Merthyr Mawr – Forest Festival Audit

Executive summary 

The forest feastival is a street food carnival located in the Merthyr Mawr nature reserve. The festival does lots of advertisement through social media providing their audience with a clear idea of what to expect from the festival. However this isn’t always the best thing when the customers’ expectations aren’t met. The google reviews are very mixed, it was generally agreed that prices were too high and that sustainability was an issue. In this audit I have compared the flaws of the Forrest feastival to those of other food festivals across the country. 

Audit report 
The forest feastival is a street food carnival hosted by the events company street food circus. It is located in the Merthyr Mawr National Nature Reserve (Street Food Circus, 2023). According to the events website the festival will take place every weekend throughout the months of April and May to create the perfect spring “alfresco dining experience” (Forest Feastival, 2023a). The event has a heavy social media presence with an Instagram, Facebook and Twitter page. They are very clever with their social media advertisement and have a quirky selling point with their tag line that describes the unique location of the feastival, it states “in a woodland, by a castle, near the sea” (Forest Feastival, 2023b) this is an excellent tag line as far as tourism is concerned as it attracts the attention of a wide range of people from all over the country. I attended this food festival in 2022 and had some criticisms of my own however when conducting this audit, I think that it is best to stay as neutral as possible on y own experience and to focus on the input of others. I will be comparing my personal views towards the end to further criticise my findings. 

I thought that it would be extremely useful to look at reviews listed on google to get a better idea on what the food festival is really like from a customer’s point of view. On the festivals website, there is a linked page where people can rate their experience and write a review on what they experienced. Review websites such at trip advisor are highly rated for having a wide range of feedback from people that have experienced the event first hand. However, according to TechBoomers (2022) trip advisor is not always reliable as there is no way of checking if the reviewers actually attended the event or not, in other words, there is no way of verifying the credibility of the reviews. 30 people had submitted a review on the google website, the festival has received an overall rating of 4.1 out of 5 (Google Reviews, 2023). The general consensus was that everybody enjoyed their time at the food festival and were satisfied with tasty food, easy service and clean facilities however a few guests complained about the price of the day. The ticket prices are listed on the TicketTailor website, prices start at £7.20 per person, if bringing a car there is an added £2.40 per car (TicketTailor, 2023) these tickets must be purchased before attending the event. When at the feastival there is a wide range of food vendors with different food options that are suitable for a multitude of people with dietary requirements. These food options range in price depending on what the dish is and from which stall it is purchased from, these prices are not listed anywhere online, but from what I have learnt from the reviews, they are not exactly cheap. The forest feastival website state that they suggest each vendor provide a £5 taster dish so that you are able to sample lots of different things without having to pay full price. It is unclear how many vendors actually do this and whether it is clearly stated on the day that this is possible. Food festivals are a fantastic way of trying new, different and exciting foods with family and friends, however it is difficult to do this when the prices are so high. As a result of this high pricing many reviewers said that they would not be returning to the food festival, nor would they recommend to a friend. Upon further research, I discovered that the prices at the Forrest feastival aren’t realistically that high compared to similar events across the UK. For example, the Great British food festival in Hull is £13.50 per person (Great British Food Festival, 2023) and the foodie’s festival in Cardiff charge £18 per person (Foodies Festival, 2023). The main point of concern is the lack of entertainment at the forest feastival, for the price of admissions I suggest that more entertainment is provided, maybe a well known singer or DJ. If this is not possible, then the price of admissions should be lowered. From my understanding the festival themselves don’t get a say in how much the vendors can sell their food for, this is because it is based on how much materials cost, employee wages and profits that must be generated. 

One reviewer (Andy) expressed their concern for the amount of plastic used in the distribution of the food and drinks, they say “Use compostable glasses for crying out loud! Haven't you heard about the problem with plastics?” (Andy, 2022). They didn’t seem too impressed with most things at the festival and rated it a 1 out of 5 stars. This problem of plastic kitchenware at food festivals seems to be a running theme. At The Great British Food festival in Hull, drinks were also served in plastic cups, this is notable because many UK households are trying their best to be eco-friendly. In 2015, Dickson and Arcodia (2015) said that sustainability at festivals “is a growing trend with promising potential”. Since then we haven’t seen many changes, hopefully as time goes on it will become more prominent to remove unnecessary plastic waste. An alternative to plastic waste is paper or bamboo, both of these options are compostable so are therefore better for the environment. Even better than this again is to encourage customers to bring their own multi-use cups that can be refilled as many times as desired. Live nation is a music company that host many different concerts and festivals around the world. In 2022, they put forward the idea of using reusable cups at all venues, this means that a one reusable cup will replace 100 single use plastic cups. Instead of using bins for cups, there are return stations situated around the venues where people can dispose of their cups, these can then be washed and used at the next event (BYO Bottle, 2022). 

Many of the reviews discuss the short walk from the parking cite to the festival grounds, it is described to be a 10–15-minute walk. When I attended the festival in 2022, we were surprised that there wasn’t any accessible parking for those with disabilities. The walk to the festival is on a path through the forest so it’s not the best ground for those with wheelchairs. The inclusivity of this festival is limited as the ground of the actual festival is sand, therefore wheelchair users would find it extremely difficult. The great thing about the forest feastival is its unique location however it isn’t great in terms of accessibility. 

A general criticism of the event was about the queues for food vendors and the drinks hut. Lots of people said that they wouldn’t return again because by the time they had bought something their allocated time slot was nearly up. Food festivals should be designed to be quick and simple. When people are waiting a long time they get agitated meaning they are more likely to perceive the experience negatively and are less likely to return. Schmitt et al (1992) suggests that queuing is a social norm, however when these norms are violated, people become angry, frustrated and upset. When people are promised quick service but end up having to queue for a long period of time, these emotions kick in and customer satisfaction is decreased. A downside of queuing that is from the venues point of view is that when there is a large queue there are less sales being made, quick service means the quickest income. The faster the turnover the better the financial rewards. Perhaps starting using table service to avoid queues would be the best option. 

To conclude this audit, food festivals have a long was to come when it comes to environmental impact. From meat products to plastic use they have a large effect on the sustainability of the events industry. Generally speaking, the reviews of the Forrest Festival are positive however these criticisms are easy to change and shouldn’t be taken lightly. 
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