finances and the cost of accommodation are key potential barriers for taking a trip to NI
over the next six months, with the weather featuring as the top barrier for NI
consumers.

The rising cost of living and financial concerns continue to act as barriers to travel,
especially for ROl consumers. However, NI's relative affordability and strong

appeal for quality experiences may help sustain interest in taking a break in NI.
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3. Visit Belfast Performance 2024 - 2026 (Year 1 & 2)

Visit Belfast's 3-year strategy ‘New Horizons for Belfast City Region 2024-2027' aims to:

e Grow the value of tourism to the Belfast city region and its communities

e Position the Belfast city region as a must-see destination for leisure and business tourism

e Enhance the experience for visitors by showcasing the Belfast city region as a diverse and
welcoming destination with iconic attractions, authentic experiences and a unique

neighbourhood offer

e Sustain its approach to championing sustainability, pioneering impactful initiatives, inspiring
sustainable choices amongst visitors and clients and telling Belfast’s sustainability story.

The strategy set out ambitious targets to deliver 20% growth and cumulative economic impact
of £424m to the city region between 2024-2027 with a target ROl of 30:1 during the period of the

plan.

Progress to date (Years 1 and 2 of Strategy: 2024-2026)

Visit Belfast is currently pacing ahead of its economic impact target for the first two years of the
strategy (2024-2026) with £323m set to be achieved by financial year-end which represents 76%

of the 3-year target by the end of year 2.

Figure 8: Visit Belfast cumulative performance summary (2024-25 and 2025-26) - Triple bottom line

approach
Performance Year 1 & 2

£323m Economic impact

76% of three-year target
112% 3-year impact projected - £469m

92% resident support for tourism
Belfast - Top 10 sustainable destination globally
Carbon model developed for tourism & tracked annually

Commercial & project income

£3.9m Year 1 and 2
75% growth in 4 years
55:43 Public-Commercial split

Target @ Actual

Innovation

New social first visitbelfast.com

Fastest growing social tourism brand across UK and
Ireland (17% yoy vs avg 3%)

Suite of 5 Belfast websites developed, including Fleadh
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Visit Belfast has also made strong progress in embedding a triple-bottom-line approach that
measures not only economic impact but also social and environmental outcomes. This includes
developing and launching Belfast’s first tourism carbon footprint model and delivering the city’s
first resident tourism sentiment survey. Belfast's carbon footprint is now being measured
annually, and the resident sentiment survey will be conducted on a bi-annual basis.

Working in partnership with Belfast City Council (BCC), Visit Belfast has continued to advance
sustainable tourism initiatives, contributing to improved GDS Index performance and helping the
city maintain its position as a Top 10 global destination for sustainability.

Commercial, partnership and project income

As the city’s official destination marketing and management organisation, Visit Belfast has been
able to reinvest successfully into the effective promotion and management of the city region
thanks to increased commercial, partnership and project income. Continued private-sector
investment demonstrates strong confidence and support that Visit Belfast has amongst the
tourism and hospitality industry.

Over the first two years of the plan, Visit Belfast has secured more than £3.9m in commercial
and project income, representing 75% growth over four years. This is a particularly notable
achievement given the significant cost pressures facing the sector, and it highlights the strength
and value of Visit Belfast’s effective public private collaboration. -private collaboration.

Value for money

Visit Belfast remains firmly committed to delivering efficiencies and ensuring strong value for
money for partners and funders. Since the introduction of the new strategy in 2024, the
organisation has implemented a series of cost containment measures in response to rising
operating pressures. As a result of these efficiency savings, cost growth has been limited to 3%,
while commercial income has increased by 6%, helping to offset the higher cost base and
support delivery in a challenging public-sector funding environment. During this period, Visit
Belfast secured an overall economic impact of £323m which is 18% ahead of the original target,
demonstrating enhanced productivity and value for money, with Visit Belfast achieving an ROI of
£33:1 since the launch of the three-year strategy.-containment measures in response to rising
operating pressures. As a result of these efficiency savings, cost growth has been limited to 3%,
while commercial income has increased by 6%, helping to offset the higher cost base and
support delivery in a challenging public-sector funding environment. During this period, -year
strategy.

Innovation

Visit Belfast has accelerated its digital transformation by developing the UK’s first ‘social first’
destination website, VisitBelfast.com, positioning the organisation as the fastest growing social
tourism brand across the UK and Ireland with 17% YOY follower growth. Alongside this, new
dedicated websites have been launched for Business Events and FleadhCheoil.ie, with further
cruise and corporate sites due in 2026. Visit Belfast is also preparing to roll out a suite of Al
projects internally and externally throughout 2026 to enhance efficiency, insight and visitor
engagement.

15



Current Year KPI Progress (2025-2026)

Visit Belfast is on target to deliver a very strong year two performance in 2025-26 with all KPIs
achieved or exceeded. This is illustrated in figure 9.

Figure 9: 2025-26 Performance summary (Year two of strategy - YTD)

25/26 Visit Belfast KPIs (YTD)

£14.4M 614K £26m 306k NO.1

Best TIC
21st Year

Visitor servicing Visitor
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Leisure economic
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New Websites Delivered
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Business event Delegates
wins

Bednights

NI Social Media Awards
SimpleViewEMEA
Awards

NO.1

Best events
destination 2025

2025-26 Key Highlights and Achievements aligned to each of Visit Belfast and BCC's strategy
pillars are set out below

Belfast continued to gain global recognition as a vibrant destination for both leisure and
business tourism, with the city and Visit Belfast receiving a series of significant accolades and
industry awards.

Position
The destination as a must-see destination for leisure and business tourism

e Belfast - Top 50 cities in the world for 2025 - Time Out Magazine.

e Belfast was named in the Top 25 trending destinations in the world in the 2026 Tripadvisor
Travellers’ Choice® Best of the Best Destinations list.

e Belfast — ‘Best Events Destination’ in the UK for the 4th consecutive year (C&IT Awards 2025).

e Visit Belfast was awarded 4 awards at the NI Social media awards including Best Use of
TikTok, Best Campaign, In-House Team of the Year and the Judges’ Choice for Overall Social
Media Excellence.

e Inthe SimpleView EMEA 2025 awards, Visit Belfast was recognised with two awards — Best
Influencer and content strategy and Digital Marketeer of the Year.
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Visit Belfast has been shortlisted for 4 categories in Ireland’s longest running prestigious
digital awards, celebrating excellence, innovation, and creativity in online media - the annual
Spider Awards:

Visit Belfast's ‘viral’ CGl activation featuring the Big Fish, and Albert Clock EIf activation at
Christmas generating widespread social engagement.

Grow
The value of tourism to Belfast City Region and its communities

Delivered 7 leisure campaigns including Spring (GB, ROI, NI), Summer (GB, ROI), Maritime
Festival (ROI, NI) and Christmas (ROI, NI) delivering £71.1 million economic impact for the
City Region

Launched the UK's first social-first destination website, embedding TikTok and Instagram
content directly into visitbelfast.com.

Achieved 3 million+ unique web visitors (April 25 — Jan 26).

Reached 49 million social media impressions, exceeding target.

Secured 287million PR opportunities to see, exceeding target.

Secured 203 million PR opportunities to see, exceeding target.

761,000 visitor enquiries expected to be handled generating £17.2m into the local economy.
Pop up VIC in Wexford handled 8,000 enquiries and provided Visitor information on Belfast and
the wider region for Fleadh 2026.

Welcomed cruise ships including a Christmas Mystery cruise and 306k passengers and crew,
generating £26 million for the local economy

Cruise FAM September Belfast itinerary was led by Excursions Ireland, Cruise Ireland and
Visit Belfast on an all-island basis. 13 strategic Cruise Line executives attended and
increased programming has already taken place as a result.

11 Inaugural calls and 12 Overnight stays, 1 large and 6 partial turnarounds.

Regional dispersal - 62% of all cruise excursions also visited the rest of NI.

Confirmed Belfast Grand Central Visit Belfast presence as a permanent fixture, following
additional capital investment to increase visibility and greater collaboration with LCCC,
ANDBC and Translink to maximise the regional growth opportunity at the site.

Strong commercial performance in retail with expected 15% increase on previous year.
Business event wins secured worth £32.5m YTD generating over 100,000 high spending
business visitors for future years.

£1.3m of confirmed group business for partners as a result of leads generated by Visit
Belfast's leisure trade sales manager.

Commercial and partnership revenue increased by 16% in 25-26 which is reinvested back into
the marketing and management activities for the destination.

Experience
Enhance the visitor experience and showcase Belfast City regions iconic attractions, authentic
experiences and the city’s unique neighbourhood offer

Winner of Best VIC for the 21st Year for the NI Travel and Leisure Awards.
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e Provided Box Offices services for 56 organisations, including two major festivals Belfast
generating net income +4% on the previous year.

e Neighbourhood Tourism training to 322 front line industry staff including Translink and all Visit
Belfast front of house staff including seasonal staff.

e Visitor research confirmed that 100% of cruise visitors surveyed were satisfied with their visit
to Belfast/Northern Ireland and 85% would be encouraged to return.

e 100% of event organisers said that they would be highly likely or likely to recommend Belfast
as a conference destination.

Sustain
The approach to championing sustainability, pioneering impactful initiatives, inspiring
sustainable choices amongst visitors and clients and telling Belfast’s sustainability story

e Launch of Belfast's first carbon model to measure the impact of tourism in the city. This was
a pioneering project that will now enable the city to measure its carbon impact on an annual
basis. 2023 and 2024 estimated carbon emissions show reductions since the 2019 baseline.

e 92% of local residents agree that tourism is beneficial for Belfast with high levels of support
across all areas.

e £1.4m raised by Visit Belfast partners for charitable and social causes

e Belfast was ranked in the top 10 destinations globally for sustainability in the 2025 Global
Destinations Sustainability Index 2025

e 75 event organisers, cruise executives and industry supported with 121 sustainability and
impact support by Visit Belfast YTD

e Hosted a Cruise Career Day (15" October), 50 Tourism & Hospitality students from Belfast
Met and North Regional College were hosted onboard the Ambassador Ambition.

e 2 x successful “Meet the Buyer days” for local producers at the Cruise Hub to promote local
SME producers.

e Delivery of accessible initiatives in partnership with BCC and development of Visit Belfast's DEI
action plan.
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4. Tourism Outlook and Policy Context

Tourism Outlook

The UNWTO Tourism Barometer reported international tourist arrivals (overnight visitors) grew
by 4% in 2025, with most destinations worldwide posting solid results. An estimated 1.52 billion
international tourists were recorded around the world in 2025, almost 60 million more than in
2024. 2025 marked a new record year for international tourist arrivals in the post-pandemic era.

Travel demand remained solid in 2025 despite inflation in tourism services and geopolitical
challenges, though it softened somewhat towards the end of the year. Results were driven
by strong demand, robust performance from large source markets globally, as well as the
ongoing recovery of destinations in Asia and the Pacific.

Extraordinary levels in visitor spending were also seen in 2025, with tourism earnings growing
faster than arrivals in many destinations. Europe, the world's largest destination region, recorded
793 million international tourists in 2025, a 4% increase from 2024 and 6% more than in 2019.

2026 Global Tourism Forecast

UNWTO forecasts international tourist arrivals to increase by between 3% and 4% in 2026, This
growth is slightly below 2025’s projected 4% rise but still reflects ongoing expansion of global
travel demand. After very rapid rebounds in 2023 (+34%) and 2024 (+11%), and a more moderate
+4% in 2025, 2026 is expected to reflect a return to more typical long-term growth patterns in
international tourism. This trend aligns with historical average growth patterns seen before the
pandemic (around +5% annually), although 2026 may be slightly more modest.-term growth
patterns in international tourism. This trend aligns with historical average growth patterns seen
before the pandemic (around +5% annually), although 2026 may be slightly more modest.

According to the UN Tourism Confidence Index and surveys of industry experts, 58% expect
international tourism performance to be ‘better or much better’ in 2026 compared with 2025.
31% expect similar performance, while 11% anticipate weaker outcomes highlighting a generally
cautious but positive industry consensus.

Overall, 2026 is set to see moderate and steady international tourism growth, reflecting a
normalised post pandemic rebound rather than an exceptionally strong surge. This growth is
supported by ongoing recovery in regions still below pre-pandemic levels (especially AsiaPacific
and continued strong consumer travel demand and expanded global connectivity and
international events acting as travel demand catalysts. -pandemic rebound rather than an
exceptionally strong surge. -pandemic levels (especially Asia-Pacific

Visit Britain 2035 global tourism forecast

Research published by Visit Britian in conjunction with Oxford Economics in January 2026
projects that international overnight arrivals to the UK will grow at an average annual rate of
2.8% from 2024 to 2035, increasing from 38 million to nearly 52 million visitors.
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This growth will be driven by macroeconomic factors such as exchange rate movements, rising
household incomes, and travel trends. While the United States will remain the largest source
market, its growth rate is expected to slow, while arrivals from Europe and Asia, particularly
China and India, are forecast to grow more rapidly. Scotland is anticipated to experience the
fastest growth among UK regions, with visits expected to be over 60% higher in 2035 compared
to 2019.

Visitor spending is expected to grow in line with arrivals, reaching £43.2bn by 2035, contributing
significantly to the UK’s exports. Real spending per visit is forecast to remain stable due to the
UK's consistent source market mix.

Inbound tourism’s direct contribution to GDP is expected to grow at an average rate of 4.8%
annually from 2024 to 2030, outpacing the overall UK economy.

Northern Ireland Tourism Growth Ambition

The Department for the Economy’s Tourism Vision and 10-year action plan was launched last
year with the strategic goal that overnight visitors to Northern Ireland will exceed £2bn by 2035.
The image below shows the breakdown of this growth across oversea visitor spend, island of
Ireland and daytrip visitor spend.

Tourism Ireland’s target is to grow overnight visitor revenue by 6.5% each year until 2030. 44% of
current tourism revenue comes from domestic visitors (split 50:50 between the North and
South).

Tourism NI estimates that expenditure from these markets can grow by 36% meaning that
overall expenditure from the island of Ireland could exceed £700m by 2035. The vast majority
(98%) of day trips are made by residents from within the island of Ireland, with this expenditure
projected to grow by 36% also, to £1.5bn by 2035

Figure 10: NI Tourism Vision and Action Plan Growth Targets to 2035

Ambition for NI tourism growth: reflecting Tourism Vision & Action Plan

£633m £1.3bn

International Overnight Spend 2024 2035 Target
Island of Ireland Overnight Spend 2035 Target
2024

£1.Tm

Daytrip Spend 2024

£1.5m

2035 Target
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Navigating the challenges

The tourism and hospitality sector across Northern Ireland enter 2026 with underlying demand
resilience but significant structural and cost-related headwinds. Consumer sentiment remains
broadly positive, with high satisfaction among visitors and Northern Ireland continuing to be
perceived as offering good value relative to competing destinations. At a global level, UN

Tourism research points to continued growth in 2026, but confidence is tempered by economic

uncertainty, geopolitical risks and sustained price sensitivity among travellers.

Cost of doing business has never been greater

For businesses, the primary challenges are financial and operational. Rising operating costs,
including wages, employer National Insurance, energy, food inflation and the prospect of
significant increases in business rates, are placing acute pressure on margins.

A substantial proportion of hospitality businesses are operating at a loss or breaking even,
constraining investment and growth. Northern Ireland also faces competitive disadvantages
relative to nearby markets, notably VAT disparities with the Republic of Ireland and a heavier
rates burden than parts of Great Britain which show no signs of abating.

Workforce and capacity issues compound these pressures. Recruitment and skills shortages
remain persistent, exacerbated by housing and living-cost challenges in Belfast, while
perceptions of hospitality as a lower-prospect career continue to limit the talent pipeline.

Critical success factors in 2026-27

As a result, while demand fundamentals and destination appeal remain strong, the sector’'s
performance in 2026-27 will depend heavily on cost management, value-led propositions,
targeted investment and supportive policy interventions to ensure long-term competitiveness
and sustainability.

In this challenging operating environment, tourism will have to play a vital role in sustaining
many hospitality businesses, particularly those that have traditionally depended on the local
domestic market; an audience increasingly constrained by rising costs and less able to absorb
further price pressures.

By targeting high-value tourism segments, Belfast's tourism and hospitality industries can

unlock significant growth potential. Focusing on these resilient, higher-spending markets offers

a timely opportunity to strengthen revenue streams and support long-term business
sustainability. As a public-private sector partnership active in all of these markets, Visit Belfast
has an important role in supporting its partners and city region businesses at this crucial time.
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Evolving Travel Preferences & Behaviours for 2026

Modern travellers are reshaping the tourism landscape, bringing new expectations and
behaviours that will define demand in 2026. Understanding these evolving preferences is
essential for developing marketing and communication strategies that remain relevant, targeted,
and impactful.

Authenticity and Local Experiences

In a continuing trend, visitors continue to seek real connection with the destinations they visit. In
addition to general sightseeing, they know and trust that locals ‘know the best places’ and are
keen to explore neighbourhood cafes, markets and local producers.

Implications: Campaigns that feature locals’ recommendations or neighbourhood guides can
resonate strongly.

Purposeful and Regenerative Travel

2026 will solidify the shift from mere sustainable tourism (do no harm) to regenerative tourism
(leave places better). Travellers are not only more eco-conscious, demanding low-impact
options, carbon offsets, and plastic-free operations but many now actively seek trips where they
can contribute to the destination. A survey by Expedia found 84% of travellers are interested in
farm stays or similar experiential escapes where they can unplug and connect with nature (and
even help with gardening or animal care). This reflects a broader desire for simplicity and
meaning.

Implications: Integrating purpose into the travel experience and communicating it in a way that
appeals to visitors will be essential in 2026.

Personalisation and Self-Expression in Travel

Travel has become a form of self-expression — a trend that will intensify in 2026. Booking.com
dubs this the “Era of You,” as travellers design ultra-personalised trips reflecting their hobbies,
identities and life milestones. According to Skyscanner, 2025 saw travellers craving shared
experiences, but 2026 is “getting personal,” with trips curated to be in tune with “who they are
and what they love.” We see micro-trends emerging like beauty tourism (e.qg. visiting Korean
skincare boutiques or Nordic spas). Even life-stage specific travel is gaining traction including
women's health wellness breaks, or grief retreats to heal after loss. Younger generations,
particularly Millennials and Gen Z is the group leading the travel resurgence, favouring cultural
immersion and authentic experiences.

Implications: Success lies in hyper-segmentation, understanding niche customer personas and
tailoring offers for photographers, foodies, history enthusiasts, Gen-Z backpackers, senior
travellers, etc. The more a trip or campaign feels “made for me,” the more it will appeal to the 2026
consumer.

Social Connection & Multi-Gen

Despite personalisation, humans remain social creatures — many travellers are craving
connection and camaraderie as an antidote to the isolation of recent years. In 2026, solo travel
continues to boom (especially among young adults and women), but a twist is that solo
travellers now actively seek to meet people during trips. This is giving rise to products like
communal dining experiences, group hiking tours for solo travellers, and ways to connect
visitors with locals. The broader trend is a desire for “real connections in a divided world,” as one
report put it. Tourists value shared moments whether it's joining a cooking class in Belfast to
bond with other visitors and residents, or an Irish tour company organising “dinner with locals”
evenings. Multi-generational trips also tie into the theme of togetherness increasingly seeking
“real connection” with destinations, preferring to experience life as a local. The United States
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remains the number one inbound market by value, while our largest source market indicates 31%
of UK travellers plan multi-generational family trips in 2026.

Implications: Tourism providers should facilitate these interactions: e.g. hotels might host social
hours, Visit Belfast working with local charities and partners on volunteer tourism or local meetup
events. Highlighting the emotional benefits of travel - new friendships, family bonding, cultural
exchange will strike a chord in 2026.

Wellness, Nature and Health Escapes

After years of digital overload, travellers are embracing simpler, nature-centric travel for mental
and physical wellness. Belfast and Northern Ireland with its wealth of countryside and coasts,
has a real opportunity to tap into this demand with visitors , looking to reset and recharge as an
escape from fast-paced life. Similarly, wellness tourism is evolving beyond spa getaways, it
includes hiking pilgrimages, “sober curious” holidays without alcohol, yoga and meditation
breaks, and even technology detox camps. Notably, “healthy habits” travel focusing on mental
and physical wellbeing is identified as a key trend through 2026 and visitors will chase simpler
joys — a beautiful hike, a quiet lake or wellness events that support their overall quality of life and
happiness.

Implications: Visit Belfast is investing in refreshed brand positioning that reflects the strength of
the city and regional offer in meeting the needs of these visitors.

Personalised and experience-led Luxury

Luxury travel is one of the fastest growing visitor segments globally, but it is important to
emphasise that this goes beyond just high-end accommodation and dining. It includes
experiential and meaningful connections with place, people and culture such as private tastings,
tailored outdoor experiences, immersive heritage engagements and personalised service.

This aligns with global luxury travel trends that value authenticity and personalisation over
traditional markers of luxury. For example, a five-star hotel might impress guests more with its
rewilded gardens and mindfulness coach than traditional opulence. Luxury travellers in 2026
increasingly want deeply personalised, meaningful experiences over generic packages, with
bespoke itineraries tailored to individual passions and preferences. This includes curated
cultural experiences, expert-led workshops, immersive local encounters, and skill-based travel
that enriches rather than just entertains.

Wellness has also evolved from an ‘add-on’ to a core motivator for luxury trips. Visitors are
seeking journeys that support physical, mental and emotional restoration including holistic
wellness retreats, mindful experiences, and slower-paced explorations that encourage deeper
engagement with a place. This aligns with the broader trend of slow travel and regenerative
tourism, where luxury means quality of time over quantity of activities.

Implications: Visit Belfast will continue to work with the industry-led luxury collective, Tourism NI
and Tourism Ireland to package and articulate its emerging luxury offer for key markets and
develop Belfast brand positioning to help create greater awareness and consideration levels
amongst consumers and agents.

Summary

The upshot of these behavioural trends is that visitors in 2026 are more intentional, value-driven,
and experience-focused than ever. They want travel to enrich them, not just entertain them. Visit
Belfast and its industry partners must work hard to craft narratives and develop content that
emphasise authenticity, personal relevance, community and positive impact aligning the travel
experience with the traveller's own values and story.
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Policy Context

As a not-for-profit public, private and community partnership, Visit Belfast places significant
importance on the policy context within which it operates. The strategies illustrated below have
informed and will continue to influence Visit Belfast’s plans as it supports growing city region
tourism over the lifespan of the three-year New Horizons strategy (2024-27).

Figure 11: National and City Policies informing Visit Belfast’s strategy and business plan

Policy Context

TOURISMISTRATEGY
FOR NO ELAND
-
we thrive.

& = m;—:ﬁ “A‘
mic Plan . oty

e D B Belfast

Action

e e The Belfast
Plan ] o al Adenda

Events < o VWi JLLIA 3N B8 Harbour

Strategy

CITY
CONTEXT

City Context

Belfast's community plan the Belfast Agenda (2023-2027) and BCC's corporate plan set a
shared long-term vision for a culturally vibrant, sustainable and connected city. Their ambitions
focus on five themes: Our People, Our Economy, Our Place, Our Planet and Compassionate City.

Visit Belfast will continue to support these goals by promoting vibrant neighbourhoods,
encouraging visitor dispersal, and showcasing Belfast as an accessible, authentic and
welcoming destination. We will help build a sustainable, innovative and inclusive tourism sector
through training, certification and industry support, and lead initiatives that contribute to a
nature-positive city.

As a key delivery partner for BCC’s Make Yourself at Home 10-year tourism plan, Visit Belfast
endorses its people-centred and responsible tourism principles ensuring tourism benefits
visitors, residents, businesses and neighbourhoods. Our three-year strategy aligns with its
pillars: Grow, Position, Experience and Sustain, ensuring tourism delivers positive net benefits
and improved sustainability practices.

The Belfast Agenda also commits the city to ambitious climate targets, including major
reductions in carbon emissions and becoming an environmentally sustainable city by 2035. Visit
Belfast will continue supporting these goals by championing sustainable tourism and promoting
sustainability initiatives across the city and its neighbourhoods to both visitors and residents.
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Recently published and emerging strategies relevant to Visit Belfast’s strategy and business
plan include:

e Belfast City Council’s events action plan (2026)

e Tourism NI's corporate plan

e Tourism NI's Travel Trade Strategy (2026)

e Belfast Harbour draft masterplan

e Belfast City Airport’s draft Masterplan 2040

e |ICC Belfast / Belfast Waterfront and Ulster Hall five-year business plan

National Context

The Department for the Economy’ Tourism Vision and Action Plan set out an ambitious plan to
grow the visitor economy over the next 10 years. The action plan includes 17 key actions to
deliver its objectives including a number which are particularly relevant to Visit Belfast:

e Destination Stewardship Plans: Develop tailored plans for various destinations to manage
and promote tourism sustainably.

¢ Industry Collaboration: Representation as part of the Tourism Partnership Board to advise
and support the development and implementation of the action plan which Visit Belfast is
represented on.

e Marketing Initiatives: Launch of targeted marketing campaigns to showcase Northern
Ireland’s attractions in international markets, aiming to double overseas tourism revenue by
2035.

e Visitor experience: expand visitor experience portfolio through the development and
promotion of peace tourism.

e Business events: Delivery of the NI business events strategy to maximise the economic
potential of business events and incentive travel by boosting Northern Ireland’s overall share
of the MICE market including attraction international conferences in key economic sectors.

Tourism Northern Ireland Draft Corporate Plan

Visit Belfast welcomed the publication of the Draft Corporate Plan 2025-2028 and commends
Tourism Northern Ireland (TNI) for setting out a clear and structured approach to growing the
tourism sector in the coming years, in line with the Department for Economy’s Tourism Vision
and Action Plan.

Visit Belfast recognises that stronger collaboration is essential for enabling the tourism sector
to realise its full potential, particularly amid ongoing financial pressures on the public sector. As
an innovative public—private partnership, Visit Belfast believes it offers an efficient and effective
model for delivery and is very well placed to support Tourism NI in achieving several of its
strategic objectives, particularly in the areas of tourism revenue growth, productivity, regional
balance, and sustainability.

Investment and Events

Belfast has firmly established itself as a vibrant and award-winning tourism destination, driven
by substantial public and private investment in tourism infrastructure, alongside investment in
marketing, sales, and visitor servicing to drive demand.
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Recent and planned investments across the city, including hotel accommodation (£100m),
travel, public realm, and major tourism facilities such as Belfast Grand Central Station (£340m),
Belfast International Airport (£100m), Belfast City Airport (£200m), Belfast Harbour Cruise
Infrastructure (£90m), and Belfast Stories (£100m) collectively total over £930m, a figure that is
likely a conservative estimate of the total investment in the city’s visitor economy.

This infrastructure investment is amplified by Belfast's commitment to securing landmark
events, including the Fleadh Cheoil na hEireann in 2026 and 2027, the biggest event the city has
ever hosted and a game-changing opportunity for the city to develop one of its fastest growing,
and close to home markets.

Figure 12a & 12b Key opportunities and challenges for Belfast Tourism in 2026/27
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Conclusion

Visit Belfast's 3-year strategy and 26/27 detailed business plan has been developed using
outcomes-based accountability to ensure that Visit Belfast’s in-year activity delivers on and
contributes to achieving the objectives of the city region and national policies and strategies.
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5. Visit Belfast Strategic Framework (2024-27)

Visit Belfast's key strategic priorities for the 3-year strategy (2024-2027) have been structured to
reflect the four key strategic pillars of Belfast City Council’'s Make Yourself at Home 10-year
tourism strategy and serve as a strategic framework to guide the 2026-27 business plan.

Strategic Pillar 1 — Grow

Visit Belfast will grow the value of tourism to the Belfast city region and its communities.

How will we do this?
We will capitalise on the strong post-pandemic recovery of city breaks and increase the value of overnight stays and day
trips from NI, ROl and GB markets, prioritising midweek, shoulder season and winter months. In addition, Visit Belfast will
focus on direct access cities within Europe and capitalising on increased US market via Dublin.

Data driven decision making Grow the value of business events Grow the value and increase the profile
and collaboration to Belfast and NI of tourism to the city region

Strategic Pillar 2 — Position

Visit Belfast will position the Belfast city region as a front of mind destination for leisure visits,
business events.

How will we do this?
We will be ambassadors for the Belfast brand, proudly celebrating the city’s energy, authenticity and vibrancy whilst
strengthening Belfast’s unique position as the gateway to discovering Northern Ireland.

Enhance perceptions Maximise destination reach, Develop and nurture city and
of Belfast profile & influence regional partnerships

Strategic Pillar 3 — Experience

Visit Belfast will enhance the experience for visitors by showcasing Belfast city region as a
diverse and welcoming destination with a unique neighbourhood offer and iconic attractions.

How will we do this?
We will work strategically with partners across the city region to develop and curate experiences in Belfast’s neighbourhoods and
nearby coastal and rural areas, in order to connect visitors with the authentic and unique experiences that the city region offers.

Support development Maximise opportunities to enhance Embrace emerging technologies and
of neighbourhood tourism Belfast's experiential offer through visitor innovations including Al to enhance
across the city servicing and industry support the destination offer

Strategic Pillar 4 — Sustain

Visit Belfast will accelerate its approach to championing sustainability, pioneering impactful initiatives,
inspiring sustainable choices amongst visitors and clients and telling Belfast’s sustainability story.

How will we do this?
We will intensify efforts to improve Belfast's competitive position as a renowned sustainable destination and find creative ways
to tell the city’s sustainability story, engaging visitors and local businesses to engage in sustainable tourism practices.

Be industry champions
sustainability initiatives
across Belfast

Ensure Visit Belfast and Belfast Tell Belfast's sustainability story
leads by example and champion responsible tourism
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6.

2026-27 Targets & Headline KPIs

The table sets out Visit Belfast’s headline key performance indicators (KPIs) for 2026-27 aimed
at recording our overall impact on the city’s visitor economy, its environments and communities.
These are supplemented with detailed departmental KPlIs, and operational plans set out in

section 7.

Impact

Economic

Target 26/27

1.04m visits

‘ Measurement

Cruise 296,000

Daytrips 425,000

Overnight leisure trips 285,000
Delegates 38,500

500,000 bed nights

400,000 leisure, 100,000 business

£150m

Leisure £66m
Business events £39m
Visitor servicing £19m
Cruise £26m

825,000 Visitor enquiries

Total enquiries across all sites

Environmental

Measure Visit Belfast’s Carbon Impact
Annually

Carbon impact model:

e 176 tC02e VB carbon baseline (2024/25)
e 2025/26 due Q1 26/27

Measure Belfast Carbon Tourism Impact
Annually

Launch Belfast Tourism Net-Zero Working
Group

e 485 ktC02e Belfast carbon baseline (2023)

e 470 ktCO2e Belfast carbon baseline (2024 estimate)

e 2025 results can be measured once full year NISRA
figures are available (2026)

Launch date - 11t March 2026

% Visit Belfast partners adopting sustainable
practices and measuring carbon impact

Industry survey - 25/26 survey results to be published in
May 2026
Baseline:

e 96% of partners are adopting sustainable
practices (24/25)

e 51% are measuring some or all of their carbon
emissions (24/25)

100 clients and industry supported on
sustainability

Social

% of residents agree tourism is beneficial for
Belfast

Resident sentiment survey (bi-annual):

e 92% baseline (2024/25)
e 26/27 survey due November 2026

£m raised by Visit Belfast members and
clients for charitable and social causes

Industry survey:
e 25/26 survey results to be published in May 2026
e Baseline: £1.4m (24/25)

15,000 Neighbourhood tourism referrals

Baseline 12,000 (25/26)
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7. Departmental Operational Plans 2026-2027

7.1 Marketing and Communications

Introduction

Visit Belfast's marketing, digital and communications plans for 2026-27 are shaped by the
evolving preferences of our visitor markets and build on the city's key tourism strengths. We will
deepen our 'Explore the Unexpected' neighbourhood narrative, leverage major cultural moments
as powerful amplifiers, and continue to prioritise authentic Belfast perspectives across
everything we do. Through close collaboration with Belfast City Council, Tourism NI and Tourism
Ireland, we will ensure Belfast stands out in an increasingly competitive market delivering
measurable impact and sustainable tourism growth. Visit Belfast will focus on promoting high-
quality, value-driven travel packages that showcase the city's authentic offerings, particularly
during shoulder seasons.

Our approach reflects a fundamental shift in how travellers discover and choose destinations.
Glossy advertising alone no longer cuts through, audiences increasingly seek trusted, relatable
content, turning to influencers, local voices, and peer recommendations for travel inspiration. In
response, we are building a community of diverse perspectives from content creators and media
partners to visitors and local communities enabling us to reach engaged audiences on the
platforms that matter most.

Guiding Principles

Authentic Belfast

We place real voices and genuine experiences at the heart of our marketing. By highlighting the
distinct character of Belfast's neighbourhoods and cultural assets, we connect with people
emotionally, showing what Belfast feels like rather than simply promoting it.

Audience-First Approach

We place audiences at the heart of how we plan, make decisions, and deliver. This means
understanding what drives them, how they consume media, how they plan and book, and what
might stop them from choosing Belfast. Continuous research into shifting visitor behaviours
informs everything we do.

Trust, Transparency & Visitor Experience

Providing accurate, timely, and relevant information strengthens our reputation as a reliable
source. This supports our visitor services, enhances the overall experience, encourages
dispersal across the city region, and promotes longer stays.

Strategic Partnerships & Market Prioritisation

Close collaboration with Belfast City Council, Tourism NI, and Tourism Ireland enables a unified
approach to marketing Belfast. We prioritise investment based on market potential, connectivity,
audience alignment, and expected economic impact — focusing efforts where we can make the
biggest difference.
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Supporting Local Communities & Dispersal
Our activity encourages visitors to explore beyond the city centre into Belfast's distinctive
neighbourhoods, distributing spend more equitably and supporting year-round travel.

Integrated & Agile Marketing

We combine 'always-on' activity with targeted high-impact campaigns, covering the full visitor
journey through a blend of paid, owned, and earned media. This agility ensures we respond when
opportunities arise and support partners when it matters most.

Our Priorities

Our marketing and communications activity for 2026-27 is shaped by eight strategic priorities that
guide investment, focus, and delivery.

These range from positioning Belfast as the island's cultural capital, leveraging Fleadh Cheoil na
hEireann and our UNESCO City of Music designation; to deepening neighbourhood dispersal,
capturing emerging travel trends, and embedding sustainability as a core destination narrative.

Marketing & Communications Priorities

1 2

Cultural Capital Positioning Authentic Belfast MNeighbourhood Dispersal

Positioning Balfast as the island's cultural capital Advancing authentic storyteling through a Deepening neighbourhood and regional dispersal to
through Fleadh Cheoil na hEireann and UNESCO City community of diverse voices, influencers, locals, and spread visitor benefits across the city region

of Music across key markets visitors

S — ;

Emerging Travel Trends Digital Journey Evolution Sustainability Focus

Capturing emerging travel trends inchuding culinany Evolving digital joumey to guide users seamlesshy Embedding sustainability and regenerative tourism
discovery, niche experience tourism, and weliness from inspiration to visiting a5 core destination namatives

travel

_o_ 8

ROl Measurement Strategic Partnerships

Strengthening ROI measurement and data-driven decision making across all Maximising strategic partnerships with BCC, TN, and Tourism ireland for ampiified
marketing activity market reach

Underpinning everything is a commitment to strengthening ROl measurement and data-driven
decision making, ensuring our marketing investment works harder and delivers measurable
impact.
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Key Marketing Themes and Audiences

Our marketing and communications activity will be structured around ten core themes that
reflect Belfast's strengths and align with evolving visitor expectations.

Key Marketing Themes and Markets for Year Three of New Horizons

Our strategic focus for the upcoming year will build upon these core themes, ensuring a diverse and engaging visitor experience that resonates
with evolving travel trends.

Arts & Culture History & Heritage

Positioning Belfast as a vibrant hub of arts and culture, Highlighting iconic landmarks such as the Titanic
including its UNESCO City of Music status. Quarter, waterfront, and Maritime Mile.

Food & Drink Neighbourhoods & Local Connections

1 uniquely local markets, Sharing authentic stories from "Homespun Pioneers”
distilleries, and tasting experiences. and highlighting local character.

Multi-Destination Activity Trips Luxury Sustainable Iltineraries

Curating exclusive experiences designed for the
Exploring the seascapes, hills, and landscapes beyond . . . Prometing climate-conscious, regenerative practices
) ) . disceming aspirational luxury traveller showcasing ) )
the immediate city centre that nurture our community and environment.
Shopping, Dining, Cultural and Fashion led events

Key Markets — NI, ROl and GB

These themes ensure we can speak to diverse audience motivations, from Arts & Culture and
History & Heritage that showcase Belfast's UNESCO City of Music status and iconic landmarks,
to Food & Drink experiences that highlight our local restaurants, markets and distilleries.

Events & Festivals will be central to our messaging, with Fleadh Cheoil na hEireann 2026
providing a landmark platform alongside our year-round seasonal calendar. Neighbourhoods &
Local Connections deepens our 'Explore the Unexpected' narrative, sharing authentic stories and
local character through our Homespun Pioneers content.

We will continue to develop Peace Tourism as a distinctive Belfast offering, while Multi-
Destination Activity Trips encourages visitors to explore the seascapes, hills and landscapes
beyond the city centre. Luxury positioning will target discerning travellers seeking curated
shopping, dining, cultural and fashion-led experiences.

Sustainable Itineraries embeds responsible tourism into our narrative, promoting climate-
conscious practices that benefit both visitors and communities. Underpinning all activity,
Accessible & Inclusive ensures Belfast is positioned as welcoming, safe and fair for all visitors.

Audience Strategy

Our activity aligns with Tourism NI and Tourism Ireland's market segments: Aspiring Families,
Natural Quality Seekers and Social Instagrammers in NI; Open Minded Explorers, Active
Maximisers and Indulgent Relaxers in ROI; and Enrichment Explorers and Social Connectors in
GB and Europe, with a focus on London, Midlands and Scotland.
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These are enhanced by Visit Belfast's theme-led personas, which connect audience motivations
directly to our core themes:

e Culture Connector — seeks meaning through heritage, art and local identity

e Culinary Insider — explores cities through food, drink and local flavours

e Conscious Traveller — chooses ethical, sustainable and inclusive experiences
e Family Adventurer — looks for value, fun and memory-making with children

¢ Moment Seeker — drawn to live energy, events and real-time vibes

This layered approach ensures our campaigns resonate with the right audiences across our
priority markets of NI, ROl and GB.

Key Projects

Alongside our ongoing marketing activity, a number of strategic projects will shape delivery this
year from major event support including Fleadh Cheoil na hEireann, to expanding our
neighbourhood focus across channels, evolving our digital platforms, and developing our Al
roadmap to future-proof how we work.

Key Projects across Marketing and Communications in 26/27

i :

Expanding Cruise Belfast “30 Key City Event Continuous Digital ~ Regional Tourism
Marketing and Web Neighborhood Years of Belfast Support across Development across Partner Brand
Support Focus across Welcomes” Campaigns web, screens and Al Positioning
Marketing Channels Roadmap

Priorities for 2026/27

visitBelfast
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Fleadh Cheoil na hEireann 2026

Overview

Fleadh Cheoil na hEireann 2026 represents the largest cultural event in Belfast's history. Visit
Belfast aims to maximise visitor numbers by positioning Belfast as an inclusive, welcoming and
culturally rich city destination that celebrates cultural diversity and shared heritage through
music and hospitality.

The event serves as a landmark platform to position Belfast as the island's cultural capital,
elevate the city's profile as a premier destination for major cultural events, and build legacy
momentum towards 2027.

Campaigns & Social

Areas of focus:

Earning Cultural Credibility in ROI: ROl audiences have high affinity for Irish culture but
lower familiarity with Belfast as a Fleadh destination. Investment is weighted toward
BVOD (RTE Player, Virgin Media, Sky), targeted OOH within a 2-hour commutable radius,
radio and YouTube to build emotional connection and prove authenticity. Influencer
activity will prioritise respected trad communities and cultural voices to seed excitement.

Amplifying City-Wide Celebration in NI: NI audiences know Belfast but need clarity on
the scale, energy and inclusive spirit the Fleadh will bring. Activity prioritises radio (Cool
FM, Downtown, Q Radio), OOH on key access routes into the city, and trusted digital
publishers (Belfast Telegraph, Irish News).

Phased Momentum from Awareness to Legacy: A phased campaign approach, Pre-
Event, During Event, Post-Event, moves audiences from awareness and trip planning
through real-time amplification to post-event legacy building for 2027. Pre-event activity
includes 30" BVOD/TV launch creative, large format OOH in key Fleadh counties, national
and regional print editorial, and phased e-zines targeting NI, ROI, out-of-state and the
Wexford 2025 database.

Always-On Digital and Social Presence: Paid social (TikTok, Instagram, Facebook) and
regular e-zines will sustain momentum throughout, with higher-intensity bursts aligned to
ATL activity windows. Video-first content (15" videos and carousels) will showcase the
city, local performers, atmosphere and unique Belfast voices. During the event, real-time
amplification will push daily schedules alongside live cultural storytelling and
atmosphere capture from on-site influencers.
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PR & Communications
Areas of focus:

¢ Positioning Fleadh Belfast: Position the event as a cultural celebration rooted in
community, music and place. Proactive media storytelling will highlight Belfast artists,
venues, heritage and visitor welcome across local, national and international media.

e Three-Phase Comms Approach: A structured programme running across NI, ROl and GB
markets to maximise impact before, during and after the event:

o Inform & Inspire — Phased storytelling PR campaign to build awareness and
momentum across traditional media, digital and influencer platforms with
sustained coverage until August 2026.

o Engage & Activate — Targeted engagement to promote participation opportunities
and deliver a story-driven content campaign celebrating diverse voices and local
preparations.

o Legacy & Momentum — Highlight iconic moments and legacy stories showcasing
the Fleadh's social, cultural and economic impact while sustaining public
engagement and building momentum towards 2027.

e Post-Event Editorial: Recap features in print and digital reinforcing Belfast's cultural
credibility and converting engaged audiences into future visitors.

Web & Digital

Areas of focus:

¢ Fleadhcheoil.ie as the Digital Gateway: Visit Belfast has developed a fully responsive,
user-friendly website serving as the central hub for all public-facing Fleadh information. A
dedicated Fleadh hub on VisitBelfast.com will complement this with itineraries,
neighbourhood guides, travel info and accommodation links, promoting bookable
experiences and cultural discovery beyond core event locations.

e Pre-Event: Central hub for official Fleadh information, showcasing 2,500 certified
properties across Belfast and NI. Clear CTAs for group or complex accommodation
enquiries, with coordinated announcements alongside BCC and Combhaltas.

e During Event: Mobile-first live schedule and venue updates, real-time travel and city
information, and clear navigation to key content to support smooth visitor movement
across the city.

e Post-Event: Highlights, UGC galleries and recap storytelling to sustain engagement.
Follow-on trip inspiration and return-visit prompts to convert Fleadh attendees into repeat

visitors. Visitor insights captured to inform future planning.
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Deepening Neighbourhood Marketing with 'Explore the Unexpected'

Belfast's real stories aren't always in the guidebooks. Beyond the city centre visitors already
know, neighbourhoods across North, South, East and West Belfast hold unexpected discoveries:
village charm in the city, communities proud to share their stories, independent businesses
thriving off the tourist trail, and locals ready to welcome you to their Belfast. Our combined and
integrated marketing and communications activity aims to deepen the promotion of these
neighbourhoods as authentic tourism experiences, attracting visitors seeking unique 'love local'
cultural engagements. A quarterly directional rotation ensures all four city areas receive
sustained campaign attention throughout the year, with thematic focus aligned to each area's
distinctive character and stories.

Neighbourhood "Explore the Unexpected"

Our approach balances equal representation with smart resource allocation, ensuring every area receives the attention it deserves while focusing campaign energy where readiness meets opportunity.
This isn't just marketing—it's a movement to redefine how people experience Belfast.

Four Campaign Pillars

Un
Pla

Hidden gems and overlooked locations that Unique activities and moments that can only Authentic namratives from the people who The genuine warmith and hospitality that
surprise and delight visitors, from tucked-away happen here, whather it's a traditional music make these naighbourhoods vibrant, defines Balfast's character, making every
cafés to architectural marvels that don't make session or a cutting-edge cultural event celebrating local history, creativity, and visitor feel like they've discovered something
the guidebooks. community spirit. truly spedial.

Three-Level Geographical Hierarchy

North | South | East | West
Broad geographical quadrants that provide onientation and thematic framework

Example: Cathedral | Titanic | Gaeltacht | Queens

Recognized districts with established identities and visitor
infrastructure

Distinct local areas with unique character, culture, and
community voice

visitBelfast

Areas of focus:

e Four Campaign Pillars: All activity is structured around Unexpected Places, Unexpected
Experiences, Unexpected Stories and Unexpected Welcome, creating a consistent
narrative framework that captures each neighbourhood's distinctive character across
platforms. Video-first content will bring these to life through short-form social,
showcasing the people, places and stories that make each area worth exploring.

e Curated Itineraries: Develop tailored itineraries for each neighbourhood highlighting key
attractions and local businesses, catering to diverse interests. These are organised
within a clear directional structure (North, South, East, West Belfast) to simplify visitor
navigation and encourage exploration beyond the city centre.
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Immersive Digital Experience: The Visit Belfast website will feature a dedicated 'Explore
the Unexpected' landing page with interactive mapping, consistent content presentation
and equal visibility for all neighbourhoods. Social-first content across web and social will
showcase neighbourhood experiences, engage audiences and drive traffic to Visit
Belfast's platforms, prioritising short-form video, user-generated content and local
perspectives.

Influencer and Media Collaborations: Partner with travel influencers, bloggers and media
to amplify neighbourhood promotions, leveraging their audiences to generate authentic
discovery content that delivers on the 'unexpected' narrative. Press and influencer visits
will focus on neighbourhood discovery, ensuring coverage extends beyond city centre
attractions.

Balanced Quarterly Focus: A directional rotation ensures each area of the city receives
sustained campaign attention, with thematic focus aligned to seasonal moments and
each neighbourhood's distinctive stories.

30 Years of Belfast Cruise Welcomes

Belfast's 30th anniversary of cruise tourism presents a landmark opportunity to strengthen the
city's position as a leading cruise destination for the next decade, building on our remarkable
heritage whilst embracing innovation and sustainable growth. Our integrated marketing and
communications activity is built around twin objectives of Awareness and Sentiment, generating
earned media coverage while shifting resident perception from "tourists arriving" to "community
benefiting".

Areas of focus:

Awareness: Generate earned media coverage across trade, travel and regional outlets.
Amplify the narrative through owned, earned and partner channels. Reach cruise
passengers pre-arrival through compelling onboard content.

Sentiment: Shift Belfast resident perception to recognise the community benefits of
cruise tourism. Reinforce Belfast's reputation within the industry as a trusted, forward-
thinking destination. Position Belfast Harbour and Visit Belfast as stewards of long-term
cruise success.

Activation Development: We are currently assessing core ideas against outcome benefit
and cost, with hero plans including 30 Stories, 30 Voices — an authentic storytelling
series featuring the people who have grown alongside Belfast's cruise story — and Cruise
& City Week, a dedicated week designed to open up cruise tourism to Belfast residents.
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Key interventions for 2026/2027

Activity: Marketing Campaigns

Approach

Destination marketing campaigns:

Themed around the seasonal calendar, our approach will incorporate integrated, targeted
campaigns inspired by strategic insight driven media plans, strong place-based content, key
themes and consistent messaging to invite and inspire our audiences and markets. Our
campaigns will endeavour to be inclusive of diversity, accessibility and sustainability, while
working collaboratively with partners and stakeholders to promote the city region.

Key campaign focuses:
e Authentic Belfast Perspectives: Showcase Belfast through the people, places and
experiences that define it — using real voices and lived moments that reflect the city’s
character, energy and creativity.

e Major Cultural Moments as Amplifiers: Use the Fleadh Cheoil 2026, UNESCO City of
Music status and headline festivals as powerful platforms to elevate Belfast’s cultural
reputation and attract high-intent visitation.

¢ Neighbourhood and Regional Depth: Highlight the distinct personalities of Belfast's
neighbourhoods and surrounding regions to broaden visitor journeys and encourage
exploration beyond the city centre.

¢ Key Market Trip Generation (GB, ROI, NI, Europe): Grow city breaks, day trips and short
stays by targeting priority domestic, national and European markets with clear reasons
to choose Belfast now.

e Seasonal Momentum - Spring, Summer & Christmas: Maximise peak opportunity
windows by delivering focused activity that captures seasonal demand, drives repeat
visits and strengthens Belfast’s annual visitor cycle.

Collaboration:

Working closely with our industry partners and BCC, TNI and TI.

Priority Markets & Segments:

Visit Belfast continues to focus on best prospect direct access markets, prioritising identified
segments and source markets with the strongest potential to convert to visits and revenue
growth. Priority tourism markets are GB, ROI, Domestic and European.

Our marketing activity focuses on key market segments identified through the TNl and TI's
segmentation enhanced by Visit Belfast's theme-led personas, allowing us to connect
audiences with the experiences that drive them; whether Culture Connectors seeking heritage
and local identity, Culinary Insiders exploring through food and drink, Conscious Travellers
choosing ethical and inclusive experiences, Family Adventurers looking for value and memory-
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making, or Moment Seekers drawn to live energy and real-time vibes.
Campaigns Calendar* 2026 / 2027:

Visit Belfast’'s marketing will focus on prioritised opportunities to position and grow Belfast’s
tourism including key events and festivals within the city, strengthening and deepening
visitors' connections with our neighbourhoods and wider city region and using seasonal and
regional experiences that differentiate the city offer from competing destinations.
Incorporating various strands of our marketing and campaign themes, the table below sets out
an early illustration of our topline draft campaign calendar for the year;

uly August  September  Octaber

ey Festivals / Events

ontent Themes

*This draft calendar is for illustration purposes and may be subject to change.
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Activity: Content and Publications

Approach: Visit Belfast is committed to the development of engaging and reliable content
tailored to resonate with our diverse visitor audiences. As an extension of our digital content
our portfolio of literature serves as both sales and marketing tools for the city, as well as
supporting our visitor servicing requirements.

Summary — areas of focus

Digital Content Planning is a continuous and dynamic activity and key contributor to our
marketing success. We will create a range of inspiring content that highlights the unique
themes and experiences Belfast has to offer. This curated content will be thoughtfully
adapted for use across all platforms, including our website, social media channels, and
newsletters, as well as traditional PR and campaign efforts.

We aim to foster a deeper connection with our audience, ensuring that Belfast remains a top-
of-mind destination that continually inspires exploration and appreciation of our vibrant city
and its rich cultural offerings.

The Belfast City and Region Guide is produced three times a year and includes inspirational
editorial features and a directory of partner listings for key activities, attractions, tours and
food and drink experiences. It is distributed widely throughout the city via guest
accommodation, key transport hubs in Northern Ireland and Dublin, Stena Line onboard guest
services and the Visitor Information Centre network across Northern Ireland.

The Belfast Student Guide is produced and distributed annually during September’s Freshers’
Week via welcome events, faculty departments and student accommodation.

Other miscellaneous and campaign specific brochures will be produced as and when
appropriate whilst taking available budgets into consideration. All literature will be made
available in digital formats and we have introduced sustainable options for print (FSC
approved paper and carbon balanced.
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Activity: Digital Experience (Web and Social)

Approach - Visit Belfast Digital Strategy 2026-27

Building on the strong foundations of Year One and Two, the 2026-27 Digital Strategy focuses
on deepening engagement, refining the user journey, and embedding our 'Explore the
Unexpected' neighbourhood narrative and ‘Belfast, Sorted’ programme across all digital
touchpoints. This year prioritises evolution over revolution enhancing what works, responding
to audience behaviour, and creating frictionless pathways from inspiration to visiting.

Our approach continues to leverage data-driven insights, emerging technologies, and
authentic Belfast perspectives to position the city as a distinctive, must-visit destination. With
a social-first mindset and Al-enhanced personalisation, we will deliver seamless, impactful
digital experiences that resonate with today's travellers. We will prioritise short-form video
content across Instagram Reels and TikTok, with an expanded focus on neighbourhood
discovery and user-generated content powered by CrowdRiff.

We will expand our digital presence for business events, corporate, and cruise audiences,
ensuring these sectors are effectively represented and supported across our platforms.

Key Pillars of the Strategy

Social Synergy & Authentic Belfast:
e Maximise engagement through user-generated content (UGC) powered by CrowdRiff,
with an expanded focus on neighbourhood discovery and 'Explore the Unexpected'
campaign content.

e Drive innovation through influencer partnerships and authentic local voices,
collaborating with Tourism Northern Ireland and Tourism Ireland to build cultural
relevance across key markets.

e Balance organic and paid media to optimise reach, prioritising short-form video
content on Instagram Reels and TikTok to capture intent-driven audiences.

e Leverage cultural and trend-led moments, responding in real-time to events, seasons,
and shared cultural energy to strengthen Belfast's relevance and desirability.

Virtual Gateway:
e Continue to evolve visitbelfast.com informed by user experience feedback, ensuring
clearer pathways from inspiration to planning to action.

e Embed social-first content directly into the website experience, integrating TikTok and
Instagram to create a cohesive digital ecosystem.

¢ Enhance itinerary planning tools with neighbourhood-focused, social-first itineraries
that guide visitors beyond the city centre.
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Conduct monthly SEO audits to maintain discoverability, align with social search
trends, and drive consistent traffic growth.

Strategic Inbox:

Expand and refine the e-zine programme to better identify and nurture audience intent,
using segmentation, behavioural triggers, and seasonal storytelling to inspire trip
planning.

Deliver personalised, mobile-friendly email campaigns aligned to major events
including Fleadh Cheoil na hEireann, neighbourhood themes, and cultural moments.

Intelligent Insights:

Expand use of Al tools to optimise content delivery, enhance search experiences, and
refine personalisation strategies across web, social, and email.

Progress Visit Belfast's Al roadmap, exploring new applications for content creation,
audience targeting, and performance measurement.

Share Al-driven insights across teams to ensure alignment and foster a cohesive,
data-informed approach to campaign planning and delivery.

Test and Learn:

Maintain a culture of continuous experimentation across all digital channels—testing
formats, messaging, posting schedules, and audience targeting.

Utilise real-time data analytics to optimise performance, respond to emerging trends,
and inform strategic decision-making.

Build a centralised knowledge bank of learnings and best practices to drive
continuous improvement across the team.
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Activity: PR and Communications

Approach: Visit Belfast's PR and Communications function plays a central role in shaping
how Belfast is perceived, locally, nationally and internationally. Through strategic media
relations, influencer engagement and integrated storytelling, we will position Belfast as an
easy-to-access destination of discovery and Visit Belfast as a credible, forward-looking voice
in destination marketing, sustainability and digital innovation.

Summary — areas of focus

Position Belfast in the minds of our visitors as a place where there's a story to be
explored through its history, experiences and people. Strengthen Visit Belfast's
reputation as a credible, forward-looking voice in destination marketing, sustainability
and digital innovation, shaping the narrative about Belfast across local, national and
international media.

Deliver integrated, audience-led communications through a calendar of PR activity for
the whole Visit Belfast organisation and our partners. Utilise our USPs and key themes
for the year: our people, neighbourhoods, communities, advancement in sustainable
tourism, digital innovation, success stories and local tourism trends, ensuring clear,
consistent messaging that resonates with consumer, corporate and business tourism
audiences.

Generate coverage through a multichannel approach. Through media, influencers and
online channels, generate stories, emotion and tell compelling stories through
narratives, storytelling, imagery and video. Build Visit Belfast's profile as an industry
voice—contributing to trade media, conferences and industry platforms to share
learning, celebrate success and position the organisation as a progressive, innovative
destination marketing organisation.

Collaborate with our partners, funders and stakeholders (Tourism NI, Tourism Ireland,
Belfast City Council, strategic and corporate partners) to amplify visibility, coordinate
messaging, maximise positive share of voice and champion tourism's contribution to
economic and cultural growth.

Advance measurement, intelligence and impact by integrating PR reporting into Visit
Belfast's holistic measurement approach—with key metrics feeding directly into brand
index tracking to demonstrate how communications activity contributes to brand
perception, audience consideration and economic impact.

Maximise Fleadh Cheoil na hEireann 2026 as a high-impact cultural moment to
elevate Belfast's profile, drive consumer interest and reinforce the city's reputation as
a world-class host destination.

Influencer Programme

Visit Belfast's influencer programme is designed to drive authentic engagement and position
Belfast as a must-visit destination through trusted, relatable voices. Influencers provide a
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level of authenticity above traditional advertising, with 70% of consumers trusting user-
generated content more than traditional marketing methods. Authenticity and impact is
heightened further in travel and tourism, with 75% of travellers being influenced by social
media when choosing travel destinations and 60% of travellers using other guest experiences
before choosing their hotel.

Our approach will focus on two key elements:

1. Seasonal campaign influencer activity Aligning with Visit Belfast's seasonal marketing
campaigns, pinpoint complementary content creators to further promote campaign
messaging and key themes.

2. Always-on content partnerships with a continued shift to long-term creator
partnerships, Visit Belfast will develop sustained content ambassador relationships—
building deeper, more authentic storytelling over time.

Brand Ambassador Programme

Following the successful launch of our brand ambassador programme, we will look to build
on this foundation and evolve the approach in the year ahead. The programme has
demonstrated the value of sustained, authentic partnerships over one-off activations,
creating deeper connections with audiences and generating consistent, high-quality content
that reinforces Belfast's story across social platforms.

Sponsorship & Partnership Strategy

Sponsorships are a strategic lever to enhance Belfast's brand visibility, influence cultural
perception, and generate high-quality content and storytelling moments across the year. Our
approach is outcomes-led—sponsorships are not logo placements or donations, they are co-
produced brand moments that deliver audience reach, brand expression and content value
beyond what could be achieved through paid media alone.

Each sponsorship will be assessed against a scoring model covering strategic fit, audience
reach, brand alignment, content value, economic potential and activation leverage. No
partnership proceeds without a defined activation and measurement plan—ensuring
sponsorship decisions remain objective, defensible and value-led
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Marcomms KPIs for 2026-27

Area KPIs

Overnight visits 285,000
Day trips 425,000
Bednights 400,000

Marketing Campaigns

100m impacts over 6 campaigns

Publications 6 publications with 1.5m readership
Leisure spend £66m

Web visits 3m

New email subscribers 23,000

Social media impressions 67.6m

Engagements 4.6m

Social video views 37m

OTS 150m
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7.2 Visitor Servicing and Destination Management

Introduction and context

Visitor Servicing is a cornerstone of effective destination stewardship, directly supporting
Belfast City Council's 10-year tourism strategy, “Make Yourself at Home,” and driving regional
visitor expenditure. Visit Belfast’s Visitor Servicing and Destination Management operates
through a hub-and-spoke model, with the Visit Belfast Welcome Centre (VBWC) serving as the
central information and resource hub. Key visitor touchpoints, including the Belfast International
Airport, Belfast Grand Central Station, and the Cruise Hub act as the supporting spokes.

Our primary objective is to enhance the visitor experience by encouraging visitors to explore
more, engage in additional activities, and increase their spend across the city, its
neighbourhoods, and the wider Northern Ireland region.

Visit Belfast’s frontline staff are our biggest asset providing the welcome and inspiration with
the ability to cross sell and upsell the destination. They provide personalised guidance, tailored
to match visitors needs highlighting a comprehensive portfolio of key attractions and hidden
gems in Belfast and it's surrounding regions. They also offer information on connectivity and
sustainable travel options enhancing the overall visitor experience.

Entering the third year of our three-year strategy, while many operational activities will continue
representing business as usual, certain initiatives will require a more targeted and strategic
approach to maximise impact. These include visitor servicing support to deliver The Fleadh
Cheoil na hEireann 2026, the largest event our city has hosted with 700-800k visitors expected
between 2-9 August. Support Belfast Harbour with preparations for the Cruise Hub relocation
from D1 to D3 (2027-28) and integrate the new draft framework for Neighbourhood tourism into
year 3 plans. In addition, we will maintain our focus on growing commercial income to support
operational costs whilst balancing our ethos of delivering best in class of customer service.

Key Areas of Visitor Servicing Activity

Key areas of visitor servicing activity are set out below, together with their respective KPlIs:

Activity: Grow and harness the power of visitor servicing; to increase length of stay, visitor
spread and spend across all Visit Belfast’s VIC’s and visitor touch points, including

Translink’s new Belfast Grand Central station.

Aim: Grow visitor enquiry levels to deliver more visitor spread and spend across the city, its
neighbourhoods, Regional Partnership areas and the rest of Northern Ireland.

Context: Growth in demand over the next three years is expected to come from:
e Alllreland Fleadh: expect 700-800k additional visitors over the 8-day period.
e Cruise: >1 million cruise visitors projected over the next three years with 296,000 pax
and crew projected in 2026.
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e Leisure visitors coming for short breaks, day trips, events, festivals, and cultural
activities.

e Conferences and business events.

e City Events, in particular the Fleadh but also our main core city events and concerts.

e Demand/Growth will be supported by increased air and sea access, and particularly
improved transport links (hourly train service from Dublin) and increased bus
connections between Dublin and Belfast.

e Ferry Connections remain buoyant between N Ireland, Scotland and England with P&O,
Stena Line.

e Increased marketing by TI, TNI VB, and partners in key markets.

Key Outputs:

e 825,000 total enquiries across all sites and events (8% increase on 2025/26 projected)
e Includes 240,000 gateway enquiries.

e Total enquiries generate an economic impact of £19m.

Activity: Positioning Belfast as the Gateway to Northern Ireland and promoting regional

spread

Aim: To service visitors and provide Belfast and NI wide visitor information.

Context: Just under 30% of all enquiries handled by Visit Belfast relate to the rest of Northern
Ireland, demonstrating the importance of visitor servicing in spreading the benefits of tourism
across the region.

Key Outputs:

e 240,000 gateway enquiries across all visitor servicing touch points driving regionality
throughout Northern Ireland.

e Generate an additional £5.5 million into the local economy. (ROI for TNI £1: £69)

Activity: Grow Visit Belfast's commercial income

Aim: To support Visit Belfast's operational costs by adopting a strong commercial approach
to our operations, with a particular focus on retail sales across VBWC and Cruise, and
ticketing.

Context: Resources and commercially focused staff are in place to drive this growth. Income
targets for Retail and Ticketing are on a volume-based model on either visitor footfall
(VBWC), cruise visitors (Cruise Hub) or arriving Airport Passengers (BIA), set against a
conversion factor for financial transactions, and average transaction value based on the
previous year’s outputs. There has been significant growth in cruise retail over the last three
years and with softer cruise numbers in 2026 the projections for growth in this area are a
cautious 1% at cruise and 12% at BWC due to Fleadh volume. With our enhanced services
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and extended evening opening during The Fleadh we are projecting increased footfall to
VBWC and additional retail sales, including sales for wrist bands and Fleadh programmes.

Commercial Income - Projected performance figures

e Commercial income from visitor servicing targeted at £880,431 (+3% on expected 25/26).

Key Retail Outputs:

Target retail sales across VBWC and Cruise Hub generating £639,632 net (+4.5%).
Maintain seasonal sales focused retail team.

Careful selection of product lines for each retail outlet, VBWC and Cruise Hub.
Managing Stock, effective merchandising and presentation.

Achieve good discounts from supplier's and target GPM of 53%.

Retain locally sourced products at 55 suppliers.

Deliver two local suppliers "Meet the Maker days" at Cruise Hub.

Activity: Develop Visit Belfast’'s box office services

Aim: To support operational costs by further developing Visit Belfast’'s box office services.

Context: Visit Belfast box office plays a critical role in supporting and promoting the city’s
rich cultural heritage festival & event programme, including our burgeoning food / drink and
music scenes, VICs have a key role in promoting the array of activity across the city to
visitors and residents. Similarly, they enable a variety of user-friendly booking methods and
payments for customers.

Key Ticketing Outputs:

e Increase ticketing income to £82,450 net sales, across all VICs (+12%).

e Maximise the ticketing opportunities of Fleadh.

e Expand the provision of Box Office services from 56 clients to 60.

e Grow commission levels, where feasible.

e Provide a key Box office role for Belfast International Arts Festival and Northern
Ireland Science Festival.

e Extend ticketing services to community-based initiatives in line with our B2B
development support.

e Target 8 new neighbourhood tourism providers.

e Donate 0.5% of NI Science Festival ticket sales commission to Visit Belfast's social
initiative “Changing the Menu for Good “
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Activity: Enhance the current joint Visitor Pass with Translink

Aim: Improve and enhance the current joint Belfast Visitor Pass with Translink

Context: A key focus of 2026-27 will be to work with Translink, Belfast City Council and
other stakeholders to enhance the connectivity between our ‘hero’ anchor attractions and
smaller, lesser-known tourism experiences. This will disperse the visitor experience
beyond the city centre into the local neighbourhoods and wider city region thereby
extending the visitor spend across the city.

Belfast Visitor Pass
Focus on enhancing the current pass in collaboration with our partner Translink. The
BVP, a transport pass with discounts, remains popular with visitors.

Key Outputs:

e Revamp size and design of accompanying print piece to meet visitor needs.

e Work with Translink to investigate technological solutions to track visitor pass
journeys.

e Use Translink journey insights to enhance uptake in BVP offers.

¢ Increase joint promotion of the BVP by VB and Translink.

e VIC at Grand Central Station to commence sales of the BVP and focus on
maximisation of sales across key events e.g. Belfast Fleadh.

Activity: Improve Visitor Information Experience at Grand Central Station

Aim: Collaborate with Translink to ensure all staff at the Visitor Information desk deliver
a positive visitor experience.

Context: The capital investment in installing our 4-screen Totem, rebranding the desk,
and implementing internal wayfinding signage for the Visitor Information Desk has
significantly enhanced our visibility as a Travel and Visitor Information hub at this site.
The commercial revenue from RTP partners ensures the long-term sustainability of our
position, providing a strategic opportunity to engage with a segment of the 10 million
annual users.

Key Activity:

e Develop and deliver a joint suite of training and information so both VB and Translink
staff can deal with tourist and transport enquiries.

e Secure two part time travel advisers (20 hrs a week) on a 2-year fixed term contract.

e Explore the possibility of introducing ticketing services including the ability to sell
Belfast Visitor Pass.

Activity: Neighbourhood Tourism

Aim: To promote and showcase Belfast's Neighbourhoods across all visitor servicing
touchpoints encouraging visitors to “Explore the Unexpected”.
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Context: Neighbourhood tourism is a core priority within Visit Belfast's 3-year Strategy and
new Strategic Framework for Neighbourhood Tourism.
Key Areas of focus
e Enhance neighbourhood profiling in our VIC's and collate data on neighbourhood
referral and enquiries
e Further develop neighbourhood content on digital touch screens across the city
e Deliver ongoing neighbourhood product knowledge training for VB front of house
teams.
e Deliver neighbourhood fam programme to increase awareness and knowledge of
neighbourhood products for wider industry (and our staff).
e Collaborate with Translink to strengthen the neighbourhood proposition in the Belfast
Visitor Pass.

Activity: Fleadh Cheoil na hEireann

Aim: To support Council and Volunteer Now through the provision of strong visitor

servicing during the Fleadh 2-9 August.

Context: Belfast will host the Fleadh Cheoil na hEireann, the world’s biggest celebration of

Irish music and culture. Qualifying competitors from all over the world will showcase the

very best traditional music, song, dance and language in All-Ireland competitions. This is

the largest event belfast has ever hosted and promised to be a momentous event for the

city. Visitor numbers are projected at 700k-800k over the 8 days.

Key Outputs:

e Enhanced visitor servicing across our 4 VICS, with additional staffing/ volunteers and
extended opening hours at VBWC, BGCS and BIA during the event.

e Enhanced staffing to support enquiry handling in the weeks before the event.

e Work with Volunteer Now to recruit up to 15 extra volunteers.

e Collaborate with Volunteer Now to deliver tourist information training to key visitor
facing volunteers.

e Pop up VIC services at Ulster University, ICC and 2 Royal Avenue.

e Provide a phone, email enquiry and signposting service, particularly around
accommodation.

e Develop assets including orientation or venues video and maps.

Key Destination Management Initiatives

Activity: Industry Engagement Programme “Get the Knowledge”

Aim: To build destination product knowledge amongst front of house tourism & hospitality
staff who are in daily contact with visitors.

Context: This programme will have an added focus on neighbourhood tourism, and the wider
Belfast City Region. This capacity building programme aspires to ensure the economic and
social benefits of tourism are spread across the city into our neighbourhoods and wider
Belfast City Region, through knowledgeable, confident and informed front of house staff.
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e Key Outputs:

e 4x seasonal Industry briefings to disseminate useful partner information. Invited industry
representatives speak directly to front of house staff about their product/event.

e Maintain inclusion of strategic and Regional Tourism partners (Translink, Lisburn and
Castlereagh City Council and Ards & North Down Borough Council) as well as
Neighbourhood tourism partners Eastside Partnership and Failte Feirste Thair.

e 1 familiarisation trip for front of house staff and VIC network to increase product
knowledge and confidence in promoting the destination.

e Review database for weekly ‘What’s On’ ezine to industry front of house staff.

Activity: Volunteer Programme

Aim: To enhance the welcome for visitors and provide support to our front of house staff via
a signposting service.

Context: Volunteers provide a useful extension of our visitor information servicing activity,
helping Visit Belfast enhance our services and providing the welcome at all our visitor
touchpoints.

Key Outputs:
Increase volunteer pool to 25 (to support Fleadh requirements)

e Deliver induction training and organise familiarisation visits to enhance volunteer
product knowledge. Collaborate with Volunteer Now to deliver city orientation and
tourist information training for Fleadh Volunteers in key visitor facing roles.

e Welcome, signpost and orientate visitors across locations e.g. the cruise hub, Belfast
Welcome Centre conference venues and key city events.

Activity: Visitor Insights and data

Aim: To strengthen research, intelligence, and insights to aid Visit Belfast with decision
making and to share information with stakeholders and partners.

Context: Visit Belfast can provide a rich source of visitor data and insights gained from
frontline contact with visitors and the VIC’s quarterly Visitor Satisfaction surveys Key findings
can be included in the Tourism Barometer and shared with stakeholders and partners.

Key Outputs:

e Target 2,000 Visitor Satisfaction surveys per annum across VBWC and Cruise.

e Additional tracking of visitor spend at cruise through survey questions.

e Capture sales and booking information.

e Capture general enquiries by area, including neighbourhood referrals, products and
experiences.




Activity: Accessibility, Inclusion and Sustainability

Aim: Improve visitor information provision and servicing for all.

Context: Visit Belfast will continue to support the delivery of Belfast City Council’s three-year
Belfast Access and Inclusion Implementation Plan (2023 - 2026) to help ensure our city
welcomes all visitors on an equal basis. Visit Belfast will communicate training opportunities
to its partners and encourage engagement in the programme, and further development of
tools to assist all visitors with accessible needs.

e Key Outputs:
Further development of the new Digital Accessible Guide for Belfast housed on
VisitBelfast.com.

e AccessAble portal in place.

e All Visit Belfast Front of House teams to undertake Inclusivity training including the Jam
Card and Deaf/ Visual impairment awareness course.

e All Visitor servicing staff and volunteers to keep abreast of key developments, assets and
tool kits delivered by City partners, particularly BCC and TNI.

e Collaborate with BCC/ TNI and partners to strive for best practice across the city in terms
of access and inclusivity.

e Visit Belfast’'s new Simpleview web platform will provide additional accessible tools
leading to a more inclusive visitor experience.

e Staff training on sustainability and work with Visit Belfast's sustainability and impact
manager on key initiatives and opportunities.
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825,000

Total visitor enquiries handled

Visitor footfall at VBWC, BIA, Grand
Central Station

552,000

Maintain visitors' satisfaction levels

85% very satisfied and 15% satisfied

Gateway enquiries as a proportion of all | 240,000
enquiries

Income generated through commercial | £880,431
activity

Visitor servicing economic benefit £19m

Productivity Measures

Increase ticketing clients

from 56-60

Locally sourced merchandise

Maintain at 55

Maintain volunteer numbers

Maintain a minimum core of 15 volunteers
Aim to grow on to 20-25 to assist with Fleadh

Good participation in the VB's Industry
engagement programme

Participation Targeted at:

200 attendees at Quarterly Briefings.
80 attendees across Neighbourhood and RTP fam trips.

Explore further use of new technology,
such as Al to enhance visitor servicing

Participation in CityDNA Al for destinations programme.
Internal Al training programme planned for all teams.

Promoting Belfast's sustainable story
via our VIC teams

All front of house visitor services teams (32) seasonal
staff and volunteers to receive sustainability training and
refresher sessions.

Enhancing provision of information on
accessibility

Selected visitor servicing staff to participate in Open Arts
Accessibility awareness workshops.

Number of neighbourhood tourism
referrals

15,000 referrals into North/ South/ East and West.

A more granular system piloted in 2025, will also capture
referrals to specific NT experiences / Product providers.
Baseline granular referrals targets will be established in
2027.




7.3 Cruise

Introduction and context

Cruise tourism continues to be one of Belfast and Northern Ireland’s success stories. Cruise
Belfast, the sales, marketing and visitor servicing partnership between Visit Belfast and Belfast
Harbour, has established mutually beneficial long-term relationships with international cruise
lines and operators.

Belfast has firmly established itself as one of the UK and Ireland’s most welcoming and vibrant
cruise destinations. Since the first ship arrived in 1996, more than 1,548 vessels and 2.6 million
passengers and crew have experienced the city’s renowned hospitality. Today, Belfast is the
number one Cruise Transit Port in the British Isles, with cruise visitors contributing significantly
to the city region’s growing tourism economy. Cruise tourism continues to act as a powerful
catalyst for regeneration, supporting jobs, strengthening local businesses, and creating
opportunities for communities across Northern Ireland. 2026 marks 30 years of cruise to Belfast
and a joint programme of marketing, PR and welcome initiatives are planned to celebrate and
mark this key milestone.

The significance of the cruise industry to Belfast and the wider region has been recognised in
two key areas:

e For the first time, cruise tourism is included in the Department for Economy’s Tourism
Action Plan (January 2025), recognising its role as both an economic driver and a means
of distributing visitors across the region.

e Belfast Harbour has announced a £90 million investment in a new deepwater cruise and
offshore wind facility at D3. This will support the growth of the cruise sector, attract
larger vessels, and enhance the region’s economic impact.

Cruise Belfast commissioned Oxford Economics to assess current and future cruise demand for
Belfast. Some Key insights revealed in the study include:

e Cruise is projected to be the fastest-growing travel sector over the next five years.

e Cruise demand to Belfast will outpace other international travel, with an annual growth
rate of 2.7% (compared to 2.2%).

e Oxford Economics forecasts a 100% increase in cruise-related direct spending from
£26m in 2025 reaching £39.3m by 2035 and £56.2m by 2050.

e Belfast is the UK’s busiest transit port, with embarkations projected to rise from 3.6% to
5.4% (2024-2027).

e Belfast is projected to welcome 180—-200 ships annually by 2050.

The Cruise Welcome offered by Visit Belfast is a key part of the destination management and
plays a significant role in the success of maintaining and sustaining inbound cruise tourism. The
importance of resourcing this area of operations cannot be underestimated. In our Destination
Management role, the Cruise Welcome team will work collaboratively with Belfast Harbour, local
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shipping agents, Cruise Excursion companies, our cruise partners and key product providers to
ensure the smooth running of operations at the Port and wider destination.

Cruise delivery is a cross departmental function split between Business Development,
Partnership and Visitor Servicing. Business to business, the sales and promotion of Belfast are
led by our Travel Trade and Cruise Manager. Partnership has responsibility for the commercial
platforms and associated income generation, whilst Visitor Servicing lead on cruise destination
management, the welcome and visitor information experience, retail and ticket sales.

2026 Cruise Season overview (to date)

138 ships with 145 cruise days April to October

33 Cruise lines berthing in Belfast.

4 full and 7 partial Turnarounds.

6 Inaugural Calls.

296,000 passengers and crew generating £26 million into the local economy.
73% of ships staying after 6pm - evening economy.

(Note that these bookings are subject to change throughout the season)

Actions by area of activity

Business Development

Aim: Developing and nurturing relationships with cruise lines to increase the number of cruise
calls.

Context: Work with Belfast Harbour to deliver a targeted sales plan with new and existing
Cruise lines to increase future calls to Belfast and Northern Ireland. This will include
tradeshows and calls to the major cruise lines in the USA, Europe and the UK

Cruise Belfast will deliver a joint promotions and communication to celebrate and mark 30
years of Cruise.

Key outputs:

e Enhance relationships with existing and prospective cruise lines.

e Represent Visit Belfast and the industry on the Cruise Ireland steering committee.

e Target new lines to position the destination as a new port of call through virtual sales
calls/presentations, FAMs and attendance at Sea Trade USA and Europe and other
industry platforms.

Cruise Belfast to Deliver a pre-season Cruise ready Industry event.

Cruise Belfast to present at CLIA Conference

With Belfast Harbour work to increase the number of full and partial turnarounds.
Work collaboratively with Cruise Ireland/ Cruise Britain to optimise scheduling of cruise
calls within the British Isles.
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e Create and develop product updates, destination marketing support and curated itineraries
for shore-ex and itinerary planners, incorporating more City Plus and neighbourhood
products and immersive experiences.

Refresh of the Cruise Belfast website in 2026 on the new Simpleview platform.

Create and develop a new Cruise Brochure.

Deliver year 4 of the Cruise Sustainability action plan.

Activity to mark, support and promote 30 years of Cruise with Cruise Belfast.

Continue nurturing relationships with excursions companies including holding briefings for
1 to 1 training and invitations to attend Visit Belfast hosted events for product knowledge
development.

Visitor Servicing & Destination Marketing

Aim: To deliver a professional, welcoming, and world-class visitor information service for
cruise passengers arriving in Belfast in 2026, in partnership with Belfast Harbour and cruise
industry stakeholders to ensure an outstanding visitor experience across the visitor
touchpoints.

Context: In our destination Management role continue active engagement with key
stakeholders, including major cruise excursion operators, shipping agents, Belfast Harbour
Police, Harbour Security, and providers of tours, experiences, and transport. These partners
play a critical role in ensuring a seamless, high-quality tourism experience across the Port,
the city, and the wider destination.

Key Outputs:

e Maximise visitor footfall and expenditure across tourism partners in Belfast and Northern
Ireland, thereby optimising the economic return from 139 cruise ship calls and delivering
an estimated £26 million in regional economic impact.

e Support with the local cruise supply chain to facilitate the delivery of a best-in-class cruise
experience.

e Induction and Refresher Training for all new and returning staff and volunteers - Including
Familiarisation Trips.

e Explore funding opportunities to refresh / reconfigure the Visitor Servicing footprint within
the new D3 Cruise Hub.

e Ensure that Visit Belfast maximises commercial income streams to support Visitor
Servicing operating costs.

e A visitor centric approach will drive high levels of visitor satisfaction, positively influencing
customer feedback as measured by the cruise lines.

e Visit Belfast will oversee landside operations, including the management of the Cruise
Shuttle service and the Cruise Welcome Ambassador team.
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e Special arrangements will be implemented to minimise disruption to cruise shuttle
services and excursion providers during the Fleadh

e Provide a shoreside welcome for first time visits, key larger ships by providing
entertainment that highlights local culture and music.

KPlIs 2026-2027

2026 Support Belfast Harbour in retaining
and growing cruise calls to Belfast and NI.

138 ships with 145 cruise days.
296,000 Cruise Visitors.
£26m economic impact.

Generate commercial revenue from cruise
retail and commercial platforms in 2026

£495k (+3%).
Plus an additional £50k from partnership
platforms.

Maintain cruise visitors’ satisfaction levels.

85% very satisfied and 15% satisfied.

City, Neighbourhood & Regional spread of
visitors

Develop itineraries that include City plus,
gateway and neighbourhood experiences.
for cruise lines.

Collaborate with the local Cruise Supply
Chain

Meet with cruise supply chain partners.
Deliver a pre-season Cruise Ready Event.
Deliver post season briefing event for VB
Cruise team and volunteers.

Cruise Sustainability Plan

Deliver year 4 action plan.

Accessibility & Inclusion

Ensure shuttle buses are accessible.
Taxis at cruise taxi ranks are required to
accommodate accessible needs of
passengers.

Accessibility and inclusion training for all
Visit Belfast staff and volunteers servicing
cruise ships.
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7.4 Visit Belfast's Strategic Framework for Neighbourhood Tourism

As we enter year three of our strategy, neighbourhood tourism remains a core focus and long-
standing priority for delivering inclusive, sustainable, and place-based visitor engagement. We
have achieved good progress in two years with positive measurable outputs, and we are now
ready to take to the next level of implementation through a newly developed strategic framework
approach that reflects our shared ambition to rebalance tourism, unlock local value, and present
completer and more compelling stories of Belfast. The framework aligns the efforts of Visit
Belfast’'s teams with support from Belfast City Council and is designed to raise the profile and
positioning, as well as deepen collaboration with neighbourhood-based partners and
communities. Ultimately the framework will attract and drive additional visitors into our rich
neighbourhood areas, resulting in increased economic and social benefits.

Vision and Commitment

Visit Belfast is committed to elevating our focus on neighbourhood tourism in new and market-
led ways by integrating as a cornerstone of the city’s place branding and making
neighbourhoods a central tenet of our marketing strategy. Our aim here is to further integrate
Belfast's cultural and authentic neighbourhoods into the city’s overarching narrative, showcasing
their unique identities, history and significant contribution to tourism as emerging visitor
experiences. This strategic development will take learnings from international best practices,
ensuring that Visit Belfast’'s approach enhances local engagement and positions Belfast as a
vibrant, cohesive destination.

Strategic Framework Objectives

To achieve this ambition, we propose the following approach:

Framework for Neighbourhood Positioning and Integration

e Implement a clear hierarchy and classification system for Belfast’s neighbourhoods (Areas,
Quarters, Neighbourhoods) that aligns with international best practices in urban tourism
branding.

e This will be aligned with positioning plans for Regional Tourism Partners as part of Belfast's
tourism brand development Play Book.

e Create a unified narrative that incorporates each neighbourhood's unique characteristics into
the larger Belfast story and equal rotation of content.

Strengthen Local Capacity and Partnerships

e Strengthen collaborations with local organisations, businesses, and cultural institutions to
build a robust, inclusive tourism ecosystem.

e Implement training programmes and workshops that empower local businesses and
stakeholders to provide quality tourism experiences.
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Enhance Visibility and Navigation of Neighbourhoods

e Invest in marketing strategies that elevate the visibility of all neighbourhoods through
integrated campaigns, digital way-finding and storytelling

e Develop digital content that showcases each neighbourhood’s unique offerings and stories.

Drive Sustainable Economic Growth

e Embed neighbourhood tourism within Belfast’s wider tourism economy (travel trade, cruise
and business), promoting low-impact, high-value experiences that benefit local communities.

e Collaborate with BCC and key neighbourhood partners, including Failte Feirste and Eastside,
to benchmark our initiatives and establish key performance indicators (KPIs) for success.

Action Plan to Implement the Neighbourhood Tourism Framework

Implementation Steps:

e Conduct workshops with stakeholders to define neighbourhood identities and develop a
cohesive narrative.

e Create an interactive digital platform that showcases each neighbourhood’s unique
offerings and stories.

Local Engagement Initiatives:

e Launch a "Neighbourhood Ambassador Programme" that includes local volunteers to
promote their areas

e Organise workshops with local businesses and cultural organisations to assist with
development of successful tourism experiences.

Integrated Marketing Campaigns:

e Develop new marketing approach ‘Explore the Unexpected’ structured around four key
propositions: Unexpected Places, Unexpected Experiences, Unexpected Stories, and
Unexpected Welcome. This will capture each neighbourhood's distinctive character across
platforms. (page 38-40 refers and provides fuller marketing context)

e Video-first content will bring curated narratives to life through short-form social media,
showcasing the people, places, and stories that make each area worth exploring.

Enhanced Visitor Services

e Revitalise the Visitor Servicing model by updating training, touch-points, and signage.

e Ensure our visitor information centres and points have comprehensive neighbourhood
content.

e Maintain ongoing neighbourhood product awareness training as part of Visit Belfast's
staff induction program, including important engagement with all seasonal employees and
volunteers.

Curated Itineraries:
e Develop tailored itineraries for each neighbourhood, highlighting key attractions and local

businesses, organised by direction (North, South, East, West) to simplify visitor navigation.

Immersive Digital Experiences:
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e Feature a dedicated 'Explore the Unexpected' pages on the new Visit Belfast website, with
interactive mapping and consistent content presentation for all neighbourhoods.

e Utilise social-first content to engage audiences and drive traffic to Visit Belfast's
platforms, prioritising short-form videos and user-generated content.

Influencer and Media Collaborations:

e Partner with travel influencers, bloggers, and media to amplify neighbourhood promotions,

ensuring coverage extends beyond city centre attractions.

Integration into Economic Strategies:
e Collaborate with Belfast City Council to align neighbourhood tourism goals with economic
development plans, ensuring that local communities benefit from tourism growth.

Measurement:

e Continuously monitor effectiveness through data analysis, focusing on visitor feedback,
engagement metrics, economic impact, and dispersal patterns beyond the city centre.
Insights will inform ongoing optimisation and future planning.

Conclusion

By committing to this strategic approach and implementation of the new Framework for
Neighbourhood Tourism, Visit Belfast aims to create a vibrant, cohesive brand positioning and
narrative that includes all neighbourhoods as central to the city's cultural tourism identity and
economic success.

This approach is designed not only to inspire and enhance the visitor experience, but it will also
foster local pride and contribute to local economic growth. As we move forward into 2026-27
year, our focus will be on collaboration, visibility, and sustainability, ensuring that Belfast's
neighbourhoods are supported by integrated enhanced visitor servicing and promotion as
integral parts of our dynamic city tourism brand and experiences.
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7.5 Travel Trade

The travel trade and group inbound travel market into the UK and Europe is entering a period of
steady, sustainable growth. Following the post-pandemic recovery phase, demand has
normalised but remains resilient, underpinned by strong long-haul markets, evolving traveller
preferences, and renewed confidence in professionally organised travel.

Industry research and sentiment from UKinbound, ETOA, ITOA, VisitBritain and other trade
bodies consistently point to a positive outlook, particularly for value-led, experience-driven and
shoulder-season group travel. For businesses operating in this space, the opportunity over the
next two years lies less in volume-led recovery and more in yield optimisation, product
diversification and targeted market focus.

Market Outlook: UK and Europe Inbound Travel

UK Inbound

Inbound tourism to the UK is forecast to continue growing with international visits and visitor
spending expected to exceed pre-pandemic benchmarks. Growth is being driven primarily by
high-spending long-haul markets, notably the United States, alongside stable performance from
core European source markets such as France, Germany, Italy and Spain.

Looking ahead to 2026, industry sentiment captured through UKinbound business barometers
and trade surveys suggests a “solid” year of trading rather than explosive growth. Forward
bookings, group enquiries and contracted business indicate confidence among tour operators
and destination management companies, supported by improved air connectivity and strong
brand appeal of the UK as a cultural, heritage and city-break destination.

Group travel remains a critical component of UK inbound performance, particularly for
educational travel, cultural touring, special interest groups and long-haul itineraries where
professional planning, guiding and logistics add clear value.

Europe Inbound

Across Europe, inbound tourism continues to demonstrate resilience and scale.
Accommodation demand and tourism nights reached record levels in 2025, reflecting both
recovered international demand and strong intra-European travel flows. Europe remains a
priority multi-country destination for long-haul markets, particularly North America and Asia,
where travellers favour structured, multi-stop itineraries supported by tour operators and ground
handlers.

China Inbound

By mid-2026, full restoration of China—Europe long-haul air routes is expected, removing seat
capacity as a constraint on growth. The primary barriers to demand will instead be destination
visibility, ease of booking and entry requirements. Visa friction has emerged as one of the
strongest determinants of travel choice, with visa-free or simplified entry destinations
significantly outperforming others. While Europe remains highly desirable for Chinese travellers,
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ongoing constraints within Schengen visa processing risk diverting demand toward destinations
that are easier to access and clearly positioned in-market.

The 2026 Chinese traveller is younger, more independent, highly digital and increasingly
segmented. Key growth segments include Young Explorers (25-35), who are driven by
platforms such as Xiaohongshu and Douyin and seek boutique accommodation, lifestyle
districts, local food and contemporary culture; multi-generational Family Travellers, for whom
safety, clarity, comfort and trusted brands are paramount; Quiet Luxury and high-net-worth
travellers, who value privacy, craftsmanship, gastronomy and highly personalised service; and
Seniors, who prioritise ease, predictability, comfort and Mandarin-language support.

Across all segments, travel is increasingly motivated by smart self-investment enrichment,
wellbeing and meaningful experiences, with culture taking precedence over shopping.

Social storytelling now plays a decisive role in destination choice, with Xiaohongshu effectively
replacing traditional review platforms; aesthetic quality, authenticity and peer validation strongly
influence demand. European destinations able to offer culture, food and shopping within a
compact, well-connected itinerary are therefore best positioned to capture this market.

ETOA research indicates that Chinese outbound travel is entering a renewed growth phase, with
peak travel concentrated in July, August and October, alongside an extending season driven by
early retirees with greater flexibility.

Chinese travellers typically book late, often within 30 days of departure, reflecting a cautious,
stability-focused mindset and a strong preference for flexibility. While traditional group travel
models are evolving due to digital platforms such as Xiaohongshu, demand remains for
supported travel experiences, leading to the growth of semi-independent group formats. Travel
decisions are increasingly emotionally driven, with travellers seeking inspiration, reassurance
and a sense of welcome.

By 2026, the Chinese outbound market is expected to fully recover and exceed 2019 levels, with
future demand shaped less by logistics, increasingly handled by Al and more by meaningful,
personalised experiences and emotional connection.

Decision Funnel:

Inspiration: Xiaohongshu, Douyin

Research: LRB, Ctrip, WeChat

Validation: Comments, peer posts, KOC content
Booking: Ctrip, Fliggy, WeChat Mini Program
Navigation: WeChat Official Account, maps, QR codes
Sharing: WeChat & LRB

ouhswbd =

The outlook for Travel trade in 2026 remains positive, though tempered by economic uncertainty
and geopolitical risk. Growth is expected to be uneven by destination, with secondary cities and
regions benefiting from capacity management strategies and demand dispersion away from
traditional hotspots.
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Key Trends Shaping the Group Travel and Travel Trade Market

1. Market Mix and Source Demand

Long-haul markets are increasingly important to inbound value. The United States continues to
be the strongest growth driver for both the UK and Europe, supported by high disposable income
and a strong preference for guided and semi-guided travel. Asian markets, particularly China, are
recovering at a slower but steady pace, with group travel expected to strengthen further into
2026 as air capacity and consumer confidence improve. Short-haul European markets remain
stable and reliable, especially for coach touring, special interest groups and repeat visitation.

2. Changing Booking and Travel Behaviour

Travellers are booking later than pre-pandemic norms but still rely heavily on the travel trade for
complex itineraries, group coordination and reassurance around value and quality. Group travel
bookings are increasingly concentrated in shoulder seasons, with spring and autumn seeing
strong demand as operators and destinations actively promote off-peak travel.

Flexibility, transparent pricing and clearly articulated value propositions are now central to
purchasing decisions.

3. Experience-Led and Value-Driven Demand

Group travellers are prioritising experiences over volume, seeking immersive cultural encounters,
local food and drink, storytelling-led touring and authentic engagement with destinations. At the
same time, inflationary pressures have made travellers more price-conscious, increasing
demand for well-packaged, good-value itineraries. Operators who can balance distinctive
experiences with clear cost control are best placed to succeed.

4. Product and Itinerary Evolution

Thematic and niche group travel continues to grow, including heritage, gastronomy, film and TV
locations, gardens, music, faith tourism and educational travel. Rail-based itineraries and
lower-carbon transport options are gaining traction, particularly with younger travellers and
European markets, while cruising and hybrid cruise-and-land programmes remain an important
feeder for group touring in gateway cities.

Growth Outlook

2026 is forecast to bring stable to positive growth, characterised by consolidation rather than
rapid expansion, with success driven by product quality, market focus and operational efficiency.
Overall, the inbound group travel market is expected to remain robust, with demand increasingly
shaped by experience quality, value for money and sustainability considerations.

Strategic Implications for the Business Plan

The 2026 inbound environment presents an opportunity for Belfast city region to grow share, not
just volume. Growth is increasingly driven by high-value, experience-led, shoulder-season and
trade-mediated travel, rather than mass leisure peaks. For Visit Belfast, this shifts the role of the
DMO from primarily promotion to active market shaping and conversion support.

62



Key implications:

o Prioritise high-value source markets, particularly North America and selected Asian
markets particularly China, while maintaining presence in core UKI and key European
markets.

o Competition between European cities is intensifying, particularly for US and long-haul
itineraries. Belfast city region and its partners must work harder to secure inclusion in
tours rather than assume organic inclusion.

e Secondary cities are benefiting from demand dispersion, but only where DMOs
proactively package, position and sell the destination.

o Seasonality management is now a commercial issue, not just a marketing one —
operators want reasons to programme Belfast city region outside peak summer months.

¢ Investment in trade relationships, digital engagement and data-led product development
will be key to success for Belfast and NI longer term

e Destinations need to align offerings with experience-led, value-driven and increasingly
sustainable travel expectations.

e Al will be a huge opportunity for growth but requires Belfast city region, Northern Ireland,
the island of Ireland and the industry to be well positioned and visible in this space.

Visit Belfast - Key Areas of Activity — Travel Trade

Travel trade remains a priority market segment for Visit Belfast and its industry partners. The
Leisure Trade Sales Manager leads cruise and leisure trade activity, positioning the Belfast city
region as a must-visit destination for group travel, while generating and referring commercial
opportunities to Visit Belfast partners.

Visit Belfast plays a central role in showcasing the depth and diversity of group-ready product
across the city region, with particular emphasis on small- to medium-sized experiences,
attractions and suppliers. Operating at destination level provides these partners with far greater
visibility and traction with tour operators than they could achieve individually. For larger
attractions and hotels with established trade relationships and contracted rates, Visit Belfast’s
role is primarily to provide destination support and facilitation where required — particularly in
relation to emerging, high potential markets where there is a strong ‘destination-sell’ role
required alongside industry with China and select Asian markets a key focus area.

Visit Belfast also delivers a key destination management function for existing and prospective
inbound operators, acting as a single point of contact for destination information, partner
introductions, itinerary development, promotion and delivery support.

This activity is supported by a structured account management approach, with key operators
segmented into gold, silver and bronze tiers, alongside ongoing in-market activity, e-
communications and enquiry handling. Visit Belfast maintains an engaged travel trade database
of over 4,500 contacts across more than 3,000 accounts.
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2026-27 Priorities

e Strategic collaboration with Tourism NI, Tl and the industry on the new NI travel trade
strategy to maximise the region’s growth from the travel trade market

e Roll out of new Luxury Belfast city region itineraries and collateral in partnership with the
industry-led luxury collective working group.

e Market prioritisation development to capitalise on increased demand from the US, Canada
and key Asian markets and creating opportunities to showcase smaller Visit Belfast partners

e Development of emerging market plans with Tourism Ireland and key industry partners to
drive high-value group business from key source markets such as China

e Further development and promotion of Belfast city region’s neighbourhood offer for the group
market.

e Redevelopment of the Travel trade section of the visitbelfast.com website and alignment with
the company’s wider digital and Al strategies for the group market.

e Representing Belfast city region and Visit Belfast partners at in-market tradeshows,
exhibitions and buyer events for travel trade e.g. Britain and Ireland Marketplace, World Travel
Market, Meet the Trade Dublin, TI Germany, BeNe / Nordics workshops, TI/TNI Meet the
Buyer and ITOA events as well as promotion targeting US and China markets.

e Destination marketing and promotion for groups: itineraries, presentations, product updates,
quarterly travel trade ezine.

e Lead generation and partner referrals.

e Account management of key operators - destination management support and enquiry
handling.

ng business and ROI from established markets vs investing in new emerging markets
North America, Canada and Asia” key opportunities
TNI new travel frade strategy for Northern Ireland (March 2026)
Luxury - Beffast Luxury Collective action plan

Iconic atftractions & game-changing hotel investment
Compelling city and country offer
Cool-cations / TripAdvisor accolades / Fleadh - hooks
VB destination support & industry collaboration
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Travel Trade KPIs 2026/7

Travel trade leads value

£2m economic impact

20,000 bednights

8,000 daytrips

Travel trade buyer engagements

400

Travel trade database

3,000 tour operators
4,700 contacts (of which 3,882 are emailable)
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7.6 Business Events

Introduction and market context

The global Meetings, Incentives, Conferences and Exhibitions (MICE) market remains resilient,
with steady growth driven by the growing strategic value of face-to-face events in achieving
organisational objectives. Forecasts indicate continued expansion through 2026 and beyond,
supported by strong demand for experiential, engagement-focused events that foster
collaboration, relationship-building, and meaningful business outcomes.

Meeting professionals are broadly optimistic about the sector’s prospects for 2026, with a high
proportion expecting increased budgets and rising activity, particularly in corporate meetings,
product launches and incentive travel. Despite record level cost pressures, many planners see
these investments as central to business and strategic outcomes including talent engagement,
client retention and strategic growth.

Growth Outlook

Amex GBT reports that 85% of meeting professionals are positive about 2026, up 11 points from
previous forecasts, while UK-specific data indicates continued confidence with 61% of
businesses expecting higher revenue and conference activity reaching its highest level since
2019, generating £19.3 billion in direct spend.

UKCAMS research shows that Medium to large events (101-500 delegates) are growing as a
share of total volume, reflecting demand for substantive meetings with this mid-size segment
growing for the first time post-pandemic. Talent acquisition and retention remain operational
challenges, and cost per attendee is expected to rise moderately due to labour, inflation and
hybrid delivery expectations. Planners are increasingly designing multi-day programs that
combine professional objectives with personal experiences (“bleisure”), highlighting the
importance of itinerary design, accommodation quality, and overall attendee experience.

Internationally, ICCA (International congress and convention association) data shows a
structural shift toward secondary and regional cities, with 65% of association meetings taking
place outside traditional Tier 1 destination capital hubs. This reflects a strategic move to
balance cost, accessibility, and engagement opportunities, while also driving local impact which
is a huge opportunity for Belfast.

Planners are leveraging Al and data analytics to enhance event planning, matchmaking, and ROI
assessment, enabling a stronger focus on attendee experience, networking, and measurable
business outcomes.

Sustainability and social impact are increasingly embedded in corporate event strategies,
influencing venue selection, destination choice, and benchmarking. For destinations, these
trends underscore the importance of competitive pricing, experience-led programming, and clear
sustainability credentials to attract and retain corporate and association business in 2026.
Again, this is an area where Belfast is ranked best in Ireland, 2" highest in the UK (after Glagow)
and 9" globally, through the GDS sustainability Index (2025).
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Northern Ireland and Ireland Strategy and Policy Context

Delivery of Integrated Business Events Strategy for Northen Ireland as one of the 17 key actions
under the Tourism Vision and Action Plan 2035 is a critical priority for the growth of the business
events sector in Belfast and NI.

Visit Belfast remains fully committed to working in close partnership with Tourism NI, Tourism
Ireland, Invest NI, business organisations and industry partners to accelerate delivery of the
Integrated Business Events Strategy and realise its shared growth ambitions. This will also
support delivery of ICC Belfast's new five-year business plan and ambitious growth targets
which cannot be achieved without increased investment at a destination level.

With recent NIHF/STR hotel performance trends underscoring the need to stimulate higher-
value, year-round demand, renewed focus and coordinated implementation of this strategy are
now increasingly urgent to maximise its potential impact on productivity and sector recovery.

NISRA figures show that Northern Ireland welcomed over 259,000 business visitors in 2024,
including more than 113,000 MICE delegates. Visit Belfast is working with Tourism NI to refine
research on delegate and event spend, with current estimates valuing the business events
sector at around £100 million. This segment also delivers crucial high-spend, midweek, and
shoulder-season activity, supporting the broader visitor economy.

By prioritising strategy investment and delivery, there is a clear opportunity to unlock the full
potential of business events as an economic driver, delivering tangible benefits not only for
Belfast but for the wider region, in line with the Tourism Vision and Action Plan and Tourism NI's
Corporate Plan 2025-2028.

Ireland’s Business Events Strategy 2030

In 2025, Ireland launched its new Business events strategy. Ireland’s Business Events 2030 is
the country’s new national strategy for business tourism and events. It is designed to position
Ireland as a global leader in high-value business events and deliver measurable economic,
social, and environmental outcomes to 2030. Business events are recognised as one of the
highest yielding tourism segments in Ireland with significant impact, contributing more than €1
billion annually to the economy, supporting 22,000 jobs and generating approximately €290
million in tax revenues. The strategy outlines a clear roadmap to achieve an 8 % average annual
revenue growth rate to 2030, enhancing growth across Ireland’s tourism ecosystem, SMEs, and
local communities.

Strategic pillars emphasise value-driven growth, collaborative governance with government,
industry and academia, and integration with broader economic objectives such as workforce
resilience, innovation, and export-oriented business development. Business events are
recognised as catalysts for knowledge transfer, foreign business engagement, and long-term
enterprise growth, moving beyond traditional tourism metrics to holistic value generation.

Social and environmental ambitions are embedded alongside economic objectives, reflecting a
triple-bottom-line approach. Business events are leveraged to deliver long-term social benefits,
including skills development, inclusive access, professional networks, and community legacy
outcomes.
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Visit Belfast is represented alongside TNI, Tl and a number of industry partners on the sub-
groups supporting development and delivery of the Ireland strategy and looks forward to
working with TNI and Tl to align strategy and action plans with the Ireland and NI strategy plans.

Northern Ireland strategy delivery however will be dependent on the DfE budget and subsequent
budget allocation to Tourism NI and Tourism Ireland.

Key areas of activity

Visit Belfast is the city and region sales team responsible for attracting and hosting business
events into Belfast and Northern Ireland. In broad terms, activities cover:

e Destination promotion for business events.

e Lead generation/business development.

e Sales/conversion activities.

e Destination management (after-sales).
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Area of Activity Actions include:

Destination e Destination Marketing — development of the Belfast business events
promotion for brand positioning, destination presentations and ezines, management
business events of the business events website and social media channels.

e In-market promotion — promoting Belfast as a business event
destination at tradeshows, exhibitions and industry events, organising
client events and sales missions - GB, ROI, Europe and North America.

e Ambassador circle network management- recruiting new and
developing relationships with existing ambassadors (business,
academic and medical leaders) to attract strategic events to Northern
Ireland - (1,450 ambassadors, 5 sector advisory panels).

Lead generation e Lead generation and sales research.
and business e Bids/Proposals/Enquiry management — development of city bids,
development proposals, RFPs and presentations as well as management of

inbound business event enquiries/referrals.
e £140m leads target 26/27

Sales and e Secure business events for the city worth 38,500 delegates, 100,000
conversion bed nights and £39m in economic impact in partnership with industry.
activities ¢ Sales/pipeline management — prospecting and sales calls, developing

relationships with key event organisers, customer relationship
management and pipeline management.

e Site inspections and FAMs — hosting and organising site visits and
FAMs for prospective clients.

¢ Promotion and management of the Belfast and NI Conference
Support Scheme worth £400k p/a — scheme promotion, preparing
applications for panel decision, liaising with clients, issuing of letters
of offer, management of claims and post event evaluation.

Destination e Provide a destination and account management service for all
management forward booked events into Belfast (approx.200-250 events) acting as
(after sales) a single point of contact for all destination enquiries from incoming

event organisers. Support includes:

— Delegate marketing and information — Visit Belfast
blogs/guides/content on tours/attractions things to do, extend
your stay, welcome video to promote the conference, FAQs,
tours/attractions, getting her and getting around. For larger events,
pop-up visitor servicing desk to support the event when it arrives in
Belfast.

— Working with industry partners on delegate offers and promotions
to encourage delegates to explore Belfast and NI when here for the
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conference, plus extender / repeat visit hotel offers and delegate
literature.

— Sourcing local suppliers and partners to service business events
(as well as dinners, entertainment).

— Coordinating requests for local speakers, potential sponsors,
delegates and exhibitors working with the ambassador circle and
local stakeholders.

e Sustainability and impact:

- 1:1 guidance with clients providing advice and ideas to make their
conference in Belfast more sustainable.

— Development of the Visit Belfast sustainable events framework and
legacy/impact guide

— Sustainability resources and toolkits, carbon measurement and
offsetting options.

e Post event evaluation surveys and feedback.
e Conference support scheme application post event claims
management ensuring T's and C's of the Letters of Offer are met.

Key Focus Areas in 2026-27

In 2026-27, Visit Belfast will deliver a comprehensive calendar of sales and marketing activities
to secure and service business events for the region in partnership with industry partners,
Tourism Ireland and Tourism NI. Strategic areas of focus include:

Demand Generation: Re-launching Belfast’s largest sales channel for business events — The
Ambassador Circle network of 1,450 leaders and five sector advisory panels. (80% of all NI
business events are confirmed with support from an ambassador).

Destination Impact: Leveraging the region’s sector strengths to attract the ‘right’ events to
Belfast and Northern Ireland - focusing on those sectors where Nl is leading, the most likely
to convert; with the greatest potential to deliver economic, research and legacy benefits for
the region.

Growth Ambition: Supporting Tourism NI/TI in the development of an action plan for delivery
of the NI business events integrated strategy as set out in the 10-year tourism vision and
action plan.

Market & Segments: Growing demand from the corporate and agency market — Increase
RFPs and buyer engagements by a further 20%. Capitalising on increased US and European
and GB in-market and FAM activity through Tourism Ireland role in business events for
meetings, incentive and luxury business. Maximising our strong GB market position for
associations and corporate business and continuing to grow awareness in the ROl market
Luxury Growth: Supporting delivery of the industry-led Luxury collective including new themed
experiences, brand positioning and collateral and targeted business development activity to
position Belfast and Northern Ireland in this high growth niche segment across business and
leisure.

70



Destination Management — Repeat Business & Additional Spend: Continue to develop
Belfast’'s ‘Above and beyond’ approach to destination management support — which is
frequently cited as a USP by event organisers given that Belfast is an unfamiliar destination to
them, and they lack the local knowledge and established supplier relationships. As their
destination partner, Visit Belfast also uses the destination management role to upsell and
cross-sell, promoting local suppliers and experiences.

Data Driven Business Development and Marketing: as a target-driven team with a
comprehensive CRM system and sales management processes in place, Visit Belfast can
leverage its sales pipeline, 12,500 strong database of PCQ'’s, agencies, associations, DMCs,
ambassador network and its social media following to drive destination awareness and
consideration levels and support sales activity.

Public & Private Sector Partnership and Collaboration: Continuing to develop strong
partnerships and collaboration with BCC, Tourism NI, Invest NI, Queen'’s University, Ulster
University and all industry partners involved in business events.

Strategic projects in 2026-27

Two strategic areas of intervention in the coming year will be to:

e Re-launch our largest sales channel for business events (NI Ambassador Circle).
e Develop a business events digital marketing strategy.

Ambassador Circle Re-launch

In

May 2026, Visit Belfast will re-launch the Northern Ireland Ambassador Circle which will

include:

Development of a new Advisory Board with senior representation from NI Chamber, BCC,
Invest NI, TNI, Visit Belfast, University of Ulster, Queen’s University and leaders from the
Business Community.

Development of seven refreshed advisory Boards, strategically aligned to DfE’s new sector
development areas with leaders and NI experts in each area represented.

Development of a new brand identity and positioning for the ambassador network with
collateral and supported by LinkedIn and marketing and PR activity.

Bringing together the leading talent
in NI across 7 key economic sectors e

Strategically Visit Belfast will focus on attracting Business Events within the following key sectors
Aligned to DfE sector development plans

Fintech and Legal
Legal services, Accounting, Management
consultancy, FinTech, Asset and wealth ‘ Software and Cyber

management, Banking Governance, risk, 2 S
Insurance 1etlo Cyber security, Al and data analytics, Sports technology,

- ‘ : Telecom, mobile and data networks, IT services, GovTech,
iy B Smart cities

Health and Life Science
Precision medicine, Pharma and biotech,
Clinical trials, Diagnostics, Med-tech Advanced Manufa Ctl.ll'ing
Aerospace and defence, Automotive, Construction, Materials
n‘ Q handiing, Electronics, Green growth and renewable energy,
Consumer products

Agri - Food

Agri-Machinery, Agri-Tech, Animal health,

Renewable energy, Supply chain \\‘s‘
Yo  Screen and Creative Industries

NEW § Gaming, Interactive Content, Film & TV Production,

Animati
Low Carbon /Net Zero e
Engergy Efficiency, Energy Storage, Waste, Low Carbon
Transport, Data Centres

NEW
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The illustration below shows the significant tourism and economic impact that has been
delivered by Visit Belfast's Ambassador programme to date — so the re-launch is a milestone
opportunity to take this work to the next level with further strategic city-wide collaboration at an
economic development, education and tourism level.

Impact

£459m 80% £500m

Economicimpactgenerated ~ of allbusinesseventsin NIsecured  cyrrent opportunitiesidentified for
NI Ambassador Circle through ambassadors future years

1,350 Cyber UK Space UK

school children engaged through 3FDI leads generated Spirit Aerosystems Skyrora deal
event outreach programmes MSc & PhD students for QUB NIspace cluster established
New MOUs & Partnerships Future Talent Programme

£7.5m Hydrogen Valleys 100

Launchpad established for NIlife 2 established as part of Hydrogen Inbound conferences & events
and health sciences - HIRANI Ireland Conference heldin NI each year

In addition, Visit Belfast will leverage its success in positioning the city as a leading leisure
destination by adopting a transformative marketing and communications approach, developing
a refreshed strategy specifically for its B2B segment. The illustration below highlights the new
approach.

Future Approach to Digital Marketing

Our strategic direction for business events marketing is focused on telling Belfast's unique story
more consistently and in more places. Partner venues and experiences are central to this
narrative. In 2026-27, we will strengthen our digital presence across six key areas:

Linkedin Campaigns — Targeted promotion to event planners, corporate bookers, and
association decision-makers, reaching professionals where they actively engage with industry
content.

Content Marketing — Showcasing Belfast as a premier business events destination through
blogs, articles, and thought leadership that positions the city as a credible, compelling choice.

Testimonials & Case Studies — Capturing success stories that demonstrate why Belfast
consistently delivers exceptional events, providing the social proof that influences decision-
making.
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Search Optimisation — Ensuring planners searching for "conference venues Belfast" or
"incentive travel Ireland” find us easily, with improved visibility across key search terms.

Social Video Content — Short-form content showcasing venues, delegate experiences, and
behind-the-scenes moments that bring Belfast's business events offer to life.

Refreshed Ezine — Regular updates to our business events database featuring venues, success
stories, and what's new across the city's MICE product.

Visit Belfast's Business Events Future Approach

Our strategic direction for business events marketing is focused on telling Belfast's unique story more consistently and in
more places. Your venues and experiences are central to this narrative.

Content Marketing

Showcasing Belfast as a premier business eventg
destination through blogs, articles, and thought
leadership.

Linkedin Campaigns
Targeted promotion to event planners, corporate
bookers, and association decision-makers.

Search Optimisation

Ensuring planners searching for "conference
venues Belfast" or "incentive travel Ireland"
find us easily.

Testimonials & Case Studies
Capturing success stories that demonstrate
why Belfast consistently delivers exceptional
events.

Social Video Content | Refreshed Ezine

Short-form content showcasing venues, delegate A . Regular updates to our business events database
experiences, and behind-the-scenes moments. featuring venues, success stories, and what's news

KPIs and measuring success in 2026-27

The team will focus on further increasing YoY sales performance by 5.4%. In addition, a number
of additional KPIs are proposed to drive delivery of the strategic aims set out above.

Headline KPIs — Business event sales

Delegates 38,500
Bed nights 100,000
Economic impact (SRI multiplier) £39m
Leads generated £140m
Bids/proposals submitted £100m




Buyer engagements

2,000

Marketing & Comms KPIs

To be established based on baseline assessment
and strategy development

Development of Visit Belfast’s 12.5k strong MICE
database
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7.7 Sustainability and Impact
Introduction and Global Context

Sustainability has moved decisively from a supporting consideration to a defining capability in
destination management. Across international markets, the focus is shifting from intent-led
commitments to measurable, system-wide action, with increasing expectations placed on
destination organisations to evidence progress, enable industry change and support long-term
resilience.

The latest Global Destination Sustainability (GDS) Index findings underline this transition. While
the number of destinations adopting climate plans and commitments continues to grow, only
around one-third (34%) currently measure tourism sector carbon emissions, meaning that robust
measurement remains a differentiator rather than a norm. At the same time, 22% of destinations
are now signatories to the Glasgow Declaration, more than doubling year-on-year, and DMO-level
actions such as measuring organisational footprints (63%) and publishing climate action plans
(54%) are becoming standard practice. However, fewer than one-third of destinations have
assessed climate risk to tourism and events, highlighting a persistent gap between ambition and
operational capability.

Within this context, Visit Belfast's position remains strong. Through its 2024-27 Strategy, Visit
Belfast, with support from BCC and its Board has adopted a ‘triple bottom line’ approach to
measuring the holistic impacts of tourism, capturing environmental, economic, and social
impacts in a single, integrated framework. This work includes an innovative carbon
measurement and monitoring model for tourism, which can be used to inform future planning
and decision making. Taken together with the fact Belfast is a signatory to the Glasgow
Declaration these actions place Belfast among a comparatively small group of destinations that
have moved beyond baseline commitments into practical, repeatable measurement.

Internationally, leading destinations are demonstrating how destination-level carbon
measurement can be embedded into strategic decision-making. Copenhagen is recognised by
GDS for strengthening sector-level climate action and for calculating CO, emissions for tourism
and events as a core part of its tourism strategy.

Helsinki has been highlighted for linking carbon measurement directly to action planning and
climate risk studies. Its Tourism Climate Action Plan integrates both carbon footprint and events
CO, calculators, while also addressing adaptation, an area GDS identifies as underdeveloped
across the sector.

Gothenburg, meanwhile, has focused on influencing visitor behaviour through practical tools that
help visitors understand the emissions impact of transport and accommodation choices,
demonstrating a shift from reporting towards demand-side change.

Across the GDS Top 40 destinations, recent improvements have been most pronounced in
Destination Management, reflecting more holistic execution, while the Top 10 destinations have
made the greatest gains in Supplier performance, signalling increased investment in industry
enablement. This is a critical signal for Belfast: future progress will be driven less by further
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measurement alone and more by how data is used to shape systems, partnerships and
behaviour.

At a city level, Glasgow has made significant progress by aligning tourism and events emissions
within wider city carbon budgets and using this data to inform event attraction, subvention and
legacy planning. Manchester is exploring tourism emissions as part of its city-region net zero
framework. In Ireland, Failte Ireland has established a strong foundation through national tools
and a Tourism Climate Action Programme, but measurement remains largely bottom-up,
requiring regional and city destinations to aggregate data if a destination-level view is to be
achieved.

Against this backdrop, Belfast’s current position as a sustainability leader within the UK and
Ireland is well established. The direction of travel is clear however: destinations are moving
rapidly from planning and pilots towards systemic, sector-wide delivery, and comparative
advantage will increasingly be defined by how effectively data is used to drive change across the
visitor economy.

Diversity, equity and inclusion

Diversity, equity and inclusion are increasingly recognised as fundamental to the
competitiveness and sustainability of destinations. Inclusive tourism is no longer defined solely
by compliance or social responsibility; it is a material driver of demand, reputation and long-term
resilience within the visitor economy.

The Purple Pound refers to the spending power of disabled people and those travelling with
them, including friends, family members and carers. In the UK, disabled people represent over
20% of the population, making accessibility one of the largest underserved visitor markets.
Research from VisitBritain estimates that the annual expenditure on tourism trips in England by
those with an impairment or those travelling within a group that includes a person with an
impairment is worth an estimated £14.6 billion per year.

Evidence consistently shows that disabled travellers tend to be less spontaneous but more loyal.
Where destinations provide clear information, accessible infrastructure and confident service,
repeat visitation and recommendation rates are higher. Travel parties are typically larger; stays
are longer and spend per trip is often higher. Accessible tourism also supports off-peak travel
and year-round demand, strengthening resilience during shoulder seasons.

Despite this, accessibility is still too often treated as a compliance requirement rather than a
growth opportunity. Framing DEI through the lens of the Purple Pound positions inclusion as
economic infrastructure, an enabler of participation, confidence and choice, rather than as a
discretionary or charitable activity.

Why DEI Matters in Tourism

Inclusive destinations are better placed to:
o Capture latent demand that is excluded or underserved elsewhere,

e Improve conversion from inspiration to visit by reducing uncertainty and friction,
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e Support a wider range of visitor needs, including international visitors, older travellers,
neurodiverse visitors, families and carers,

o Future-proof demand as demographic profiles change and populations age.

As competition between destinations intensifies, confidence, clarity and ease of experience are
increasingly influential in destination choice.

Social and place-based context
Tourism plays a significant role in shaping who feels welcome, represented and safe within a
city. Inclusive visitor experiences contribute to:

e civic pride and a sense of belonging,

e stronger community participation,

e meaningful cultural exchange between visitors and local communities.

DEI within tourism also aligns with wider city priorities, including inclusive economic growth,
health and wellbeing outcomes, and social cohesion. Destinations that reflect the diversity of
their communities and visitors are better positioned to deliver shared value and positive long-
term impacts.

Visit Belfast’'s Role and Approach

Visit Belfast works closely with Belfast City Council and Tourism NI to help deliver inclusive
experiences more consistently and confidently. Visit Belfast’'s DEI Action Plan is therefore
structured around four interconnected strategic pillars:

Accessible visitor experience

Focus is placed on improving the quality, clarity and availability of accessibility information,
alongside physical access. This includes supporting initiatives that reduce anxiety and friction
for visitors with both visible and non-visible disabilities and embedding accessibility
considerations across digital platforms and visitor servicing channels.

Industry enablement

Visit Belfast supports tourism businesses to build confidence, skills and standards in inclusive
service delivery. This includes encouraging consistent and transparent accessibility information
across the sector and recognising best practice through visibility and awards, helping to
normalise inclusion as a core component of quality tourism.

Inclusive culture and representation

Destination storytelling is shaped to reflect the diversity of Belfast's communities and
experiences. This includes supporting inclusive events, festivals and neighbourhood narratives,
and working with partners to ensure under-represented voices are visible and valued within
tourism promotion.

Partnership and advocacy
Visit Belfast works collaboratively with specialist organisations, councils and community groups,
acting as a connector between policy, industry and lived experience.
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Wider Industry Context

Across Belfast, the tourism industry is increasingly investing in physical accessibility
improvements, adopting inclusive customer service practices and participating in recognition
schemes that highlight accessible and inclusive venues. This collective progress strengthens
Belfast’s position as a city that welcomes and supports visitors from diverse backgrounds and
with varied access needs.

Summary

Inclusive tourism is a key contributor to Belfast's competitive positioning. It strengthens
international reputation, supports sustainable growth across both economic and social
dimensions, aligns with global best practice in destination management and complements the
city’s wider ambitions around sustainability, wellbeing and place-making.

As expectations continue to rise among visitors, partners and funders, the ability to evidence
inclusive practice and enable sector-wide delivery will be increasingly important. Embedding DEI
within destination management is therefore central to Belfast's long-term success as a
welcoming, resilient and future-focused destination.

Key focus areas

26-27 will see Visit Belfast continue to accelerate action on sustainability with bold leadership,
creative solutions and thinking regeneratively about the role that tourism can play in our
economy, environment and community.

Visit Belfast's sustainability and impact manager and director undertake a wide range of

activities in partnership with other departments, BCC and industry partners including:

e Development of Belfast's first Net-Zero tourism working group and action plans.

e Championing and supporting sustainable tourism practices across our industry partners and
city.

e Leading the annual Belfast GDS Index assessment process with input from BCC and industry
partners.

e Annual carbon measurement of Tourism in Belfast.

e Providing 121 sustainability support, guidance and resources to over 100 Visit Belfast's
event. organisers, tour operators, cruise lines and industry partners.

e Developing and promoting Visit Belfast's Changing the Menu for Good initiative.

e Development of the Visit Belfast’s impact and legacy guide for business events.

e Creation of sustainability content and resources for destination marketing and supporting
digital.

e Development and delivery of the Cruise Belfast sustainability plan in partnership with Belfast
Harbour.

e Supporting Belfast’s Sustainable Venues Forum on pilot projects and development work to
accelerate collaboration and action on sustainability amongst city venues.

e Supporting industry and clients on carbon measurement and reduction.
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Adopting new ways of measuring impact (economic, social & environmental) across the
breadth of the organisation.

Build sustainability capacity and embed sustainability knowledge throughout Visit Belfast.
Developing and promoting Belfast’s sustainability story (across leisure, cruise and business
tourism) woven into leisure content, digital comms, the new visitbelfast.com website and key
visitor servicing touchpoints.

Promotion of responsible visitor behaviour through curated itineraries, local sustainability
heroes, easy ways to reduce environmental impact e.g. sustainable travel options, events and
maximising social benefit.

Prioritising neighbourhood tourism across the organisation and delivery of a company-wide
action plan.

Better measurement and communication of our impact with key stakeholders in line with Visit
Belfast's sustainability policy.

Delivery of Visit Belfast’s DEI policy and championing DEI best practice across our industry.
Baselining the environmental, social and economic actions being undertaken by our industry
and promoting and celebrating best practice.

Delivering the carbon baseline study in partnership with BCC and industry to inform
decarbonisation interventions and plans.
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2026-27 Strategic Focus Areas and Projects

Many of the strategic priorities and deliverables within the New Horizons strategy require multi-
year delivery. Three major projects were launched in 24-25 (Belfast tourism carbon project,
resident sentiment survey and industry sustainability survey) now require annual or bi-annual
delivery.

As a DMMO, a measure of sustainability success is that sustainability and impact KPI's are now
fully embedded in in Visit Belfast's companywide headline KPI's as part of a triple-bottom line
approach to measuring success.

Sustainability initiatives and deliverables are also referenced across the organisational business
areas but the diagram below summaries our key focus for 26-27:

26/27 FOCUS

DESTINATION & INDUSTRY

CARBON

Annual carbon measurement
— destination & VB level

Net zero working group
launch

Develop action plan in
partnership with BCC &
Industry

SOCIAL IMPACT

Phase 2 Changing the Menu
for Good - develop, expand
and promote

Industry survey year 2
Legacy and impact projects
2" resident survey — will
partner with BCC to include
Fleadh etc

PROJECTS

Fleadh sustainability support
Sustainable and active travel
Reusable Cup project
Cruise Sustainability Plan
Storytelling & content
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7.8 Partnership and Commercial
Introduction and context

Effective destination marketing and management rely on strong collaboration between public
and private sector stakeholders. By aligning strategic priorities, sharing expertise, and
coordinating investment, partnerships between tourism boards, local authorities, attractions,
hotels, transport providers, and event organisers create a unified approach that enhances the
city’'s competitiveness and profile in national and international markets. Public-private
collaboration enables destinations to leverage collective resources for targeted marketing
campaigns, product development, trade engagement, and major events, ensuring that
promotional activity is coherent, cost-effective, and strategically aligned.

The benefits of such collaboration extend across the visitor economy and wider city ecosystem.
Coordinated efforts drive increased visitor numbers, higher spend, and extended stays,
supporting businesses of all sizes and generating employment opportunities. Well-managed
destinations also create positive experiences for residents, improve urban infrastructure, and
strengthen community engagement through knowledge exchange, skills development, and
social impact initiatives.

For the public sector, collaborative approaches maximise the return on investment in tourism,
enhance economic resilience, and foster sustainable city growth while balancing social and
environmental objectives. In short, public-private partnerships are central to creating a dynamic,
competitive, and sustainable destination that delivers value for visitors, businesses,
communities, and government alike.

Visit Belfast is a public-private sector organisation that thrives on strong partnerships and
collaboration to achieve its goals as a Destination Marketing and Management Organisation
(DMMO). These partnerships are vital for the success of our tourism, marketing, and sales plans
for the city region.

Putting our industry partners at the heart of our strategy and business plans has never been
more critical to Belfast and city region’s performance as we work collaboratively to grow,
position, sustain and enhance the destination experience.

Visit Belfast Approach

Visit Belfast has embarked on the development of a new holistic strategy for commercial and
partnership which is focused on further strengthening our industry partnership to ensure greater
collaboration, satisfaction levels, engagement in our destination at an important time for tourism
development in the city region. This strategy will be rolled out over the course of 25/26 and
26/27 across two phases.

Phase 1 (2025-26)

Visit Belfast has made significant progress since the introduction of a new strategic approach to
partnership and commercial across the organisation. Phase one has included:
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» Introduction of a Strengthened Partnership and Commercial Team and new Head of
department leadership role

* Increased engagement and partner servicing

* Company-wide collaboration and delivery

* Record-level attendance at events

« Commercial platforms reviewed, changed and launched

* +22% revenue growth generated YoY

« Strategic review completed of Visit Belfast's Regional Tourism Partnership

« New enhanced RTP partnership: 3-year commitment (2026 — 2029), destination
stewardship, regional growth, celebration of 20 years of the partnership in 2026.

» Investment secured for Grand Central Presence and improved site — integrated travel
and tourism teams across Visit Belfast and Translink

« Enhanced 3-year partnerships with Belfast International Airport and Linen mill Studios

» Reviewing all marketing and business development platforms to disinvest from those
that are no longer attractive for partners, develop high demand platforms where possible
and identify new platforms informed by industry feedback and collaboration.

2026-27 Key Priorities (Phase 2)

e Grow Visit Belfast’'s 512 strong partnership base with a specific focus on development areas
such as luxury, neighbourhood tourism, sustainability, RTP tourism representation and
regional product etc.

e Grow commercial and partnership income (20% increase).

e Introduction of a more industry-led holistic account management approach across the
organisation with greater oversight and coordination from the central partnership team with
120-150 accounts per person.

e Development of an industry survey to understand current and future partnership needs of our
industry that could be met by Visit Belfast, current engagement and satisfaction levels, areas
of strength to build upon and areas for improvement.

e Further strengthening and adapting partner events to increase engagement with Visit Belfast
teams across the organisation and support industry partners.

Partnership KPIs

Partners 530

Commercial and Partnership Income 20% increase

Partnership satisfaction and engagement Industry survey to be commissioned,
establishing baseline KPI's.
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