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Executive Summary 
 

This report is the result of a period of intensive action research, which included visits 

to a sample of south coast seaside towns from Bournemouth to Southend.  

 

In the Introduction, this report looks at some of the wider issues surrounding seaside 

resorts and tourism. 

 

In the first section, the Seaside Towns Tour, it looks at a number of these towns. For 

each of the principal towns, it looks at comparative data, before a more qualitative 

assessment of the characteristics of each place. It includes some case studies, looking 

at particular attractions, features, or infrastructure in more detail. 

 

In the second section, The Margate Difference, it looks in more detail at Margate, to 

identify what makes Margate unique among its peers. It also looks at what lessons 

Margate can learn from other towns, in terms of regeneration, infrastructure and 

tourism development. 
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Introduction - the English Seaside 
 

‘the high summer of the English holiday resort is over. Some have deteriorated so 

much that they have become vulgar, almost squalid. Even day-trippers have deserted 

them.’ 

 

Bill Cormack, A History of Holidays 1812-1990 (1998) 

 

As the 21st century began, it may have seemed as if, for the English seaside resort, it 

was all over, but the truth is - we never stopped loving our seaside towns. In the first 

quarter of the 21st century, the English seaside has been reimagined, reinvented and 

our towns regenerated. Coast (the TV programme) has explored the country’s edges 

in forensic detail, leaving no pebble unturned or small bay unexplored, while Coast 

(the magazine, unconnected to the TV programme) has applied the Country Homes 

formula to the seaside, making coastal living as a lifestyle to aspire to.  

 

At the same time, the quality of seawater has been improved by the UK’s 

membership of the European Union. The EU has monitored bathing water since 1976, 

but a streamlined Bathing Water Directive in 2006 has accelerated change. ‘Bathing 

water policy is one of the success stories in EU water policy.’ says the European 

Commission’s environment website. The seas that in my childhood in Worthing were 

something you didn’t dip a foot into are now something you can immerse yourself in. 

For many, sea swimming is now a daily activity: and beach yoga is the latest fad. 

 

And seaside towns have discovered (or rather, remembered) a purpose as cultural 

destinations, offering art, music, and good food to people who stay in boutique hotels 

and quirky b&bs. In truth, the seaside town has not so much gone upmarket, as 

reversed the years in which it went rapidly downmarket. 

 

By the 1990s, many seaside towns had been hollowed out, by a combination of 

factors. Massive tourist infrastructure (hotels, guesthouses, amusement parks and 

seasonal shops) was unused or underused, because of a shift in tourism patterns. An 

older population who’d retired to the seaside were dying off. And a generation of 

people had started to move back to London (between 1939 and 1991, London’s 

population fell). This wave of gentrification, driven by developments like those in the 

Docklands, had seen the middle classes repopulating areas of the city that they had 

left between the 1950s-1980s, often to move to seaside suburbs in towns like 

Eastbourne, Bexhill, Bournemouth, Birchington, Leigh-on-Sea and Worthing.  
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These towns had seen huge growth in the 1920s-30s, evidenced by their stocks of Art 

Deco homes, shops, and theatres. In part, these architectural signs of prosperity were 

investments built to retain well-off visitors as the Continental holiday became 

popular. Buildings were new and modern, and ideas like the Lido innovative. When he 

opened the Bexhill pavilion that bears his name, Earl De La Warr said it was the start 

of a new seaside industry, “giving that relaxation, that pleasure, that culture, which 

hitherto the gloom and dreariness of British resorts have driven our fellow 

countrymen to seek in foreign lands.”  

 

This wave of building and investment worked, between 1919-1939 seaside tourism 

boomed, and the towns prospered. Their frontline status from 1939-45 brought a 

rapid end to this prosperity. In Margate, the resident population halved, shops closed, 

and hotels were boarded up. Other towns saw similar, if less extreme, changes. 

 

After 1945, seaside towns were able to trade on their reputations, although the 

impact of six years of neglect and a period of austerity meant they were unable to 

continue to innovate.  

 

Although the lazy narrative is that the English discovered overseas holidays so 

stopped staying at the seaside, the truth is more complex. Seaside towns suffered 

massive neglect during the Second World War, and by the 1950s hotels and 

guesthouses were in poor condition. The postwar focus was on rebuilding cities and 

many seaside towns were left behind.  

 

At the same time, private car ownership increased. Seaside resorts that were at the 

end of the nearest trainline, and therefore a weekend break, became places for a 

daytrip. The car made a stay at a seaside holiday camp or caravan park a possibility. 

And the car opened new areas of the country to domestic tourism. The rebuilding of 

cities like Coventry saw modern architecture and shopping precincts become 

attractions in their own right. Between 1951-1971, while the South East saw a decline 

in demand for accommodation, the previously inaccessible South West saw over 750 

new hotels built. 

 

So outdated and unmodernised hotels became, not an asset to seaside towns, but a 

liability. By the time of London’s renaissance in the 1980s, and with the aging of the 

1950s-60s seaside emigres, the outlook for seaside towns had changed.  

 

Unwanted seaside hotels and guesthouses were being bought out by London councils, 

to use as at first temporary but then permanent accommodation. As London councils 

invested in moving their problems to the seaside, once proud towns were becoming 

known more for heroin than seaside rock (Brighton and Hastings), for their sex trade 

(Kemptown), or unofficially rebranded to reflect their new transient populations 
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(Margate’s better side Cliftonville was dubbed Kosoville after it housed large numbers 

of refugees from the Kosovo War). The damage to the reputation of the seaside 

meant the spiral of decline accelerated. 

 

Some towns found ways to survive. Bournemouth invested in Bournemouth 

International Centre which opened in 1984, was expanded first at a cost of £6m in 

1990, and again at a cost of £22m in 2004. As a consequence, Bournemouth is a 

popular place for meetings and conferences, so has a year-round tourism trade. 

 

Eastbourne made itself the base for coach trippers and ‘self drive holidays’, using the 

attractions of a wide coastal trip to supplement its own. Like Bournemouth, 

Eastbourne’s hotels are still standing and are busy year round. 

 

And places like Worthing developed as seaside towns not as seaside resorts, 

sprawling housing estates replacing that town’s traditional market gardens. 

 

This massive variation in seaside towns means that many people are in love with the 

distinctiveness of the place they live. However, as we’ve seen from Coast (the TV 

show) and Coast (the magazine), many are in love with the whole idea of the seaside. 

Beaches and rockpools, buckets and spades, deckchairs and big dippers, and more 

recently art galleries and boutique guesthouses are all uniquely part of the life, soul 

and spirit of seaside towns. 

 

Interestingly, the things we think if as defining a place as ‘seaside’ are all for visitors, 

yet about 3 million people live by the coast in the UK. At 6% of the population, that’s 

enough to make the seaside a distinct region. Seaside towns and cities have above 

average unemployment rates, an older than average population, lower levels of 

education, wages below the national average and higher levels of privately rented 

housing (England’s Seaside Towns, DCLG 2008). Nearly 1.5 million people live in the 

towns and cities included in this study alone. 

 

While it’s useful to see seaside towns as a distinct set, and there are lessons to be 

learnt from looking at them collectively, any attempt to compare seaside towns 

through numbers alone is flawed. This place is built around a working harbour, while 

this was a spa town built for tourists, and this is a thriving city while this is a coastal 

village. However, if we can understand what seaside towns have in common (and, in 

the words of The West Wing, ‘The things that unite us are far greater than things that 

divide us’), we can also understand what makes them distinct - and in doing so, 

identify the real strengths of the one we’re focusing on, Margate.  
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Methodology 
This report takes a fair sample of southern seaside towns, to provide a comparison to 

Margate. 

 

The towns in this report were chosen because they are close enough (to London, but 

also to each other) to directly compete with Margate. There is little point comparing 

Margate to Blackpool, say - the two are far enough apart to not really compete 

(except, perhaps, as the location for a conference or annual general meeting - so that 

is covered in a separate section of this report). 

 

This report was prepared in a short timeframe, through a process of action research: 

desk-based study was complemented by visits to 19 seaside towns over the space of 

one month. 

 

These towns were: Bexhill, Bognor Regis, Bournemouth, Brighton, Broadstairs, 

Boscombe, Eastbourne, Folkestone, Hastings, Lancing, Leigh-on-Sea, Littlehampton, 

Margate, Ramsgate, Southend, St Leonards, Whitstable and Worthing. As an 

additional comparison, there was a short visit to Berck-sur-Mer in the Pas-de-Calais 

region.  

 

In each town, visits were made to key attractions and to examples of tourism 

infrastructure. In each place, informal interviews lasting from 5-60 minutes were 

complemented by the adoption of ‘Mass Observation’ techniques. This was 

supported by the use of social media, to reach a wider group in each place. No 

difference was made between destination attractions, cultural activities and tourism 

infrastructure as, while industry professionals might make such distinctions, for the 

‘end user’ there is no difference. 

 

There was also a visit to The Meetings Show in London, to gain a better 

understanding of the meetings, associations and incentives market. Present at this 

event, were tourism teams from a number of the towns visited during the research 

period. These included Brighton, Bournemouth and Eastbourne - and additional 

evidence was gathered from The English Riviera.  
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 the
 seaside

 towns
 

‘the seaside is, nevertheless, deeply cultural. Its history is a part of our national 

history. Since almost everyone in England has been to the seaside at one time or 

another, it almost always forms some part of our own personal histories. No other 

element of the English landscape is experienced quite so universally…’ 

 

Travis Elborough, Wish You Were Here 
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The seaside towns visited were: 

 

Bexhill 

Bognor Regis 

Bournemouth 

Brighton 

Broadstairs 

Boscombe 

Eastbourne 

Folkestone 

Hastings 

Lancing 

Leigh-on-Sea 

Littlehampton 

Margate 

Ramsgate 

Southend 

St Leonards 

Whitstable 

Worthing 

 

As an additional comparison, there was a short visit to Berck-sur-Mer in the Pas-de-

Calais region. 

 

Short profiles of each town look at the experience of that place for visitors, and 

evidence for comparison to Margate in a separate section of this report. 
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Comparative Data 
 

This section provides some measures of comparison between the primary seaside 

towns visited for this study.  

 

It is remarkably hard to find active comparison data - different towns use different 

baselines, various multipliers, and diverse models to try to understand their own 

tourism markets, and not all towns publish anything at all.  

 

But this section allows us to see the different scales of the sample, and this should 

help to avoid making rash comparisons between, say Margate and Southend. 

Towns By Population 

 

 Population (000)  

Brighton 289 507 (Brighton urban area) 

Bournemouth 183  

Southend 179 400+ (metropolitan area) 

Eastbourne  103  

Hastings 98  

Margate 64*  126 (Thanet) 

Folkestone 46  

Bexhill 41  

Whitstable 32  

Littlehampton 27  

Bognor 24  

 
*population figures for Margate vary, and this is a 2016 estimate, from 57 (2001) and 61 (2011) 

 
Population data is taken from various sources: primarily the 2011 census data, with Brighton data also 

referencing the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations population estimates. 
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Distance from London 

 

 

 km  

Southend  67  

Brighton 86  

Whitstable 96  

Littlehampton 107  

Hastings 112  

Folkestone 114  

Bexhill 126  

Margate 131  

Eastbourne 134  

Bognor 140  

Bournemouth 173  

 
Using an online routeplanner to travel from central London 
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Train Time from London 

 

 

 hours:minutes £* 

Southend 0:51** 12.30 

Brighton 0:53 18.10 

Folkestone 0:53 26.30 

Whitstable 1:12 23.90 

Margate  1:27 24.40 

Eastbourne 1:28 33.30 

Hastings 1:29 29.50 

Bexhill 1:40 31.90 

Bognor 1:40 29.80 

Bournemouth 1:45 55.20 

Littlehampton  1:45 30.50 

 
Shortest journey, after 9am, based on National Rail journey planner times 

 

*Cheapest fare, travelling after 9am, buying ticket on day of travel. Cheapest fare might not be for the 

shortest journey time. 

 

**This is from a central London station: using the C2C line, journeys from East London are considerable 

shorter. 

 

 

  



14 
 

Accommodation 

It is remarkably hard to accurately measure hotels, guesthouses, b&bs and airbnb 

accommodation: individual tourism or visitor information departments in towns may 

keep some records, not all accommodation is available with all booking sites, and in 

any case ‘number of hotels’ is a less useful measure than ‘number of beds’. So this 

data is unreliable - but gives a snapshot and reflects what a visitor to each town 

would find while searching online.  
 

 Hotels on booking.com Airbnb Total 

Brighton 251 828 1079 

Bournemouth 141 300 441 

Bognor 14* 370 384 

Southend 41 305 346 

Hastings 43 240 283 

Littlehampton 9 228 237 

Eastbourne 81 154 235 

Margate 15 136 151 

Folkestone 30 93 123 

Whitstable 21 73 94 

Bexhill 11 24 35 

 
*This does not include Bognor’s major Butlin’s complex, which has three hotels and apartment blocks. 

 

Airbnb search was for one night in June.   
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Bexhill 
 

While some towns have tried to use culture to drive regeneration, culture is written 

through Bexhill like letters through seaside rock, thanks to the De La Warr Pavilion 

(DLWP). This 1936 Modernist  building stands as an icon of British Seaside 

Architecture, alongside the Blackpool Tower, Royal Pavilion in Brighton, and 

Margate’s Dreamland Cinema. Herbrand Sackville, 9th Earl De La Warr, was a 

committed socialist and the town’s mayor when he launched an architectural 

competition to design a new seaside pavilion. From 230 entries, a design by Erich 

Mendelsohn and Serge Chermayeff was selected. 

 

So the DLWP was built on egalitarian, socialist principles from the start, and is still 

known locally as ‘The People’s Palace’. As a consequence, the building functions in a 

very different way to cultural regeneration projects like Turner Contemporary and the 

Jerwood Gallery. Like them, it shows world-class contemporary artists in good gallery 

space. But it also has an auditorium, and a far more relaxed, central and better-used 

cafe. 

 

The building reopened in 2005 after a refurbishment, and was initially marketed in a 

similar way to Chichester’s Pallant House Gallery or the way Turner Contemporary is 

marketed today - a gallery with a high-end restaurant attached. However, a 2013 

report into the building’s impact on Bexhill’s social capital is seen as a pivotal 

moment, and since then the building has again fully embraced its role as ‘The 

People’s Palace’. Alongside contemporary artists, it hosts local amateur dramatic 

shows, school productions, and so on. The high-end restaurant has become a popular 

cafe.  

 

It is also surrounded by beachfront public realm which (although not controlled by 

the DLWP) is seen as connected to the building. These spaces are high quality, well 

maintained, clean, active and popular. They are used for events which include film 

screenings, and events like an annual ‘Roaring 20s’ festival, which attracts crowds of 

up to 15,000. The nearby Bexhill Rowing Club, in a modern clubhouse on the prom, 

contributes to the activation of this space, as do small shops and cafes in a terrace 

between the DLWP and the beach. A contemporary bandstand immediately adjacent 

to the DLWP is loved and well used.  

 

The DLWP supports the activation of the surrounding public spaces, breaking down 

the barriers between their own curated content and that of the local population. And 

the DLWP uses its position to support other local events and attractions, for example 

through sharing content on social media. 
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Bexhill, as a whole, is very good at social media: Bexhill Museum (a short walk from 

the DLWP) may be small, but it has an active and engaging Twitter account. The 

museum contains the Sargent Collection, a wider-ranging displays from sea-shells and 

taxidermy to artefacts from Ancient Egypt, Africa, India and Tibet. The Costume 

Collection charts 200 years of social history. The Technology gallery highlights 

Bexhill’s role as the birthplace of British Motor racing - and is home to Eddie Izzards’s 

model railways layout.  

 

These attractions really do have an important role to play, as Bexhill is a small town 

and they enable it to punch above its weight. The town centre is unusual, with two 

parallel streets running from the seafront towards the trainline. Between the two, the 

‘town centre’ is mostly residential. However, the two streets do have most of the 

shops and cafes you’d expect in a small centre, although the high number of charity 

shops has become a minor tourist attraction in their own right.  

 

Key attractions: De La Warr Pavilion, public spaces around the DLWP, Bexhill Museum 
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Bognor Regis 
 

Bognor is an unexceptional yet utterly charming seaside town. It has a busy and 

bustling town centre, with a good range of shops, and high-quality public realm that 

makes the place feel clean, comfortable and safe. The Town Council clearly thinking 

shopping is their major attraction, as the only tourism literature is a shopper’s guide 

and map, prioritising listing shops over listing attractions and events. 

 

But Bognor does have the attractions you’d expect in a small seaside town: a small 

theatre (The Regis Centre), the historic Picturedrome Cinema, and an excellent, well 

cared for, volunteer-run museum which tells the town’s story well.  

 

It sadly only has the stump of a pier - and the buildings that remain at the land end 

are rundown and shabby. But it has excellent free play facilities on the prom, and a 

range of small kiosks and cafes with their own distinct identities providing seating 

with sea views. There’s an excellent ‘Gypsy Lee’ Palmist to one side of the pier - a 

good Bognor Rock Shop on the other.  

 

Just outside the town centre is a 60 acre Butlins resort, one of only three that remain, 

holding 4800 residents plus day visitors. There are 300,000 resident visitors and 

85,000 day visitors each year. The site is only closed in January - and even then holds 

some adult-only events. Butlins is well used for meetings, by clubs and associations, 

and as an incentive for staff teams. A large pavilion provides year-round, weather-

protected facilities, and there are three hotels on the site - all built since 2005. Butlins 

have successfully rebranded with a heritage logo and colour palette, and clearly know 

their market. A steady stream of people move between Butlins and the town centre, 

along the prom - the Butlins park is not a completely closed economy.  

 

Just north of Butlins is Hotham Park, a well-preserved example of a Victorian town 

park. It includes a narrow-gauge railway, a boating pond, a conservation area, a 

popular cafe in a fairly new pavilion, a bandstand, and plenty of space to run around 

or sit in the shade with a book. 

 

On the other side of town, the Royal Norfolk Hotel is a 60-bed hotel run by 

Leisureplex, whose sister company Alfa Travel bring coach parties to stay and market 

‘self-drive holidays’ taking in Brighton, Portsmouth, Littlehampton, Chichester and 

Arundel. Notably, they list events at Goodwood including the Festival of Speed, 

Revival and Glorious Goodwood. 
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The real character of Bognor, though, is perhaps harder to find. While there is no 

obvious Creative Quarter (and with empty shop rates surprisingly low, no need to 

create one to regenerate a rundown area) there are two interesting projects that 

stand as examples of the town’s spirit. 

 

Radio Respect is an online radio station, run from a shop selling records, cassettes, 

and other ‘vintage media’. The station and shop are run by volunteers. The project is 

committed to an open conversation about mental health and wellbeing - so these 

topics are freely discussed on air. Many of the volunteers have experienced mental 

health problems, homelessness and other issues. 

 

Very different, but equally coming from the local community, is the Regis School of 

Music. Founded by two classical musicians who were exiled from the USSR, the school 

has its own Recital Hall, where it provides classical music tutoring and hold talks and 

lectures. The founders’ daughter also runs Harmony Hive from the hall, offering 

music, movement and craft classes to preschool children. The school has just secured 

Esme Fairburn funding to develop new facilities. It has started a surprising world-class 

classical music scene in the town. 

 

Key attractions: Butlins, Hotham Park, Bognor Museum, Gypsy Lee, Regis School of 

Music 

 
Station Square, Bognor Regis  
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Bournemouth and Boscombe 
Of all the towns in the South visited while writing this report, Bournemouth is the one 

which best understands the value and importance of its prime asset - and is the one 

which has done the most to capitalise on it.  

 

Bournemouth’s seafront, beaches and promenades are clean, tidy and well-

maintained. There are high-quality council-run facilities, including toilets and 

refreshment kiosks, along the full length, some 16km from to Sandbanks in the west 

Hengistbury Head in the east. There are large rubbish bins, separated into general 

waste and recycling, at very regular intervals, too. 

 

There are two modern and fully-maintained piers, both council-run, at Boscombe and 

Bournemouth - the latter sells over 300,000 tickets annually, and as these tickets are 

an annual pass visitor numbers are considerably higher. As a comparison, at its peak, 

Brighton’s similarly-ticketed West Pier attracted 600,000 visitors a year. The piers 

include popular, up-to-date attractions - a zipwire to the beach at Bournemouth, eco-

friendly adventure golf at Boscombe (the golf balls are made of fish food). 

 

There are over 250 council-managed beach-huts along the front, including a number 

available for daily hire. A land train runs the length of the seafront, and also connects 

to off the front locations like Boscombe town centre.  

 

At Boscombe, there are Beach Pods (each featuring murals and other unique 

features), and accessible beach huts. A recent addition are 15 residential Beach 

Lodges, sleeping up to four adults and two children each. These investments mean 

that Boscombe seafront feels like a distinct place: while it is less busy than the main 

beach at Bournemouth, it is still well-used and well-activated. The Coastal Activity 

Park (opened in 2006) is adjacent to Boscombe Pier. It includes climbing rocks 

designed to look like Dorset's most famous local, natural landmarks, slacklining on the 

sand, outdoor gym equipment and activities on Boscombe Pier. 

 

Bournemouth makes all of this easy to find, too. There is a large, well-stocked Tourist 

Information Centre in a central location, adjacent to the main pier - and a 

comprehensive tourist-facing website. There are a number of seafront offices 

supporting this, well stocked with information, and Seafront Rangers cover the whole 

area. 

 

All these facilities are run by the council. For visitors, this means high standards are 

maintained, the visitor experience is consistent, and the area is legible for new 

visitors. All the council staff working in this area, from those welcoming visitors to the 
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maintenance staff, are working for one team: again, this ensures consistency of 

service for visitors. 

 

Bournemouth and Boscombe seafronts are very well linked not just to the towns, but 

to nearby countryside too. Not only do they connect to nearby countryside, but the 

cliff paths, planting and gardens are an attractive feature in their own right: it’s hard 

not to notice birdlife, abundant butterflies, and lizards scampering across the path in 

front of you. Running from the pier through the town centre is a linear park, 

bordering the River Bourne. All of this makes Bournemouth feel green and pleasant. 

 

The Monitor of Engagement with the Natural Environment (MENE) survey identifies 

that 58% of people visit the natural environment, making 3.1 billion visits. There were 

879 million visits to parks and gardens, and an estimated 519 million visits were taken 

to paths, cycle ways, and bridleways. Bournemouth’s connections to the countryside, 

and its well-maintained beaches, are good for visitors. 

 

It is also noticeable that, at a number of spots on the cliffs around Bournemouth and 

Boscombe, people are simply stopping to admire the view - a most intangible asset, 

but one worth considering. 

 

Bournemouth has a year-round trade, with 6.88 million people visiting (out of a total 

30m visitors to Dorset). 1.06 million stayed overnight, and these contribute more to 

the economy than day trippers. The average spend per day tripper is £35.87, while 

overnight visitors spend £63.28. Business visitors make up 8% of the total overnight 

stays, and typically their spend is 72% higher than leisure visitors.  

 

Key attractions: Beaches, sea bathing, Bournemouth Pier, Boscombe Pier, Coastal 

Activity Park, countryside, views, Bournemouth International Centre 

 



21 
 

 
 
Top - Beach Lodges, Boscombe, bottom - beach 
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Brighton 
Although it is obviously a much larger city, it is easy to make comparisons between 

Brighton and Margate. 

 

Both really hit the bottom. Seaside towns are very prone to a cycle of boom and bust, 

as fashions change. By 1990, it was easy to believe it was all over for Brighton. That 

year, the Dolphinarium closed. The once-grand infrastructure of this archetypal 

seaside town was crumbling. The West Pier had been closed in 1975, and was slowly 

collapsing into the sea. The fishing fleet had left the beach, and the old fishermen’s 

arches were boarded and rotting. The North Laine’s fine grain of small streets and old 

shops was emptied out, and the more modern Churchill Square (opened in 1967, 

designed by Russell Diplock, architect of Margate’s Arlington Centre) was largely 

vacant when it was damned by local paper The Argus on its 20th birthday in 1987. 

Brighton Marina had opened in 1978, and quickly achieved similar ‘white elephant’ 

status. There seem to be strong parallels between 1990 Brighton and today’s 

Margate. 

 

But in less than 30 years, Brighton’s fortunes appear to have completely reversed. 

North Laine is full and bustling, Churchill Square has been rebuilt and is the main 

shopping centre for a long stretch of Sussex coastline, the West Pier has been 

reinvented as the BA i360, every old seafront arch is now a cafe, bar, club or gallery, 

and the Marina is a major entertainment centre.  

 

The secret of Brighton’s success is in a mix of factors: proximity to London, the sheer 

scale of the place (with half-a-million residents in Greater Brighton it avoids the 

problem many seaside towns have, of a 180’ catchment area), but perhaps most 

importantly - a vibrant, sustainable cultural and creative industries sector which has 

grown from the city’s failure and the cheap property this offered. Brighton hasn’t 

(until recently) had big, shiny regeneration projects: it’s relied on grassroots 

development, inspired entrepreneurialism and small interventions in things like 

seaside public realm or the pedestrianisation of the area outside the Theatre Royal. 

 

Even in 1990, there were signs of what was to come. The Zap had occupied first one, 

then three, old fishing arches on the seafront. The Zap was an arts venue first, staging 

good gigs, unusual theatre, and interesting performance - but always with a good 

aftershow party. In time, this became dominant and The Zap became a nightclub with 

an incredible reputation. The equipment The Zap had built up though (staging, 

lighting, PA systems and so on) was key to Brighton’s rebirth: it enabled more 

performances, small festivals, and site-specific dance and theatre to take place across 

the city.  
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In 1990 North Laine was a mix of old, established businesses that had hung on during 

the lean years, and empty shops which were prime territory for people wanting to 

take a chance on starting a business. In 1990, Snooper’s Paradise opened, a sprawling 

indoor flea market. Others followed and over 20 years, the area started to fill with 

quirky shops, vintage stores, and the like: in 2000, Komedia moved to a former Tesco 

store, and provided a major anchor to the area. Today, North Laine is a busy, bustling 

district and its mix of shops and cafes act as an attraction in their own right. 

 

North Laine really shows in microcosm how Brighton’s regeneration has worked. 

Here, the process has been from the bottom up, driven by a creative, entrepreneurial 

spirit rather than by top-down solutions. That has created a sustainable model of a 

seaside town, which has allowed later developments, like the BA i360, the remodeling 

of Brighton Marina, and the regeneration of the seafront. 

 

The seafront is a huge success. It is active from Hove in the west to Blackrock in the 

east, some 6.5km. Quieter areas to the east and west provide facilities for children, 

and for watersports, while the centre between the BA i360 and the Palace Pier is a 

vibrant, 24 hour economy of cafes, bars, and nightclubs interspersed with art 

galleries, small retail units, the Brighton Fishing Museum, and rides and sideshows 

along the foreshore. The centre attracts a mass day tripper market, largely drawn by 

the fast trainline from London. 

 

However, Brighton faces some challenges in the next few years. A lot of the central 

seafront is started to look a little jaded, with rusty railings and the West Pier in 

obviously patched together condition in places. The kilometre-long Madeira Terrace, 

a split-level Victorian terrace, is currently closed and at risk. The Brighton Centre faces 

demolition, to allow the expansion of Churchill Square shopping Centre. Train services 

from London are overcrowded and prone o breakdown and delay.  

 

Brighton’s mass day tripper market is starting to wear out the town’s aging Victorian 

infrastructure, and some robust work will be needed to maintain the city’s position.  

 

Key attractions: Palace Pier, Volks Electric Railway, i360, North Laine, The Lanes, Royal 

Pavilion, Brighton Museum & Art Gallery, Brighton Festival, beaches, seafront arches 

 



24 
 

 
 
Top - Arches, Brighton seafront, Bottom – North Laine 
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Eastbourne 
Unlike towns like Hastings, Margate and Folkestone, Eastbourne never lost its tourist 

trade - a clear indication that the common ‘people went to Spain rather than the 

English seaside’ narrative is flawed.  

 

Eastbourne’s hotels are many and varied, and many large hotels still exist along the 

front. And the prom is still a drop-off and pick-up point for dozens of coaches every 

day. 

 

It is these coaches that help us understand the town’s continued success. Eastbourne 

is the centre of a touring economy: people on organised coach tours stay in the town, 

and daytrip out to Brighton, Beachy Head, Rye, Lewes and Hastings. This means that 

Eastbourne’s hotels provide accommodation for a coastal strip about 80km wide and 

20km deep.  

 

The trip itineraries typically include a couple of days, and of course evenings, in 

Eastbourne. The town sustains four large theatres (Congress 1700 seats, Hippodrome 

630 seats, Devonshire Park Theatre 960 seats, Winter Gardens 1400 capacity), and 

many cafes and restaurants that clearly know this market well. Small attractions 

include the Eastbourne Redoubt, a Napoleonic fort, and the Wish Tower, a Martello 

tower. Adjacent to the Redoubt is Eastbourne Remembers - easily the most inspiring 

of many small museum exhibitions visited on the Seaside Towns Tour.  

 

The Towner Art Gallery dates to 1920. Founded around a bequest of 22 paintings, 

Towner was originally based in an old Georgian manor house, but it outgrew that 

space and in April 2009 moved into an £8.58m purpose-built gallery. Towner present 

major exhibitions of UK and international contemporary art – and as a museum, have 

a considerable historical collection. While Towner is often bracketed with Turner 

Contemporary, Jerwood Gallery et al, it is a far more friendly and accessible gallery, 

and feels more rooted locally than the others. 

 

There are two main groups using Eastbourne as a base for excursions. It is a popular 

base for foreign language schools, and services an older domestic tourism market. 

This latter group are probably aged 70+, which should be a concern for the town. 

There is little evidence that the domestic coach trip market will appeal to a younger 

audience, so this tourism sector probably faces major disruption over the next 10 

years, which could impact Eastbourne’s hotels. 
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Another regular hotel-filler is Devonshire Park, a world class tennis venue which hosts 

six major tennis tournaments each year. These events also give Eastbourne 

considerable free media coverage; live broadcasts from the town are commonplace. 

 

Eastbourne is currently seeing two major regeneration projects, which may help to 

develop new tourism audiences.  

 

To the west of the town centre, the Towner Gallery, Congress Theatre, Winter 

Gardens and tennis facilities adjacent are being brought together in the Devonshire 

Quarter project. This includes the renovation of the Congress Theatre and Winter 

Gardens, and hidden in that work is the ability to link the Congress and Towner 

through new connecting doors - an exciting opportunity to create cross-venue 

programming. 

 

The second project is immediately adjacent to the station, where a new Arndale 

Centre is being built. This project is heading towards completion just as a large 

number of chain retailers are facing administration and closure, or are reducing their 

UK footprint, so the project isn’t a guaranteed success. It will also inevitably increase 

void rates elsewhere, as it diverts footfall from other areas of the town centre which 

are currently vibrant. 

 

Although there’s not an obvious ‘Creative Quarter’ in Eastbourne, there are signs of a 

younger creative economy starting to emerge. Devonshire Collective manages three 

buildings to the east of the town, in the Seaside area. These provide a cafe, retail 

space and gallery; a series of studios offering shared print and ceramic facilities with 

partner organisations; and a public workshops space.  

 

TechResort aim to make Eastbourne ‘a great home for creative, digital and tech 

people’, and build on the connections with nearby Brighton. It provides a range of 

programmes for young people, and is interested in the maker economy. 

 

CoHub is a coworking space with around 20 members, 10 businesses, and facilities 

including meeting rooms and a breakout space on a roof terrace. It brings together 

freelancers, startups and some more established businesses. 

 

Finally, there is a different funding model in Eastbourne Arts Circle, a charity that 

supports the arts in Eastbourne, raises funds for Towner Art Gallery, and funds 

commissions for emerging artists. They do this by raising funds through lectures on 

art, music and literature in the Towner auditorium. 

 

Key attractions: Tennis at Devonshire Park, Towner Gallery, Eastbourne Redoubt, 

promenades, hotels for touring, Eastbourne Pier 
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Eastbourne  
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Folkestone 
Folkestone’s regeneration is very different to any of the other seaside towns visited, 

and that very difference may in fact provide some useful learning for Margate.  

 

While seaside regeneration has typically been based around the restoration of a 

landmark building (De La Warr Pavilion, Bexhill), or the building of a new icon (Turner 

Contemporary, Margate or Jerwood Gallery, Hastings), Folkestone has taken a 

networked approach: focusing its regeneration around the refurbishment of one 

corner of the town to build a Creative Quarter. Of course, this model is widely applied 

to cities, so is not in itself new - but as an approach to a seaside town it is novel.  

 

The finance behind Folkestone’s regeneration is more unusual. Sir Roger De Haan, 

CBE, DL - the son of the late Sidney De Haan, who created the Saga group of 

companies - has used his personal wealth to drive the regeneration of the town. He 

bought Folkestone Harbour in 2004, for £11 million, and has reportedly invested £74 

million in the area. 

 

De Haan’s established a Creative Foundation in 2002, to own and manage property in 

the Old Town. The foundation estimates that 500 new jobs have been created in the 

90 buildings that they have restored in the Creative Quarter.  

 

 Caroline Norbury, Creative England recently said “In 2016 the creative industries 

added £92bn to our economy but, unlike many other sectors, that wasn’t driven by a 

handful of corporate giants but 280,000 separate businesses spread across the 

country,” so an approach which nurtures a network of small creative businesses over 

finding one large employer makes economic sense. 

 

Elsewhere in the Creative Quarter, The Quarterhouse, a performance venue for 

music, theatre, dance and comedy, was built in 2009. Alongside the Creative Quarter, 

the foundation have led the activation of the Creative Quarter and Harbour area with 

a high-profile triennial art show, a book festival and a town-wide public art collection 

featuring works by Tracey Emin, Mark Wallinger and Cornelia Parker.  

 

De Haan has already restored the unused harbour station and harbour arm, and used 

an abandoned viaduct as a pedestrian space to connect them to the town centre and 

the Creative Quarter. In 2017, a new boardwalk was laid to connect the Harbour Arm 

to the Lower Leas Coastal Park. 

 

The Harbour Arm is managed by Folkestone Fringe, an artist-led organisation started 

in 2007 in response to the inaugural Folkestone Triennial in 2008. Folkestone Fringe 
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organise three festivals a year - Profound Sound, Normal? Festival of the Brain, and 

Salt festival of the Sea and Environment. Profound Sound is programmed with local 

record label/record store Hot Salvation Records. 

 

In 2015, De Hann was given outline planning permission for 1000 residential 

dwellings, including beach houses, apartments and townhouses, as well as 10,000 

square metres worth of commercial space, on the harbour and seafront.  

 

The original plans for the seafront were put forward by Jimmy Godden, based around 

the demolition of his Rotunda amusement park. Mr Godden teamed up with Trent 

Development, and proposed housing, a seven screen cinema, a casino, apartments 

and a large seafront supermarket - very similar to his plans for the Dreamland site in 

Margate.. 

 

So Folkestone provides a complex model, of a town that has followed a different path 

towards regeneration. 

 

Of course, the harbour and Creative Quarter are not the whole town, although they 

have become the focus of most attention in recent years. 

 

The wider town still has a good mix of independent shops and chain retail, although it 

is obviously struggling: there are a high number of void spaces, and outside the 

Creative Quarter, many of the independents are housed in poor-quality shops in need 

of refurbishment. 

 

To the front and west of the town is the Lower Leas Coastal Park (which, it can be 

presumed, inspired the idea for an as yet unrealised Cliftonville Coastal Park in 

Margate!). This area includes beaches, walks, a 1920s Pulhamite zigzag path from the 

beach to the clifftops, a funicular railway (recently taken out of service), and a 

playground. St Mary & St Eanswythe Church, in the town centre and adjacent to the 

Creative Quarter, provides another green space which is full of wildlife. The Warren 

Country Park, immediately east of the town, is visible from the Harbour Arm, and 

there is access to open downland and to ‘Caesar’s Camp’ immediately north of the 

town. Together, they make Folkestone feel uniquely placed to take advantage of both 

coast and the Sussex countryside, in a similar way to Bournemouth’s connections with 

wild Dorset 

 

Key Attractions: Harbour Arm, Creative Quarter, Lower Leas Coastal Park, Folkestone 

Artworks, Folkestone Triennial 
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Folkestone Triennial 2014  
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Hastings & St Leonards 
 

Hastings is a good-sized town, with a centre that still has useful, everyday shops, and 

at least three areas which are becoming artisanal, creative quarters.  

 

St Leonards to the west is known as a bohemian enclave, and is a haven for vintage 

shops, which nestle among cafes and charity shops. It’s a very short walk from here to 

Hastings Pier and back into the main town, although there is no wayfinding to make 

the most of this proximity. 

 

Immediately west of Hastings town centre is America Ground: a distinct 

neighbourhood with only three entrances. Full of grand Victorian buildings, including 

a recently refurbished library, this area has an unusual history. This area is built on 

land reclaimed from the sea, and it declared independence from the UK and flew the 

flag of the United States for some years. Rock House, a five storey building full of tech 

and creative businesses, social enterprises, and with two floors given to residential 

accommodation for creatives, is at the heart of this area. It’s the only such facility in 

town. America Ground is also home to some well-established independent traders, 

who are proud of the area’s unusual history and keep the spirit of independence 

alive. 

 

To the east of the centre is the Old Town, well-established as a centre for antique 

shops, and independent retailers. Modern vintage suppliers and carefully curated 

lifestyle shops sit alongside older junk shops and more traditional antique dealers. 

There are also shops servicing locals and tourists, like a launderette. For comparison, 

the Old Town in Hastings is larger than in Margate or Folkestone, and has more 

established antique dealers with a broader range of stock than either. 

 

South of the Old Town is the Stade: tall, black fishermen’s net sheds, and the fishing 

fleet of squat boats with skids underneath, give this place a distinct character. Around 

20 boats are still launched from the beach here (hence the skids underneath), and 

catch a good haul in a radius of about three miles off Hastings. Fishing is still a viable 

industry. There are two museums on the Stade, side-by-side - the Fishing Museum 

and the Shipwreck Museum.  

 

Also here, and noticeably unloved by its immediate neighbours on the Stade and in 

the Old Town, is the Jerwood Gallery. This small gallery (it takes about 30-45 minutes 

to see everything) is unusual in that it charges £8 admission, with even the cafe and 

education space being behind the paywall. Despite charging admission, many of the 

gallery’s staff are unpaid. Compared to Turner Contemporary, the Towner Gallery, 
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and the De La Warr Pavilion, Jerwood seemed quiet and underused, and it seemed 

uninterested in issues of social capital and community.  Most traders consider it at 

best irrelevant, at worst insulting, although one said it did bring some customers. The 

Tourist Information Centre listed it below neighbouring attractions, suggesting it’s not 

seen as the jewel in Hasting’s crown. 

 

Much better loved, but no less contentious, is Hastings Pier. After being destroyed by 

fire, the pier was rebuilt by a local group using a mix of crowdfunding and public 

money. The new pier immediately won the Pier of the Year Award, and then the RIBA 

Stirling Prize 2017. "Hastings Pier is a masterpiece in regeneration and inspiration. 

The architects and local community have transformed a neglected wreck into a 

stunning, flexible new pier to delight and inspire visitors and local people alike," said 

RIBA President Ben Derbyshire. Within a year, the pier went into administration and 

has just been sold to Eastbourne Pier’s owner, Abid Gulzar. The future is, as they say, 

uncertain. 

 

Key attractions: beach, the Stade, Old Town, Shipwreck Museum & Fishing Museum, 

St Leonards, Hastings Pier 

 

St Leonards  
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Littlehampton 
 

Littlehampton is a small seaside town, and all its tourism is focused on the riverside, 

harbour, and seafront - there is no connection to the town centre, and no tourist-

serving shops in the town centre. The only possible tourist attraction off the front is 

the Town Museum, but this offers the worst service of any of the small museums 

visited writing this report.  

 

Littlehampton has done very well, though, at creating a simple but effective day out 

on the front. Historically it was marketed as ‘The Children’s Paradise’ and it still does 

this well. The Visitor Information Centre is part of the Look & Sea centre, which offers 

the historic and cultural introduction to the town that the museum fails to deliver. A 

viewing tower offers 360’ views down the river, across the harbour, out to sea - and 

inland across the South Downs National Park.  From here, it is easy to see the two 

sides of Littlehampton. To the west of the river are sand dunes and unspoilt coastline, 

and to the east the town itself and a traditional, activated seafront. The centre is 

served by a popular cafe. Adjacent is the RNLI station, which is a minor attraction in 

its own right (as are similar stations at, for example, Southend and Whitstable). 

 

The harbourside has been well landscaped, as part of a programme of sea defences, 

and stepped walls have created a new public space, similar to the successful Margate 

Steps.  

 

The old Billy Smart’s Amusement Park, now known just as Harbour Park, is a charming 

mix of small rides, designed around the ‘harbour’ theme. Waltzers are painted to look 

like ships of the line, and there is a Dolphin Leap drop ride and an Octopus Coaster. 

Some of the rides are historic and the most recent is a 2007 log flume. The park sits 

on the corner formed by the river meeting the coast, so is in a prime location and 

highly visible from the beach. 

 

The beach itself is well maintained, and the promenade activated by a series of small 

attractions and interventions, each of them a stepping stone to the next. These 

include the world’s longest bench (The Longest Bench by Studio Weave), a shell-

shaped bandstand (Acoustic Shells by Flanagan Lawrence), and the usual beachside 

activities - tennis, adventure golf, a narrow gauge railway, a bowling green and so on.  

 

The long bench, bandstand, and, Littlehampton’s two flagships are the East Beach 

Cafe (Thomas Heatherwick, 2005) and the West Beach Cafe (Asif Khan, 2008) were 

brought to the town by local mother and daughter Jane Wood and Sophie Murray. 

Wood is a property developer, and former fashion writer, and her daughter is a 
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former Telegraph journalist too. Their sense of drama and playfulness has perfectly 

complemented Littlehampton’s spirit, and the standards they have brought to the 

town recall the postwar years, when seaside architecture was taken seriously. 

 

Key attractions: beaches, West Beach sand dunes, Look & Sea, Harbour Park, East 

Beach Cafe, West Beach Cafe, The Longest Bench, river 

 

 

 
East Beach Cafe 
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Southend 
Southend could easily be considered a city, although it is even easier to see it as a 

Borough of London: of all the towns in this report, it is the one closest to the capital, 

both geographically and psychologically.  

 

The town - and here, we will consider the neighbouring suburbs as part of Southend - 

covers about 12km of coastline. Unusually, this is river coastline: Kent, on the other 

side of the Thames, is very visible from Southend’s beaches. The Crow Stone, at the 

London side of Southend at Leigh On Sea, marks the boundary of the City of London’s 

control over the river. Perhaps this explains Southend’s attraction to Londoners - it is 

the most immediate point that is outside of the City’s rules.  

 

Following the coast from west to east, we move from Leigh on Sea, through 

Chalkwell, to Westcliff and then Southend itself. Leigh on Sea is an elegant 1920s-30s 

suburb, with wide and leafy streets full of detached period housing. The beach here is 

of the period: good promenade, and generous seaside planting. Old Leigh is 

comparable to Whitstable or the Stade at Hastings, with cafes and restaurants 

established around the traditional fishing industry. Chalkwell continues in much the 

same residential vein as Leigh on Sea, before more modern developments start to 

dominate the front at Westcliff, home to the Cliffs Pavilion.  

 

Southend itself is, like Margate and Brighton, an archetype of the seaside. The 

famously long pier, with narrow-gauge railway and cafe, minor amusements and an 

RNLI station at the far end, is still popular with visitors.  

 

The land-end is surrounded by Adventure Island. The UK’s largest free-to-enter 

amusement park covers a seven acre site and has over 40 rides, as well as arcades, 

food outlets and indoor play, right on the beach. It’s noisy, brash and busy. It has 

been run by the Miller family, who also own Sealife Adventure and Radio Essex, for 

over 40 years.  

 

The other Southend institution, Rossi’s ice cream parlour, has been going even longer. 

It was founded in 1937 by Italian immigrants, Fioravanti and Peter Figliolini and Toni 

Rossi (an ancestor of Status Quo guitarist, Francis Rossi). Rossi’s made the best ice 

cream sampled on the Seaside Towns Tour, and it is still locally made, with vanilla 

made on the premises. 

 

The town also comes with ample amusement arcades, a bowling alley in the Kursaal, 

and various cafes, kiosks and the like along the length of the seafront. There are also 

two sailing clubs close to the centre, and leisure sailing from Leigh Marina. 
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So Southend is very much a traditional seaside town, with a good sense of its own 

history. It is perhaps a little brash and vulgar, but none the worse for it. 

 

And while it doesn’t have much in the way of interesting shops, cafes, or signs of 

gentrification (there is no ‘Old Town’ or ‘Creative Quarter’), it does have two good 

arts organisations delivering interesting activity. 

 

Focal Point Gallery is based in the town centre, and is Essex’s gallery for 

contemporary visual art, hosting solo exhibitions, group and thematic shows, and a 

programme of events including performances, film screenings and talks. Focal Point 

Gallery also organise as offsite projects and temporary public artworks. 

 

Metal are based in Chalkwell Park, 4km from the pier and town centre. They 

renovated the previously unused Chalkwell Hall, and over four floors provide a 

residency space for artists, and host a wide range of events, exhibitions, classes, 

development and educational activities with schools. They organise the Village Green 

Festival, Metal Art School’s classes, courses and creative sessions, and have turned 

Chalkwell Park into NetPark, the world’s first Digital Art Park. 

 

Key attractions: Old Leigh, beaches, Southend Pier, Adventure Island, Sealife 

Adventure, Rossi’s ice cream. 
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Whitstable 
Whitstable feels small in every way. The town is built around a historic harbour (1832 

by Thomas Telford), and it’s still a working port; with a fishing fleet, boats servicing 

the offshore windfarms, and a large tarmac works. However, a range of cafes and 

restaurants, an RNLI station with visitor facilities, and boats offering trips to the 

nearby Sea Forts, ensure the working harbour is also good for visitors. A number of 

pieces of public art and interpretation add to the offer here. The narrative is strong: 

fishing, the invention of diving, Whitstable Native oysters. 

 

A recent piece, The Black Stuff by Rachael Louise Bailey for the Whitstable Satellite (a 

fringe to the Whitstable Biennale) challenged this narrative: created from 7km of 

rubber bands left on the beach by the management of the Oyster Beds, it raised the 

issue of pollution. And it created a discussion about the large scale of the ownership 

of the foreshore by one or two local families. 

 

The town itself has a fine grain: narrow streets, lateral alleyways or lanes connecting 

them, and generally small, low buildings - the architecture of a working town, not of a 

grand seaside resort. The town has plenty of independent shops, branches of high-

end retail (White Stuff, Quba) but also useful ones (Boots, Co-op). There is a small arts 

centre, and an independent theatre. Of course, this fine grain can mean the town 

easily becomes clogged with traffic. 

 

The beach is good - pebbled mostly, but with good views out into the Thames Estuary. 

Coastal walks are very accessible, with concrete paths along the seawall - and the 

town interacts well with the beach, with food outlets, ice cream vans, art galleries, 

and the famous Old Neptune Inn all on and serving the prom. Converted fishermen’s 

huts provide high-quality accommodation on the beachfront. 

 

Paradoxically, as demonstrated by the huts, it is the fact that Whitstable wasn’t built 

for tourists that probably makes it so attractive to them now. The town has 

everything a high-spending visitor wants - small independent shops, good cafes and 

restaurants - but because it doesn’t have amusement arcades and the like, it feels 

authentic. It’s very much the whole town you’re visiting, not any one individual 

attraction. Even on a busy day, it has a sense of somewhere you’ve discovered, not 

been led to - and clearly still appeals to the high-spending cultural tourists. 

 

Key attractions: Whitstable! 
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Worthing & Lancing 
Before the Second World War, Worthing was best known as a market town. 

‘Worthing Grown’ tomatoes and grapes attracted a premium price at London’s 

markets, and the town had a number of station halts built primarily to service the 

market gardens. During the interwar years, the town had started to become 

prosperous, with new housing estates and blocks of streamlined flats, a grand town 

hall, an early Odeon cinema, and an Art Deco theatre. After the war, new housing 

estates spread across the site of the old glasshouses and the industry was forgotten.  

 

So Worthing was never a ‘seaside resort’ in the true sense, despite a couple of minor 

royals visiting the town in the late-1700s. It was a coastal market town, remodelled 

for housing, and while it has a good prom and a fine 1930s pier, it lacks historical 

tourist infrastructure.  

 

Since a masterplan in 2004, the town has worked to address this, with a series of 

interventions.  

 

Splash Point, to the east side of the pier, has historically been ignored, but a series of 

developments have activated this side of the seafront. Coast Cafe has been carved 

from a former ice cream shack, and adjacent 1920s beach chalets have become 

studios (of the small maker, craft variety - not contemporary fine art practice). A new 

swimming pool has been built at about the same cost as Margate’s Turner 

Contemporary - it has yet to achieve ‘iconic building’ status. New landscaping by 

Craft:Pegg has created a well-used social space on a previously ignored section of the 

prom. 

 

These developments, and a festival of Artists’ Open House established in 2001, and 

large, unmodernised homes have all combined to make the place attractive to 

Brighton emigres. Worthing has effectively become a dormitory suburb of Brighton, 

20km to the east. This has resulted in it becoming one of the least affordable places 

to live in England, with a disparity between local wages and property prices. 

 

Elsewhere in the town, there are more signs of gentrification, in a handful of grey-

painted craft beer pubs and cafes. Overall, however, the town centre is in a poor 

state, with an average mix of chain retailers and discount stores. Quite simply, 

Brighton people still go back to Brighton to get their kicks. 

 

Worthing really suffers from a lack of purpose or identity. It isn’t a seaside resort. It 

has three council-run theatres, a handful of good parks & gardens, one council-run 

museum, and a historic cinema, but there are none of the attractions found in other 
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towns. There are no small museums or independent attractions. Apart from the 

Splash Point developments, the seafront is inactive until the Sea Lane cafe at Goring 

(4km west) or Perch cafe at Lancing (4km east).  

 

Perch cafe, however, is an interesting case study in seaside regeneration. It has been 

built on the site of a small amusement arcade and the old Mermaid cafe. As well as 

the cafe, there is an eco-gym, where cardio machines return electricity to the grid. 

The area has become a visitor destination, and the beach is actively used by kite 

surfers, paddle boarders and sea swimmers. A large children’s playground, and a 

concrete skatepark, complete the activation of an area that ten years ago was 

desolate and largely unused. 

 

Key attractions: Splash Point, Worthing Theatres, Perch cafe, Highdown Gardens 

 

Perch, Lancing  
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Joined-Up Thinking 
 

It is worth noting that there are many attempts to join up seaside towns and their 

tourism offers in the area this report covers. These are just a sample. 

 

1066 Country connects Battle, Bexhill, Hastings, Pevensey & Hestmonceux, and Rye in 

one combined tourism strategy, and a brochure, which includes key attractions, some 

accommodation and major events through the year.  

 

Of course, the Thanet towns Broadstairs, Margate, and Ramsgate share combined 

tourism marketing as they come under one local authority. Similarly, Visit Southend 

covers Leigh on Sea, Southend, and Shoebury - with dedicated accommodation and 

nightlife guides under the same brand. 

 

The Coastal Culture Trail connects the Towner Gallery, De La Warr Pavilion and 

Jerwood Gallery, and the 17 miles that connect them. In particular it highlights the 

cycle route between them, although this was not the original intent of the project. It 

has grown organically and as it has grown this way, it has promoted things like ice 

cream stops, cycle hire, and independent shops along the cycle route.  

 

Sussex Modern connects the Jerwood Gallery, De La Warr Pavilion, Towner, Farley’s 

House, Charleston farmhouse, Brighton Museum & Art Gallery, Ditchling Museum of 

Art + Craft, West Dean College and Pallant House Gallery, Chichester. - a 175km route 

which would take nearly 4 hours to drive, without stopping at any of the galleries. 

 

Culture Coasting is a new project, which aims to make geocaching more accessible 

and will use digital technology. It involves partners including Turner Contemporary, 

De La Warr Pavilion, Chatham Historic Dockyard and Metal Southend (the only 

partner actively involved in geocaching).  
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The Meetings Industry 
 

The UK’s meetings, associations and incentives market is an important part of the 

UK’s tourism economy, and the towns visited that have recognised it have a year-

round economy, and as a result are able to invest more in public realm and 

infrastructure which benefits other visitors and local residents.  

 

The Meetings, Incentives, Conferences and Exhibitions (MICE) industry (colloquially, 

Meetings Industry) is well established, and since the 1960s has been supported by the 

International Congress and Convention Association (ICCA) and in the UK by the 

Meetings Industry Association (MIA, established 1990). The ICCA has set definitions 

for each area: 

 

Meeting - general term indicating the coming together of a number of people in one 

place, to confer or carry out a particular activity. Frequency: can be on an ad hoc basis 

or according to a set pattern, as for instance annual general meetings, committee 

meetings, etc. 

 

Incentive - meeting event as part of a programme which is offered to its participants 

to reward a previous performance. 

 

Conference - participatory meeting designed for discussion, fact-finding, problem 

solving and consultation.  As compared with a congress, a conference is normally 

smaller in scale and more select in character - features which tend to facilitate the 

exchange of information. The term "conference" carries no special connotation as to 

frequency. Though not inherently limited in time, conferences are usually of limited 

duration with specific objectives. 

 

Exhibition - Events at which products and services are displayed. 

 

Many UK towns that have done well attracting this industry have invested 

considerable sums over a number of years, for example the Brighton Centre 

(Architect Russell Diplock, opened 1977) or the Bournemouth International Centre 

(opened in 1984).  

 

Although these venue are key, it is important to see this as a networked economy: to 

be successful, it requires multiple venues, hotels, restaurants and small attractions to 

work well together, and for the spaces between them to be maintained to a high 

standard. Conferencing and exhibitions, in particular, may require large scale venues, 

but at all scales this market needs high quality transport systems to and within a 
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destination, accommodation, restaurants and attractions in close proximity. At the 

MIA show, successful towns brought together teams of hotels, key attractions, and 

council tourism staff. 

 

The MICE sector was worth over £30 billion to the UK economy in 2010. As business 

visitors spend on average £131 per day, which is 72% more than the amount spent by 

leisure visitors on a daily basis, it is - at a local level - business worth chasing. 

 

The MIA represent members in a number of the towns in this study - Brighton (8 

venues), Bournemouth (4), Eastbourne (2), Bognor (1). The only member venues in 

Kent are Leeds Castle and the University of Kent, Canterbury. 

 

Bournemouth International Centre  
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Part 2: 

 the
 margate

 difference
 

 

“‘Gravesend?’ mildly suggested Mr. Joseph Tuggs. The idea was unanimously scouted. 

Gravesend was low. 

 

‘Margate?’ insinuated Mrs. Tuggs. Worse and worse—nobody there, but 

tradespeople.” 

 

Charles Dickens, Sketches by Boz 
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Margate 

 

A small, historic coastal town providing a total seaside experience. 

 

Margate’s main attractions are (in no particular order): the sandy beach, rockpools 

and cliffs, Dreamland, Turner Contemporary, the Old Town, and the Harbour Arm.  

 

You can tick every box in the Eye Spy At The Seaside book in one day here, and a day 

or two in the town recalls the classic Ladybird book ‘Happy Holidays’ too. Margate 

fulfills a yearning for the ideal seaside holiday, like a re-enactment of something that 

for anyone under the age of 60 never really existed except in some kind of English folk 

memory. Margate has everything a seaside town should have and, in its many parts, 

offers everything a seaside holiday should be. 

 

And - all of this exists in one small footprint, immediately visible as you leave Margate 

Station or step out of Arlington Car Park. As tourism evolves from a service industry to 

an experience industry, this gives Margate a huge advantage; the whole town, visible 

from the moment you arrive, is the experience. This appeals both to high-spending 

cultural tourists and to day trippers.  

 

Aside from this archetypal geography, Margate has one other key advantage over 

other seaside towns: its people. A number of people with a good knowledge of the 

town, its history, and an understanding of how tourism works here sit alongside (and 

often overlap with) a large creative community. The creative sector in Margate is 

historically willing to roll its sleeves up and activate the town’s spaces - look at 

Margate Rocks, Pushing Print, Margate Soul Festival, or the Dippers & Dunkers 

Festival for examples. (More recent, top-down initiatives like the Margate Festival 

have been noticeably less successful.) The people who have been here for some time 

have been supplemented by new arrivals, who in many cases are experienced 

professionals who were creatively frustrated in London and are now eager to get 

stuck in here.  

 

It is important to separate this small-scale, sustainable ecology made up of artists, 

writers, and other creative professionals from the town’s famous artistic connections 

- Turner, Eliot and Emin. The latter may raise the profile of the place, but will in reality 

deliver little directly to visitors. 

 

Margate is a creative place, and this is starting to be used to turn it into a creative 

destination - ‘a networked place delivering a total experience to visitors that helps 

them understand a location and its people, through history and contemporary 
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culture.’ (Culture Kent). Understanding the combination of attractions, landscape, 

character, sense of place, and how to activate the spaces between the principal 

attractions is vital to understanding tourism here. 

 

Key attractions: beaches and bays, Dreamland, Turner Contemporary, Old Town, 

Margate Soul Festival, creative ecology  
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Margate and Thanet 
Any attempt to look at Margate from a visitor’s perspective should look at the wider 

Thanet areas - Broadstairs, Ramsgate and the nearby villages. And although ‘Thanet’ 

is merely an administrative district, ‘The Isle of Thanet’ has a sense of place that 

appeals to tourists. 

 

While The Isle of Thanet may have lost its physical separation from the mainland, it 

still feels psychogeographically cut off. In the minds of many people who live in the 

Isle, the Wantsum Channel still runs deep. People consider Canterbury, let alone 

London, to be far off places. 

 

And this sense of the Isle being somewhere distant, distinct and different gives it a 

great potential. While each town has its own feel, its own character - for a visitor the 

whole Isle can be considered together.  

 

So while Margate is certainly worth a daytrip, if you want to add the Powell-Cotton 

Museum, the Ramsgate Tunnels, the beautiful bay at Broadstairs, the RAF Manston 

Museum or a visit to Reculver or Richborough to your itinerary, you will need a 

weekend visit. This wider area is key to developing overnight stays and longer visits. 

The story of the Isle of Thanet is worth telling. 
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The Margate Comparison  
"It is the curse of tourism to destroy what it most desires." Stephen Fry 

 

While the story of Margate’s regeneration starts some time ago, it is over the last five 

years that the process has reached a critical mass, and Margate’s continued success 

could seem unquestionable. 

 

However, there are some early indicators that this is not the case. The rate of churn in 

the Old Town is (still) high, as many shops come and go within a short timescale. 

Some established shops and businesses in the area have closed, or are considering 

closing. Margate’s Old Town is not as established as the one in Hastings, is not treated 

as an attraction in the way Folkestone’s Creative Quarter is, nor does it attract the 

number of visitors that North Laine gets. 

 

While the ‘Old Town Effect’ has started to impact on the High Street, with some 

businesses investing in the Old Town end of the street, there is a cluster of large and 

very prominent voids (Woolworths, Primark, Marks & Spencer, Thanet Bedz) which 

create a barrier for visitors. The closure of traditional alleyways from the beach to the 

Old Town (Andrew’s Passage, and the alleyway to the side of the Old Cottage Pub) 

also impact negatively on the ability of the beach, High Street and Old Town to work 

together. Folkestone has invested heavily in creating the kind of links between the 

Harbour Arm and Creative Quarter that Margate has closed up. 

 

Margate’s trade is still very seasonal. The town hasn’t fully capitalised on Turner 

Contemporary’s possibility to be a year-round attraction, with only limited out-of-

season programming like the GEEK Festival. As we have seen in Bournemouth, 

Eastbourne or Brighton, a year round offer based on undercover attractions, and 

capitalising on the meetings, associations and incentives market, brings better-paid 

and sustainable jobs, a more affluent population, and the ability to invest in visitor 

infrastructure. 

 

Over the last year in particular, there is also anecdotal evidence of a shift in the make 

up of summer visitors to the town. The beach is obviously busy, and any sunny day 

sees the arrival of large numbers of day trippers by train and by car. Of course, ‘day 

tripper’ covers many types of visitor - the rich cultural tourist, the beach tourist, the 

visitor with a purpose and so on. Bu historically places seen as too ‘trippery’ were 

considered downmarket: a 1930s reminiscence says “Not that we liked Margate - 

being close to the station, Mother said, made it ‘trippery’...” 
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Globally, day trippers are now known to be a problematic tourism sector and in 2017, 

this became a visible news story when residents in Venice staged a number of 

protests, and anarchists in Barcelona stopped buses entering the city. Residents in 

cities across Europe are seeking to limit the impact of day trippers. The cost day 

trippers impose is often higher than the benefit they bring. It is expensive to provide 

the infrastructure they need, and they impact the day-to-day life of residents - for 

example, creating traffic jams and reducing air quality, or leaving the beach littered.  

 

Day trippers are typically low spenders, and in Margate evidence from beach staff and 

nearby businesses is that many bring picnics with them and so spend very little 

locally. Bournemouth has managed to generate an income of £35 from every day 

tripper - but this involves two beach lifts, a pair of piers, beach hut hire, a land train, 

refreshment kiosks at regular intervals along the beach and so on. It has taken a large 

investment, over a long period of time, and not inconsiderable staff costs, to generate 

a small income. 

 

In Margate in the last year there have been more reports of scuffles and fights on the 

beach, and there are also well-reported problems with the lack of the infrastructure 

needed to support these day trippers, including car parking, toilets and rubbish 

collection. These problems extend beyond the beach: for example, The Shell Grotto 

have regularly reported rubbish on the route to their attraction as a concern for 

visitors. 

 

Old Town traders are also reporting reduced income over the last year, and that there 

are fewer high-spending cultural tourists in town. On the back of this, a number of 

established shops, like Hunkydory 24, have closed. 

 

Culture Kent report that 37% of world tourism is undertaken by ‘Cultural Tourists’, 

and Margate has previously focused on this sector to drive regeneration. Cultural 

Tourists look to discover authentic and unusual experiences, and are drawn by a 

strong sense of place. They are typically high spenders. Cultural tourists have been 

attracted by (for example) Turner Contemporary, the heritage aspects of Dreamland, 

the Powell-Cotton Museum, the Old Town’s retro and vintage shops, and the Shell 

Grotto. This compares to the Hastings (St Leonards, Pier, Stade, Old Town) or 

Folkestone (Harbour Arm, Triennial, Folkestone Artworks, Creative Quarter). 

 

Margate successfully attracted these visitors, and they are key to the town’s 

renaissance. The mass-market success over the last few years may be impacting 

negatively on this sector: beyond the impact of day trippers already mentioned, there 

is no sense of discovery if everybody else has discovered a place too, and the negative 

impacts of day trippers (noise, litter and so on) may also put off Cultural Tourists. . 

 



49 
 

However - the necessary balance can be achieved, with some careful work.  

 

The Demon Dayz festival at Dreamland is an example of this. 15,000 visitors were 

brought into and out of Margate by public transport and coaches from park & ride 

locations outside the town. A large security operation managed the crowds well. The 

streets were cleaned after the event. The only thing missing were overnight stays, 

because Margate just doesn’t have the accommodation for large numbers of visitors. 

 

At present, Margate cannot convert day trippers into overnight stays. It has a very low 

number of hotels, and overnight stays are only sustained by the relatively high 

number of unregulated airbnb apartments.  

 

And Margate has failed to capitalise on its biggest asset - the beaches, bays and cliffs. 

Bournemouth is clear example of a town which uses similar assets (coastal paths, 

cliffs, beaches, and countryside) in a better way. Southend, too, uses the Cliffs 

Pavilion to connect town to beach in a way that the comparable Winter Gardens in 

Margate fails to do. 

 

In Margate, activation of these cliff paths and routes could be used to spread the load 

of visitors, relieving strain on key infrastructure (like toilets). It would also give 

cultural tourists back their sense of discovery, and enhance the experiences for MICE 

visitors, creating routes between hotels and venues..  
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Some Lessons for Margate 
 

 

Provide a range of accommodation for visitors 
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Create a moment of arrival between station and seafront 
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Improve the public realm, promenades and facilities like toilets 
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Enhance and create routes from the seafront to Dreamland, the Old Town and High 

Street 
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Create a team to look at the meetings, associations and incentives market 
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Green the town, by enhancing the cliff edges, promenades and parks 
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Appendices 

1. Interviews 

 

During the research period, Dan Thompson carried out formal and informal 

interviews with local stakeholders, business owners, attractions staff and visitors to 

the various towns visited. These include: 

 

Bexhill 

 

Sally Ann Lycett, De La Warr Pavilion 

Press Officer, Bexhill Rowing Club 

Tutor, DV8 Sussex college 

Dave, Natural Flow Direct and Keep Bexhill Weird 

 

Bognor Regis 

 

Inna Erskine, Regis School of Music 

Gypsy Lee, Palmist 

Duty manager, Royal Norfolk Hotel 

Kit, Al and Izzy, Radio Respect 

Volunteers, Bognor Museum 

Nej & Chris, RAFA Club 

 

Bournemouth 

 

Tourism team at Meetings Show 

Luke, Duty Manager, Bournemouth Pier 

Jean, Beach Office, Boscombe 

Ella, Beach Lodges 

Staff, Russell Cotes Museum 

 

Brighton 

 

Alan Pipes, writer 

Charlotte, BA i360 

Tourism team at Meetings Show 

Volks Electric Railway staff 

Staff, Toy & Model Museum 

Visitor services team, Museum & Art Gallery 
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Eastbourne 

 

Marina Casteldine, Towner Gallery 

Devonshire Collective 

Staff, Redoubt Fortress 

Devonshire Collective 

 

Folkestone 

 

Leigh Mulley, Artist 

George & Nat, Hot Salvation Records 

Dan, Folkestone Fringe 

 

Hastings 

 

Declan, Source Park 

Lauren, AG Hendy & Co Homestore 

Ellie Vallerini, milliner 

Brenda Wilson, Flower Making Museum 

Volunteer, Shipwreck Museum 

Margaret Sheehy, MSL Projects & Consultancy 

Jon Pratty 

Susie Morley, shopkeeper 

David Mann, Flushed 

 

Littlehampton 

 

James Fryer, Invocrown Ltd 

Tex, Rides Manager, Harbour Park 

Martin, Look & Sea visitor information centre 

Erin Tyler, Vintage Rock 

Linda Rush, resident 

 

Margate 

 

Karen Eslea, Turner Contemporary 

Aidan de Brunner, Margate Estates 

Staff at Kiddies’ Corner, Margate Beach 

Kate Kneale, Marine Studios 

Terry Purser, Hunkydory 24 
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Southend 

 

Colette Bailey, Metal 

Staff, Rossi’s 

Hayley, Focal Point Gallery 

Culture Coasting meeting 

 

Whitstable 

 

Fisherman & tour boat operator 

Volunteer, Tourist Information Centre 

Keith Brymer Jones, potter 
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