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The future of seaside towns 

Seaside towns, by which we principally mean 

coastal settlements that emerged as leisure 

and pleasure resorts in the nineteenth 

century, have been neglected for too long. 

They should once again be celebrated as 

places that can provide attractive 

environments for residents and visitors alike.  

Seaside towns do suffer from a set of issues 

that have their roots in the decline of their 

core industries. Domestic tourism is the iconic 

example, but fishing, shipbuilding and port 

activities have all been in long term decline. 

What makes these areas distinct is the 

combination of industrial decline and 

geography. Their location on the periphery of the country places them on the periphery of the economy, 

bringing consequential social problems. This combination of challenges warrants dedicated attention and 

support.  

We acknowledge that seaside towns are in different stages of evolution, with variations in factors such as 

levels of local leadership, governance structures, resources and infrastructure. Our recommendations 

reflect this, avoiding ‘one size fits all’ solutions.  

Seaside towns must be inspired to regain their pioneering spirit and evolve to meet present day and future 

challenges. We are convinced that they can reinvent themselves with a long-term, place-based vision—a 

comprehensive approach that involves working with a range of partners to address multiple causes of 

social problem in a locality —that is supported by local leaders and grounded in each town’s unique assets.  

Many seaside towns still rely on tourism as a key economic activity. Some areas, however, will need to 

diversify their local economies. Improvements to transport will be vital in supporting further economic 

development in seaside towns. Improving digital infrastructure in coastal areas should also be considered a 

top priority, helping to compensate for these towns’ relative isolation, and enhancing their potential role in 

supporting a good work-life balance by enabling people to work from home and enjoy the delights of the 

seaside.  

Issues relating to housing are strongly linked to considerable and persistent disadvantages for coastal 

communities. These systemic problems must be addressed by the Government in partnership with local 

leadership. Interventions in housing should aim at supporting place-based regeneration. A sustained, long-

term effort is required to address the impact of transience on coastal towns.  

Young people in seaside towns are being let down and left behind by poor standards in existing provision, 

limited access to educational institutions and a lack of employment opportunities, resulting in low levels of 

aspiration. Partnership work between schools, FE and HE institutions, and local business and industry will 



be vital in helping to create career paths, improve local skills levels and boost local economies. To this end, 

good teachers must be prized.  

Investment from central government must be focused on supporting sustainable, long-term regeneration, 

not piecemeal, short term initiatives. Local authorities, alongside business and community leaders, have a 

crucial role to play in providing vision, leadership and enforcement, enabling partnerships, and setting a 

favourable planning environment.  

Local Enterprise Partnerships have a clear role and responsibility to support seaside regeneration where it 

is most needed. Seaside towns have the potential to contribute to national priorities around increasing 

productivity. LEPs can and should help depressed seaside towns to build their vision through Local 

Industrial Strategies.  

The realisation of the potential of our seaside towns rests on tenacity, persistence and a sustained, long 

term focus from a multiplicity of 

actors.  

We do not claim that all the, often 

deep-rooted and complex, 

challenges affecting seaside towns 

can be solved immediately. 

However, we believe that if our 

recommendations are pursued, 

many more struggling places can 

be set on a trajectory to 

regeneration. More of our seaside 

towns can again become 

prosperous and desirable places to 

live in and visit. 

 

Seaminster: a vision for how seaside regeneration should work 

The English coastal town of Seaminster is hailed as a model of successful seaside regeneration. This mid-

scale seaside resort, an hour and a half’s train journey from its nearest city, had been in a slow but steady 

decline since the 1970s, leaving much of its fine Victorian infrastructure neglected and unloved. As its 

once-thriving tourism industry shrank, lack of opportunity meant that young people headed inland for 

higher education and jobs. Most never returned, leaving behind an increasingly isolated and ageing 

population. Low productivity, under-investment in the public realm, and a cluster of former B&Bs 

converted on the cheap into poor quality Houses in Multiple Occupation (HMOs), all contributed to a 

complex web of social and economic problems, leaving Seaminster among the most deprived communities 

in its region.  

Then, ten years ago, things began to change. A small group of local creative industry business owners and 

arts organisations started meeting regularly in the bar of a seafront hotel to network and socialise. By 

coincidence, a gathering of local hoteliers and tourism managers took place at the same time, and the two 

groups decided to join forces. Both were exasperated by the tacit approach of managed decline that public 

agencies had adopted, and both shared an abiding love for Seaminster. They loved its romance and its grit: 

the shabby little harbour with its much-depleted trawler fleet; the stubby pier with its illuminations and 

tatty amusements; the salty air and the stink of rotting seaweed on certain tides; the old rock shop and the 

famous Seaminster scallops. They recognised that, like most seaside towns, Seaminster was built on solid 



foundations: originally a place of health and wellbeing bringing respite from city life, it later became a 

liminal zone, where normal social rules didn’t quite apply – where fun, creativity, unconventionality and 

misrule had freer rein than elsewhere.  

Crucially the local tourism businesses realised that trying to lure visitors back to a failing offer was a lost 

cause. They saw that they needed to bring the whole community along in a shared endeavour to re-make 

Seaminster as a great place to live, to study, to work and play, and to bring up a family. If they could get 

that formula right, they reasoned, the visitors would return.  

Creativity, sustainability and wellbeing were put at the heart of the endeavour, both as a means of 

diversifying and growing the local economy, and as an accessible way of getting the whole community on 

board with the process of change. Local champions emerged, and a public debate was held in the local 

media about what the community’s priorities should be. Gradually, an ambitious plan was forged: multi-

faceted, inclusive, building from the grassroots up. Jointly, the groups approached the local Council. 

Although hard-pressed financially, the Council agreed to put its weight - and a small amount of resource - 

behind the emerging vision for Seaminster’s renewal.  

They reached out to the town’s diaspora, aiming to rope in people who shared their passionate feelings 

about the place. One such Seaminster émigré was a property writer on a national newspaper; she led a 

media campaign to raise the town’s profile. Another was a partner at an international bank, he persuaded 

colleagues and friends to join him in setting up a pension-based investment vehicle that went on to acquire 

several large, dilapidated wharf buildings in the harbour and convert them into creative workspaces, cafés 

and restaurants.  

Dozens of small initiatives were welcomed and supported – the all-year sea bathing group got an interest 

free loan to open a sauna on the beach; a local business sponsored the new Seaminster Marathon; walking 

and cycling groups were formed, as were reading groups, a ska music festival, a yarn-bombing collective 

and a film-making co-operative. The annual trawler race and town carnival were both reinvigorated and 

new events, including a biennial Festival of Lights and an annual Pirate Day, were introduced.  

The Vice-Chancellor of the university in the nearest city became an enthusiastic supporter of the 

regeneration project. He persuaded the Local Enterprise Partnership and the Higher Education Funding 

Council to support a plan to make Seaminster a testbed for sustainable innovation, with a task force 

piloting new idea - a district heat network, a time-banking project, local purchasing schemes and 

affordable finance. The university launched a research observatory to monitor the impact of these and 

other projects on the local community. And thanks to a philanthropic investment, full fibre super-fast 

broadband was rolled out to all businesses, making Seaminster a magnet for digital and creative businesses 

in search of a balance between opportunity and the good life.  

Importantly, the Department for Education agreed to extend the Education Opportunity Area it had 

already been planning so that it now covered Seaminster. This freed up the school curriculum, brought in 

technical skills for younger children and gave schools a broader mission than a narrow focus on results, 

leading to a significant impact on school standards and on young people’s aspirations. The university, the 

sixth form college and local businesses worked together to address the skills gap and introduced flexible 

apprenticeships that worked around the seasonal nature of the local economy.  

Now, young families have started returning to the town, attracted in part by low property prices. A range 

of heritage and cultural projects are underway, and new cafés and restaurants are occupying once-empty 

properties on the high street. A new spa hotel is in the offing. Even the taxi drivers have begun to talk the 

place up. The debate in the local media has shifted from: “Is our town dying?” to “How can we ensure local 

people aren’t being pushed out as Seaminster regenerates?” Seaminster’s problems are far from solved, 

but the long period of decline has retreated, and the town’s trajectory is unquestionably upwards.  



But there’s a catch. To quote George Orwell in his famous essay about the perfect pub, the fabled Moon 

Under Water: “Now is the time to reveal something which the discerning and disillusioned reader will 

probably have guessed already.” There is no such place as Seaminster.  

But the challenges identified here are shared by many of our struggling seaside towns. And the types of 

solutions put forward, whilst simplified and streamlined, have been found to work in places that have 

successfully regenerated themselves. The hallmarks are consistent: sound planning; partnership working; 

an inclusive, place-based, bottom-up approach; an emphasis on education, creativity, entrepreneurship 

and sustainability; and a focus on realising the exceptional quality of life that seaside living can uniquely 

offer.  

 

 

 


