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REGIONAL COASTAL PROGRAMME 

Recommendation

The Board is invited to AGREE a new initiative to revitalise the growth Coastal Towns.

Introduction

1. The preparation of the budget, which the Board considered in February, identified the priorities for the current financial year, and also those initiatives which would need to be progressed without resources this year.  One of the proposals for further work was the development of a coastal regeneration programme, drawing together and building on improvements particularly to the physical environment of several of the region’s coastal towns; developing, with SWRDA a critical mass to improve the image of the Southern Coastal towns; and laying the foundations for the development of partnership approach looking forward.  The purpose of this report is to identify the vision; review the current position; and seek Board approval for the next steps.  

The current position

2. There is no shortage of studies into the social, economic and physical circumstances of coastal towns.  Recent reports by the Local Government Association, (A Picture of Health, 1998) the English Tourism Council (Sea Changes, 2001), English Heritage/CABE (Shifting Sands, 2003), Sheffield Hallam University (The Seaside Economy, 2003), South East England Regional Assembly (Proposed Alterations to RPG/Tourism, 2003) are just some of the recent analyses and suggested solutions to seaside towns as problem areas.  The general picture is one of sustained decline: as the traditional seaside economy disappears, and where a coastal town has no other function, for example as a port, the future can be bleak.  The challenge for seaside towns is to find a new future, often exploiting the substantial housing resource, and the most successful examples have been spectacular in demonstrating the potential in the South East for value uplift to support sustainable regeneration.  Brighton and Hove at one end of the size range, and Whitstable at the other, are now well recognised as exemplars.  

3. The picture is by no means universal. The Sheffield Hallam University research referred to sets out a comprehensive examination of economic change in Britain’s seaside towns, focussing on the whole economy not just the tourism sector.  It finds that several coastal towns have demonstrated strong employment growth over the past 30 years, often based on substantial in-migration driven by residential preference, and the plentiful availability of relatively cheap, and diverse housing of character, despite the fact that towns in a coastal location have a sharply reduced catchment. There has been a growing lobby, particularly though a cross Parliamentary group of MPs, arguing the case for resources for a national coastal regeneration programme analogous to the Coalfields Regeneration Programme.  So far, this has not met with Government support, with the responsibility for identifying regeneration strategies being local and regional. This creates an opportunity to take a lead and, perhaps, make the case.  

4. The situation in the South East is that the regeneration priority areas established in the RES, and in adopted Regional Planning Guidance, reflect the needs of and so focus on the peripheral parts of the region, i.e. the coastal towns. So the current priorities of the RES firmly establish a coastal regeneration bias in the delivery of existing programmes.  Certainly, this is well reflected in the incidence of SRB Programmes over the past 5 years or so, and the identification of priority regeneration areas for which Area Investment Frameworks are being prepared:  North Kent, SE Hants, East Kent, Isle of Wight, East Sussex, Channel Corridor, Southampton, Hastings/Bexhill, West Sussex and Brighton/Hove.  Much of the physical development programme is concentrated on the regeneration priority areas; hence the current high level of activity in Southampton, the Isle of Wight and, of course, Hastings and Bexhill. The combination of need and potential attractiveness have stimulated exciting plans for Margate and Folkestone, whilst conservation programmes have changed the face of Eastbourne and Brighton.

Next Steps
5. There could be benefits in drawing all of this together and there is a need to identify the criteria for choices in future support. We could develop a systematic approach to identify those coastal towns where concentrated action by SEEDA and other partners can be most fruitful.  There are already examples of just this approach, of which the Hastings and Bexhill Taskforce is the prime one.  More recently, steps have been taken to establish local economic analyses for coastal towns such as Dover and Margate, designed to think through the economic future for the coastal town, as a basis for then determining the most effective interventions by SEEDA and, especially the land and property, physical development and urban renaissance actions. 

6. Many other agencies are bringing resources into these towns: from English Heritage to the Arts Council and from the LSCs to Jobcentre Plus. With other RDAs (starting with SWRDA) we might pilot some work to establish how a collaborative approach can best work.  A particular initiative is already being taken to look at Margate where the proposed Turner Contemporary Art Gallery is being promoted by Kent County Council as the stimulus for cultural lead regeneration of the old town.  The local authorities (Kent County Council and Thanet District Council), English Partnerships, and SEEDA are now looking to develop a collaborative approach to the development opportunities within central Margate, and inviting other agencies such as English Heritage, Arts Council and Heritage Lottery Fund to join in a sustained collaborative programme, pooling resources to make a really substantial impact on the regeneration of Margate.  If this proves to be workable, then it is the type of approach which could then be developed in other coastal towns such as Folkestone or Shoreham. on a rolling basis.  Because this is likely to be resource intensive in terms of both capital investment and staff time, few major initiatives can be undertaken at any one time; Hastings and Bexhill could be regarded as essentially this process already in action.  
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