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Summary 

 

 

This report considers the policy implications arising from a statistical review of the South 

East’s coastal communities, completed in April 2012.  It also builds on discussions involving 

coastal local authorities, private sector representatives and other local partners. 

 

The statistical review identified the South East’s coastal communities, which have a 

combined population of one million or around a quarter of the LEP total, as on average an 

area of social and economic disadvantage, well adrift of LEP averages and sometimes 

behind national averages as well.  The review also flagged up important differences between 

places along the coast and put forward a six-fold classification of areas that has won wide 

support.  The present report makes ten recommendations: 

 

1. The South East LEP needs to be ‘spatially aware’.  The big internal differences within the 

LEP area, and in particular the distinctive needs of the coastal strip, need to inform the 

full range of LEP activities. 

 

2. Strategic plans and priorities should give special attention to the coastal strip. This 

includes in the allocation of resources. 

 

3. Transport links to parts of the coast need improvement.  Accessibility remains an 

important constraint in a number of local areas. 

 

4. The seaside tourist industry should be treated as one of the drivers of economic growth.  

Tourism along the coast continues to employ as many people as manufacturing, and 

there are opportunities for growth. 

 

5. There is a good case for a bid into the Regional Growth Fund to support seaside tourism.  

This would be a practical way for the South East LEP to encourage growth and jobs. 

 

6. The LEP should try to deliver Assisted Area status for its most disadvantaged seaside 

towns.  The new map will be drawn in 2013 and three coastal areas have a potentially 

strong case for inclusion. 

 

7. European funding needs to be deployed where it can help.  The LEP is likely to be able 

to drive local spending priorities from 2014 onwards. 

 

8. The South East ports need nurturing.  They act as gateways to Britain’s most dynamic 

region. 

 

9. Business and employment growth requires a supply of suitable sites and premises.  This 

is something that coastal local authorities need to monitor and encourage. 

 

10. But development doesn’t have to be promoted everywhere along the coast.  Some 

places are essentially residential in character, especially for retirees. 
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Scope and purpose of the report 
 

 

In the autumn of 2011, the Sheffield Hallam University team led by Prof Steve Fothergill was 

commissioned to undertake a statistical review of the coastal communities within the South 

East LEP.  The proposal came initially from a number of local authorities but the review was 

funded by the LEP.  Prof Fothergill’s team was approached to carry out this work because of 

an established reputation as Britain’s leading source of expertise on socio-economic trends 

in seaside towns. 

 

The report of the statistical review was completed in April 20121.  It was subsequently the 

focus of an event convened by the LEP at High House Production Park in Thurrock, in 

September 2012, attended by around thirty representatives from coastal local authorities.  

The report’s statistical assessment of the South East’s coastal communities found support at 

the event, and in particular there was strong endorsement for the six-fold classification of 

communities that the Sheffield Hallam team had developed. 

 

The April 2012 report did not however venture much beyond the provision of a statistical 

profile – the original brief had been to go no further. 

 

The LEP Secretariat therefore approached Prof Fothergill to undertake a further piece of 

work to build on the foundations of the statistical review by: 

 

 Identifying the implications of the evidence for each of the six groups of coastal 

communities 

 

 Drawing conclusions on the possible policy response by the LEP, LEP members and 

partners and government 

 

 Considering the potential impact of actions in terms of economic growth and jobs 

 

 Making recommendations for action 

 

The present report is the outcome of this further work.  The LEP’s intention was not that new 

data should be assembled but rather that the evidence base in the existing report should be 

brought to bear in considering policy options.  The LEP was also keen to draw on Prof 

Fothergill’s substantial experience as an analyst and practitioner on UK regional 

                                                           
1
 C Beatty, S Fothergill, T Gore and I Wilson (2012) The Coastal Communities of South East England: 

a statistical profile, report to the South East LEP.  (Available on request from the LEP Secretariat). 
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development issues, his familiarity with the current policy landscape, and his knowledge of 

coastal town issues across Britain. 

 

The present report has also been informed by a number of further discussions.  In particular, 

in November 2012 three meetings were convened in London by the LEP Secretariat to 

consider the economic development issues facing different groups of coastal communities.  

These were: the communities facing the most acute socio-economic problems; port towns; 

and the remaining communities with less acute problems.  The meetings were attended by 

around 40 representatives from local authorities and LEP partners, as well as by Prof 

Fothergill and the LEP Secretariat.  Some representatives, whose interests straddled more 

than one group of places, attended more than one of the meetings. 

 

In addition there have been discussions between Prof Fothergill and the LEP Secretariat and 

the Secretariat has brokered discussions with private sector representatives on the LEP 

Board.  A further meeting in December 2012, involving the Secretariat and local authority 

representatives, considered a draft version of the present report and debated its 

recommendations. 

 

The conclusions of the present report, though informed by these discussions, are however 

the responsibility of Prof Steve Fothergill alone. 

 

 

 

Findings of the statistical review 
 

 

It is helpful to begin by summarising the findings of the statistical review completed in April 

2012. 

 

The review covered 35 individual coastal communities, each accurately defined at Lower 

Super Output Area (LSOA) level2.  In a few cases the local authority and coastal community 

boundaries are the same (eg Hastings) but in the majority of cases the coastal communities 

are defined more tightly than district council boundaries, which often include inland 

hinterland areas.  It was agreed at the outset that the statistical review should exclude 

estuary towns (eg Colchester, Grays, Dartford, Gravesham and the Medway towns) in order 

to maintain a tight focus on coastal/seaside towns. 

 

The review presented up-to-date information on more than 30 variables for each of the 

coastal communities, and made comparisons with county, LEP and England averages.  It 

also included a commentary on the figures.  The main observations were that: 

 

 1m people live in the coastal communities of the South East LEP – around a quarter 

of the total population of the LEP area 

 

                                                           
2
 An LSOA typically covers around 5-600 households and around 1,500 people.  LSOAs are the 

lowest level for which a wide range of official statistics is available. 
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 The population is strongly skewed towards retirees, especially in some of the smaller 

coastal communities 

 

 The South East’s coastal communities are home to some 325,000 jobs, but an 

above-average share of these are in public services like health and education 

 

 Seaside tourism is still a significant local employer – more than 23,000 jobs are 

estimated to be supported directly by seaside tourism 

 

 The average employment rate along the coast – the share of adults of working age in 

employment – is nevertheless well behind the average for the LEP, in a number of 

places markedly so 

 

 Qualification levels are comparatively poor but, taking the coastal strip as a whole, 

performance at school is in line with national averages – pointing to a loss of the 

better-qualified to areas where higher-level jobs are more readily available 

 

 The share of adults of working age out-of-work on benefits (which includes the 

sick/disabled and lone parents as well as the unemployed) is well above the average 

for the LEP and for England as a whole 

 

 Travel times to London and connections to the dual carriageway road network remain 

poor along some sections of the coast 

 

 Around half the South East’s coastal communities have deprivation levels above the 

national average, in a number of cases quite markedly 

 

 Overall, a range of socio-economic indicators shows that the South East’s coastal 

communities are significantly less well-off than the rest of the LEP area 

 

 A number of places along the coast display levels of socio-economic disadvantage 

that are more normally associated with the older industrial areas of the North 

 

In assessing this evidence, the statistical review provided answers to a number of basic 

questions: 

 

 

How do the South East’s coastal communities compare with the rest of the LEP 

area? 

 

The data confirmed that the South East’s coastal communities are, on average, an 

economically weak and socially disadvantaged part of the LEP area.  This is reflected in a 

wide range of statistics such as high benefit claimant rates, low employment rates, a below 

average level of skills and a relatively high dependence on public sector jobs.  In broad 

terms, the scale of the disparity between the coast and the rest of the South East LEP is not 

dissimilar to the gap between the ‘north’ and ‘south’ of England. 
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How do they compare with national averages? 

 

On a wide range of indicators, the South East’s coastal communities are closer to the 

England average than to the rest of the LEP area.  The deprivation statistics are a good 

example – around half the coastal communities are worse than the England average, around 

half are better.  The working age benefit claimant rate is perhaps the most significant 

indicator on which the coastal communities are distinctly worse than the England average. 

 

 

How do the South East’s coastal communities compare with seaside towns 

elsewhere around the coast? 

 

The socio-economic profile of the South East’s coastal communities is broadly similar to 

seaside towns in other parts of England.  This is perhaps hardly surprising given the often 

shared history as seaside resorts and retirement destinations.  The importance of economic 

factors in underpinning deprivation is also shared by seaside towns elsewhere.  The main 

dimension in which the South East’s coastal communities differ from seaside towns 

elsewhere in the country is that in the South East the holiday trade is in most cases a less 

prominent part of the local economy 

 

 

What about the differences between places? 

 

Whilst there are some common patterns and features among the South East’s coastal 

communities, it is also clear that the averages hide a great deal of diversity.  The diversity 

between individual places, on a range of socio-economic indicators, was one of the more 

important observations of the statistical review. 

 

Building on this observation about the diversity between individual places, the statistical 

review went on to put forward a six-fold classification of coastal settlements in the LEP area: 

 

 

LARGER SEASIDE TOWNS WITH SUBSTANTIAL PROBLEMS 
  
 Clacton, Margate (plus Birchington and Westgate), Ramsgate, Hastings 
 

These seaside towns have a combined population of 245,000, or about a quarter of 
the total in the South East’s coastal communities.  They share significant socio-
economic disadvantage, on a scale that on many indicators places them close to the 
older industrial areas of northern England.  They suffer from high benefit claimant 
rates, lower than average earnings, and an often high proportion living in poorer-
quality or privately-rented accommodation. 
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PORTS WITH A FAIR MEASURE OF SOCIO-ECONOMIC DIFFICULTIES 
 

Harwich, Dover, Folkestone, Newhaven 
 

The combined population of these towns is 120,000.  The figures assembled in the 
statistical review indicate that their problems are not as acute as the larger seaside 
towns listed above but are certainly not negligible.  On the overall Indices of 
Deprivation for example, all four of these towns are worse than the national average. 

 
 

LARGER SEASIDE TOWNS WITH LESSER PROBLEMS 
 

Southend, Eastbourne 
 

These are two of the larger places along the South East coast – their combined 
population is 260,000.  However, to bracket them with Clacton, Margate, Ramsgate 
and Hastings would be misleading.  On a range of socio-economic indicators their 
problems are less acute, even if neither of them quite matches the prosperity of the 
wider South East LEP area. 

 
 

MIDDLING SEASIDE TOWNS THAT ARE MOSTLY DOING OK 
 

Frinton/Walton, Whitstable, Herne Bay, Broadstairs, Deal, Bexhill 
 

These towns have a combined population of 180,000.  They are a notch or two down 
in size from Southend and Eastbourne and, generally, a notch up in terms of 
prosperity. 

 
 

SMALLER PLACES WITH QUITE ACUTE PROBLEMS 
 

Jaywick, Isle of Sheppey, Camber 
 

These three places, with a combined population of 48,000 (mostly on the Isle of 
Sheppey – the other two are very small) display high levels of deprivation.  In all 
three cases it probably owes something to the nature of the local housing stock, 
which includes residential caravans and chalets as well as more conventional 
housing.  Jaywick is something of an extreme case. 

 
 

SMALLER, MOSTLY PROSPEROUS COASTAL COMMUNITIES 
 

Brightlingsea, West Mersea, Tollesbury, Burnham, Canvey Island, Sandwich, 
Kingsdown, St Margaret’s, Hythe, Dymchurch/St Mary’s Bay,  
Greatstone/New Romney, Fairlight, Seaford, Peacehaven 

 
Although numerous, these places only account for a total population of 150,000 – 
less than Southend for example.  Mostly they display little deprivation.  Mostly they 
have a population strongly skewed to retirees.  And to a large extent these places 
function as residential settlements serving businesses and jobs in neighbouring 
areas or further afield. 
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As mentioned already, this six-fold classification was widely endorsed at the September 

2012 event convened consider the report.  The most notable (and justifiable) observation 

was that the Isle of Sheppey might be better thought of as comprising two places – the port 

of Sheerness, and the rest of the island which includes a great many residential caravan 

parks. 

 

 

 

Understanding the economic drivers 
 

 

The statistical review stopped short of offering more than passing comment on the economic 

processes that have resulted in the differing levels of prosperity and well-being along the 

South East coast.  However, if the LEP and its partners are to attempt to intervene it is 

appropriate that the underlying economic drivers are properly understood. 

 

The narrative here draws not only on the local data but also on a wider understanding of the 

processes that drive regional and local economic development, especially in coastal towns. 

 

 

What’s gone wrong in the ‘problem’ places? 

 

We’re talking here mainly about Clacton, Margate, Ramsgate and Hastings, though in so far 

as the explanation spills over into a general discussion of seaside tourism it has relevance to 

a number of other places along the South East coast. 

 

The conventional wisdom is that domestic seaside tourism has gone into decline since the 

1950s and 60s, and has dragged down the economy of resorts in South East England.  The 

rise of package foreign holidays and cheap flights has put paid to the traditional ‘bucket and 

spade’ holiday at the English seaside, the argument goes. 

 

Like just about all conventional wisdoms, this is only partial accurate.  In fact, looking around 

the coastline as a whole it is clear that the British seaside tourist industry is far from in 

terminal decline3.  Indeed, during the first decade of the present century the British seaside 

tourist industry appears to have been expanding in employment terms, albeit slowly.  

Offsetting the rise in foreign holidays, rising incomes have allowed second and third holidays 

(and annual holidays for the first time for some poorer groups) and rising car ownership has 

facilitated day trips and short breaks.  There are parts of Britain – Cornwall for example – 

where the seaside tourist industry has probably never been stronger. 

 

None of this diminishes the point that the tourist industry in Clacton, Margate, Ramsgate and 

Hastings is a shadow of its former self but it does indicate that, taking the long view, what 

has happened is that these towns have lost ‘market share’.  This probably has more to do 

with their location than anything else: whereas in the era of rail-borne holidaymakers their 

                                                           
3
 See for example C Beatty, S Fothergill, T Gore and I Wilson (2010) The Seaside Tourist Industry in 

England and Wales: employment, economic output, location and trends, CRESR, Sheffield Hallam 
University. 
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proximity to London was an advantage, in a car-borne era they are neither far enough away 

to be ‘different’ nor close enough to be easily accessible for day trips.  By the mid-1990s, 

therefore, the tourist trade in these towns had essentially reached a nadir and it has been 

bumping along the bottom ever since.  Since tourism was such a core part of their 

economies, the distress revealed by contemporary statistics is hardly surprising. 

 

But it is worth observing that there are seaside resorts along the South East coast that have 

found ways to avoid this fate.  Smaller places such as Whitstable and Deal remain tolerably 

robust according to the socio-economic data.  So does Eastbourne, a much larger place. 

 

 

The role of residential segregation 

 

In this context ‘residential segregation’ mainly means a differentiation between the places 

where the rich and poor live.  Segregation between the rich and poor is the result primarily of 

the availability and cost of housing, but the rich/poor spectrum is really only one dimension.  

In addition there are particular places where retirees choose to live, and places preferred by 

those with young families.  Cultural and social orientation also seems to play an increasing 

part. 

 

The relevance of residential segregation to the economic drivers in the South East’s coastal 

communities is that all these places are best understood in relation to their neighbours, 

surrounding areas and to some extent London. 

 

The ‘problematic’ group of Clacton, Margate, Ramsgate and Hastings illustrate this rather 

well, because one of the consequences of the run-down of their seaside tourist industry has 

been the creation of an abundance of relatively cheap flats for rent, often in former guest 

houses.  This has attracted a low-income population, often dependent on welfare benefits.  

Important elements of this population have drug and alcohol problems, and it includes ex-

offenders and some with disordered lifestyles.  The local councils are well aware of this 

process, even if it is difficult to quantify. 

 

So to quite an extent the problematic socio-economic data for these towns is also a 

reflection of their housing stock.  And since cheap housing is hard to find in much of the rest 

of the South East it is hard to see where these groups might live instead.  It would take a 

transformation in the economic fortunes of these towns, and a commensurate rise in 

property prices and rents, to alter this now deeply-entrenched residential function within the 

wider region. 

 

The main port towns – Harwich, Dover, Folkestone and Newhaven – illustrate residential 

segregation in a rather different way.  The average deprivation levels in these four towns are 

remarkably similar despite the contrasting fortunes of their ports – the Port of Dover is 

booming but the Port of Folkestone has lost its ferries and is essentially moribund.  The 

deprivation levels in the four ports seem to be best understood in terms of their housing 

offer.  The four port towns are really only small parts of wider local labour markets 

(Colchester, East Kent and Brighton) and, local representatives have suggested, the affluent 

and mobile opt to live elsewhere within the local area. 
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Likewise, there are a number of places along the South East coast that to an important 

extent function as retirement destinations, attracting in-comers from London and the rest of 

the South East.   In Bexhill in Sussex the proportion of over-65s is 33 per cent – double the 

national average – and in Frinton and Walton, in Essex, the proportion is 39 per cent.  The 

proportion of over-65s in quite a number of smaller coastal communities is in the high 20s 

and 30s.  Arguably, in many of these places retirement itself is the industry that underpins 

the local economy, bringing in income that supports local businesses and attracting public 

spending on local services such as health and social care. 

 

 

How do coastal communities fit into the wider South East economy? 

 

The answer here seems to be ‘only partially’.  The coastal communities of the South East 

are at one and the same time integral parts of the wider regional economy, which includes 

London, and places with an independent economic life of their own. 

 

London’s influence varies a great deal.  In terms of commuting, Southend is unquestionably 

part of the London labour market – some 15 per cent of its employed workforce travel into 

the capital.  But elsewhere the proportion is much smaller, often little more than 2 or 3 per 

cent4.  The travel times to London are simply too long, and presumably the costs too great, 

for many people. 

 

What this means is that the growth of the London economy cannot be expected to come to 

the rescue of the economically more disadvantaged places along the South East coast.  

Indeed, the peripheral location of coastal communities means that they are the least well 

placed of any part of the LEP area to benefit from job generation in London. 

 

The links to other parts of the LEP area can be tenuous too.  The arterial road and rail links 

mainly radiate out of London; traversing between areas across these links is generally more 

problematic.  In practice, therefore, there is a high degree of self-containment in some of the 

more important coastal labour markets.  For example, 65 per cent of Clacton residents with 

jobs work within Clacton itself, and 76 per cent in Tendring district as a whole.  53 per cent of 

Margate residents with jobs work in Margate, and 78 per cent in Thanet district as a whole.  

In Dover, the equivalent proportions are 67 per cent in the town and 74 per cent in the 

district.  In Hastings, 70 per cent work within the town, and in Eastbourne 73 per cent. 

 

The point here is that it is a false assumption that economic growth and job generation in 

one part of the LEP area will necessarily have much benefit for other parts of the LEP area.  

The South East LEP, more than most, is physically large and comprises a multiplicity of local 

labour markets.  Even within Kent, say, job growth in the Tonbridge area cannot be expected 

to have much impact on Thanet or Dover. 

 

That said, it is also important to get away from the notion that the only way to raise 

employment and incomes in a community is by ensuring that economic growth occurs 

                                                           
4
 Until the results of the 2011 Census are published the best commuting data comes from the 2001 

Census, which is clearly very dated.  It would be surprising, however, if the 2011 data showed more 
than marginal changes, except perhaps for places along the route of High Speed One. 
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specifically in that town.  Labour markets are more wide-ranging, and growth in a 

neighbouring area can have a strongly positive impact.  Hastings and Bexhill, for example, 

are intertwined in economic and labour market terms.  Especially in the case of the smaller 

communities along the coast, there is no need to assume that economic growth has to be 

entirely ‘local’. 

 

On balance, the coastal communities of the South East are a net exporter of workers to the 

rest of the LEP area and London, and a net importer of retirees.  This results in a number of 

socio-economic statistics that could erroneously be interpreted as a sign of economic 

weakness – a below average business stock, for instance, and an above average share of 

jobs in the public sector.  In fact, these are characteristics that can be expected in any area 

with a strongly residential function.  Public sector jobs, for example, are mainly located 

where people live, not where they work. 

 

To underline this observation it is worth noting that the South East LEP area as a whole has 

an above average share of jobs in the public sector, despite having one of the strongest 

private sector economies in Britain – the reason being that the LEP area is a major exporter 

of workers to London while the jobs in schools and hospitals that serve commuters and their 

families mostly remain within the LEP area. 

 

 

 

The limits to effective intervention 
 

 

Recommendations regarding the South East’s coastal communities need to be realistic and 

deliverable.  As LEP Board members will no doubt be aware, there can be inflated 

expectations about what LEPs can do in providing finance, in lobbying government and in 

plugging the gap left by the abolition of the RDAs. 

 

The South East LEP has chosen to focus on the promotion of business and enterprise and 

on the removal of barriers to growth.  It presently has few budget lines to allocate and a very 

small Secretariat team.  Not unreasonably, the LEP emphasises ‘subsidiarity’ – the idea that 

the LEP should not involve itself in those things that local authorities and other partners are 

able to do for themselves.  The LEP has also taken the decision to restrict its lobbying of 

central government to the most crucial issues.  These constraints circumscribe the scope for 

the LEP in addressing issues in the South East’s coastal communities. 

 

On the other hand, the responsibilities of the LEP and the funding opportunities available to 

it seem set to grow.  The Heseltine report on growth5, for example, placed major emphasis 

on the role of the LEPs and the government’s 2012 Autumn Statement supported this 

direction of travel.  Looking ahead, it is distinctly possible that the South East LEP could 

have a role in steering, allocating or accessing a number of funding streams: 

 

 

                                                           
5
 M Heseltine (2012) No stone unturned, report to the Chancellor and Business Secretary. 
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 EU funding in the forthcoming 2014-20 spending round, which looks certain to 

involve an enhanced role for LEPs in decision making 

 

 Further rounds of the Growing Places Fund, or of equivalent funding designed to 

trigger stalled projects or bring forward local infrastructure investment 

 

 Further rounds of the Regional Growth Fund.  Quite a number of LEPs elsewhere in 

England have led successful bids in previous rounds. 

 

 Other funding streams that central government intends to devolve to LEPs in the 

wake of the Heseltine report. 

 

 Through the new Strategic Plans to promote local growth that, in the wake of the 

Autumn Statement, the government will be asking LEPs to lead 

 

 Through the role that the government is asking LEPs to play in setting local priorities 

on skills policy 

 

The point here is that, taking a medium-term view, the LEP should not be unduly negative 

about the scope for effective intervention.  Additionally, the 2012 Autumn Statement made 

available up to £250,000 a year in additional funding to each LEP to develop its operational 

capacity. 

 

At the same time, the LEP needs to be wary about being drawn into endorsing individual 

projects.  In the discussions informing the present report it has become clear that there are 

numerous projects that local partners would like to see brought forward.  Some of these are 

led by individual local authorities.  Others, in East Kent for example, are championed by a 

partnership covering several district council areas.  In some cases the projects are fully-

costed, awaiting commitment by the private sector or (more often) by the public sector to 

pump-prime development. 

 

When the LEP has specific budget lines to allocate it will no doubt solicit competing bids and 

seek professional advice on the merits of individual schemes.  In other circumstances, 

adjudicating between competing claims for support is always going to be problematic. 

 

The recommendations in this report therefore focus on strategy rather than individual 

projects. 

 

The recommendations are also intended to dovetail with the LEP’s commitment to business 

growth.  Worklessness is an important problem in a number of the South East’s coastal 

communities, as the statistical review showed all too clearly, and the best way to address 

this is nearly always to help businesses grow and create new jobs.  The unemployed often 

need help with training as well, so that they can access the jobs that are available, but in the 

absence of new jobs it is usually difficult to make much progress in bringing down the overall 

numbers out-of-work.  In turn, the greater availability of jobs is likely to stem out-migration 

among coastal residents whose skills are marketable elsewhere. 
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In promoting business growth, there are a number of things that the LEP might be expected 

to encourage in all parts of its area – higher skills, improved connectivity, the availability of 

high-speed broadband, investment in high-tech manufacturing, and so on.  The assumption 

here is that these are valuable objectives that the LEP will probably wish to set for all parts of 

the South East.  These are relevant objectives along the coast but also in inland areas.  It is 

clear, for example, that the coastal local authorities would like to see their local 

manufacturing employers supported but so too, no doubt, would most of the authorities in 

the rest of the LEP area.  Likewise, investment in higher skills and a reduction in the number 

of NEETs (young people Not in Employment, Education or Training) would be welcome 

more or less everywhere. 

 

The recommendations here focus on the additional actions that would be of benefit 

specifically to the coastal strip.  These are the policies and interventions needed to support 

business growth along the coast, over and above those that the LEP might be expected to 

encourage across the whole of its area.  The recommendations are not therefore intended to 

be a comprehensive list of all the actions that would support growth and jobs, including those 

applicable across the whole of the LEP area or indeed the UK as a whole. 

 

 

 

Recommendations for action 
 

The order in which the ten recommendations are presented below does not imply any 

ranking in terms of priority, though the first is perhaps important in setting a context for the 

rest. 

 

 

1. THE SOUTH EAST LEP NEEDS TO BE ‘SPATIALLY AWARE’ 

 

This recommendation is about how the LEP and its partners understand their area, and 

needs to inform pretty much the full range of LEP activities. 

 

The South East LEP area is different from just about all other LEP areas.  Elsewhere in 

England, LEPs typically cover city-regions.  They are smaller in area and population and 

come closer to being ‘functional urban areas’ where development in one part is likely to be of 

benefit to other parts of the same area – the Greater Manchester LEP is a good example.  

The South East LEP area not only has an unusually large population – at 4 million it is a 

million larger than the whole of Wales – but it does not function as a single, coherent local 

economy. 

 

Essex, Kent and East Sussex share a number of characteristics but really comprise a 

number of separate sub-regional economies.  They are all linked to London to varying 

extents, but the linkages between the sub-regions are tenuous.  The consequence is that 

economic growth in one part of the LEP area will not necessarily make a huge difference in 

other parts. 
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Within the LEP area there is no question that the coastal strip is different.  The statistical 

review showed that on a wide range of socio-economic indicators the South East’s coastal 

communities are on average well adrift of the rest of the LEP area.  They are also a 

substantial area in their own right – with a combined population of 1 million the South East’s 

coastal communities are substantially larger than some entire LEPs elsewhere in the 

country. 

 

The South East LEP should really think of its area as equivalent in size and population to a 

small EU member state, or to Scotland and Wales, rather than look for parallels with other 

English LEPs.  In Scotland and in Wales, for example, it would be unthinkable for the 

devolved administrations to be blind to the differences in well-being between different areas 

and not put in place policies that distinguish between them. 

 

The South East LEP does not have the powers, budget lines or operational capability of the 

devolved administrations.  But the point is that an awareness the differences between places 

should really become entrenched in the LEP’s thinking.  In particular, the distinctive aspects 

of the coastal strip need to be firmly logged. 

 

Action required by: South East LEP Board and Secretariat and partners with responsibility 

for the whole or large parts of the area. 

 

 

 

2. STRATEGIC PLANS AND PRIORITIES SHOULD GIVE SPECIAL ATTENTION TO THE 

COASTAL STRIP 

 

Being ‘spatially aware’ needs to be backed up by practical actions and commitments. 

 

In the context of the coastal strip this is not just about giving priority to pressing economic 

needs.  It is also about recognising that the coast has something distinctive to offer in terms 

of environment, housing and work/life balance. 

 

The Strategic Plan that each LEP is now being asked to produce provides the key 

opportunity to recognise the important differences between places within the South East LEP 

area and to attach an appropriate measure of priority to development along the coast. 

 

The issue is also one of resource allocation.  In the South East and elsewhere, there can be 

a tension between policies designed purely to maximise growth, which would result in one 

particular geographical pattern of investment, and policies to promote fairness between 

places and people, which would tend to result in rather different pattern.  Getting the balance 

right is not easy, and hitting the targets of growth and fairness at the same time is obviously 

the ideal.  The South East LEP is not immune to these choices – as its discretion over 

budgets grows, it will need to take a stance on priorities. 

 

The South East coastal strip in general, and especially a number of economically 

disadvantaged seaside towns, has a good claim for prioritisation in the allocation of 

resources.  The economies along the coast are often significantly weaker than elsewhere in 



15 
 

the LEP area and the need for public funding to kick-start private sector development will 

generally be commensurately greater. 

 

Action required by: South East LEP, especially in drawing up the new Strategic Plan. 

 

 

 

3. TRANSPORT LINKS TO PARTS OF THE COAST NEED IMPROVEMENT 

 

Their coastal location means that seaside towns are usually ‘at the end of the line’.  This 

matters because within the South East LEP area the coast has the poorest connections to 

London, for commuters, businesses and visitors. 

 

High Speed One has made a big difference to the accessibility by rail of East Kent.  The 

challenge there is now to shorten the journey times beyond Ashford.  As the statistical 

review demonstrated, two parts of the South East coast do however continue to have poor 

transport connections.  One is the Eastbourne-Bexhill-Hastings area in Sussex, where the 

fastest travel times by rail into London remain at around the hour-and-a-half mark, and 

where the dual carriageway road network is 15-25 miles away.  The other poorly connected 

area is around Clacton in Essex, where again the fastest travel times by rail into London are 

around an hour-and-a-half. 

 

In the context of public spending constraints it will be difficult to secure major and costly 

transport infrastructure investments in the coming years.  That does not mean, however, that 

the LEP should not set improvements in road and rail links to these parts of the coast as a 

strategic longer-term objective. 

 

From time to time, funding opportunities do become available.  In the 2012 Autumn 

Statement, for example, the government announced that it will “make available a new 

concessionary public works loan rate to an infrastructure project nominated by each LEP 

with the total borrowing capped at £1.5 billion”.  That an infrastructure loan of this kind might 

be used to finance improvements in transport links to the coast is something that should be 

considered. 

 

Action required by: LEP in collaboration with relevant county and district authorities 

 

 

 

4. THE SEASIDE TOURIST INDUSTRY SHOULD BE TREATED AS ONE OF THE 

DRIVERS OF ECONOMIC GROWTH 

 

The seaside tourist industry is just one of several sectors of the local economy along the 

coast but it is the one that is unique to the coast and, because of its importance, worth 

singling out. 

 

The British seaside tourist industry can have a ‘Cinderella’ status.  At best, in debates 

around economic growth it is overlooked in favour of fashionable hi-tech sectors.  At worst, it 

is written off as a relic of a bygone era. 
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The statistical review presented figures showing that an estimated 23,000 jobs along the 

South East coast are directly dependent on seaside tourism.  This figure is an all-year-round 

average and is much the same as the number of jobs as the whole of the manufacturing 

sector along the LEP’s coastal strip. 

 

Over a number of decades the contraction of the seaside tourist industry has been the main 

cause of economic decline in a number of places.  However, there are reasons to be 

optimistic about the future.  Travel to the eurozone, for example, has become seriously 

expensive because of exchange rate movements, and in an era of stagnant or declining 

incomes holidaying within Britain looks more attractive.  Fashions change too.  British 

seaside resorts have the opportunity to move into niche markets, to attract younger and 

older couples with money as well as families with children, and to cater for more short 

breaks.  There is even the possibility of attracting foreign visitors, as the successful language 

schools in several seaside towns demonstrate rather well. 

 

It is also clear that the South East’s coastal local authorities do not regard seaside tourism 

as a thing of the past.  They see this sector as an important element of their future, albeit 

one that needs adapting to the circumstances and opportunities of the 21st century. 

 

In economic terms, seaside tourism actually plays a very similar role in local economies to 

the manufacturing sector.  It brings in new money – money that would otherwise be spent 

elsewhere.  It supports jobs directly (in hotels, catering, shops and entertainment) and 

further down the supply chain in other local businesses (wholesale, distribution, the building 

trade, accountancy etc).  In turn, all these jobs support further employment through local 

multiplier effects, arising for example as wages are spent.  In total, it would not be 

unreasonable to suppose that the overall number of jobs supported directly or indirectly by 

seaside tourism along the South East coast is double the headline 23,000 figure.  In 

economists’ jargon, seaside tourism is part of the ‘export base’ of the local economy, driving 

rather than following the level of economic activity in the area. 

 

The myth that all jobs in seaside tourism are low-paid and seasonal should also be 

dispensed with.  There is an element of this, but the statistical review showed that there is 

actually very little seasonal fluctuation in unemployment anywhere along the South East 

coast.  And whilst some jobs in hotels and catering can be poorly paid it is worth 

remembering that quite a number of people earn a good living out of the tourist trade. 

 

From the LEP’s point of view, the challenge is to give the seaside tourist industry the 

prominence it so clearly deserves. 

 

Action required by: South East LEP Board and Secretariat, all partners 
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5. THERE IS A GOOD CASE FOR A BID INTO THE REGIONAL GROWTH FUND TO 

SUPPORT SEASIDE TOURISM 

 

This recommendation is one of the practical ways in which the LEP could set about 

delivering support to the area’s seaside tourist industry. 

 

The logic here is as follows: 

 

 The seaside tourist industry remains an important sector 

 It has growth potential, but needs investment 

 The sector is dominated by SMEs 

 These SMEs would benefit from better access to funding 

 A successful RGF bid could bring in new money for this purpose 

 The problems of the coast – but not inland - would probably justify RGF monies 

 Other LEPs have drawn down RGF funding 

 There is new RGF money on the table 

 

There is widespread agreement that to take advantage of the market opportunities the tourist 

offer along the South East coast needs “refreshing”.  Some of this requires investment in 

flagship projects to change the image or appeal of an area – the new Turner Gallery in 

Margate is an example.  But a great deal requires investment by small businesses, for 

example in bringing hotels, restaurants and cafes fully up-to-date.  For individual small 

businesses the capital sums can be large and not always easy to obtain. 

 

This is where the Regional Growth Fund (RGF) could have a role.  There have so far been 

three RGF bidding rounds, allocating £2.4bn in total.  In the 2012 Autumn Statement the 

government made £350m available for a fourth.  The timetable has yet to be announced but 

on the basis of previous rounds it might be expected that the deadline for bids will be June or 

July 2013. 

 

The Regional Growth Fund is intended to promote private-sector jobs in areas that are 

overly-dependent on the public sector.  As the statistical review highlighted, the South East’s 

coastal communities actually meet this criteria – 37 per cent of the jobs in the coastal strip 

are in public administration, health and education (overwhelmingly public sector) compared 

to an average of just 28 per cent across England as a whole.  An RGF bid covering the rest 

of the LEP area would probably struggle because the places away from the coast are 

generally seen as prosperous. 

 

The problem is that just about all individual businesses in the tourist sector are too small to 

mount their own RGF bid.  This is where there is a role for the LEP.  Elsewhere in England, 

a number of LEPs have won RGF funding to deliver programmes of aid, targeted in 

particular at SMEs.  This model could be followed by the South East LEP.  A tight focus on 

tourist businesses along the coastal would address a distinctive market opportunity and 

respond to proven economic need. 

 

There would be economies of scale in developing a programme for the whole of the coastal 

strip rather than just a small part.  A programme could therefore target not just the four towns 
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with significant economic problems (Clacton, Margate, Ramsgate, Hastings) but also 

Southend and Eastbourne and a long list of smaller towns.  Bearing in mind the size of the 

RGF awards to other LEPs, a South East bid of £20-40m might be appropriate. 

 

A natural concern is that the LEP Secretariat presently lacks the in-house resources to 

develop an effective RGF bid or to manage a funding programme should a bid be 

successful.  These obstacles are surmountable.  Both tasks could be contracted out but 

supervised by the LEP Board and Secretariat. 

 

Action required by: LEP to lead, working with coastal local authorities, chambers of 

commerce and tourism bodies 

 

 

 

6. THE LEP SHOULD TRY TO DELIVER ASSISTED AREA STATUS FOR ITS MOST 

DISADVANTAGED SEASIDE TOWNS 

 

Assisted Area status is a key tool in promoting business growth. 

 

The UK’s Assisted Areas, which currently cover 24 per cent of the population, define where 

and how much financial assistance can be given to private sector companies to create or 

protect jobs.  The Assisted Areas are presently the only places where investment aid can be 

given to large companies (250 or more employees worldwide) and SMEs within the Assisted 

Areas can be aided more intensively than those in other parts of the country.  The Assisted 

Area map exerts a big influence on the allocation of a number of government funding 

streams and constrains where EU funds can be re-cycled into private businesses. 

 

The Assisted Area map targets the parts of the UK with the weakest local economies.  At 

present, the only area in South East LEP that has Assisted Area status covers Thanet and a 

small adjacent part of Dover district.  This area’s Assisted Area status was one of the 

reasons it was possible to access the Regional Growth Fund to help respond to job losses at 

the Pfizer pharmaceutical plant at Sandwich. 

 

This is a particularly good moment for the LEP to address Assisted Area status.  The EU 

State Aid rules that govern the map are currently being renewed, and a new UK map will 

come into force for 2014-20.  During 2013 the new map will be drawn up, largely in London. 

 

The statistical review identified Clacton, Margate, Ramsgate and Hastings as coastal towns 

facing particularly acute socio-economic problems.  Two of these (Margate and Ramsgate) 

have Assisted Area status already, so the issue there is about retention.  Clacton and 

Hastings have a good case to join them. 

 

Because of the EU rules, the new UK Assisted Area map is likely to be slightly smaller (in 

terms of population coverage) than the old map, so adding new coverage in the South East 

would be a major achievement.  There will also be major and legitimate competing claims on 

coverage from older industrial areas in the north of England, for example.  However, there 

are no regional ‘quotas’ for coverage, so the addition of Clacton and Hastings would not be 
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at the expense of the Thanet area.  Realistically, though, none of the other coastal 

communities in the South East have much chance of Assisted Area status. 

 

Tactically, the LEP needs to be aware of a couple of statistical pitfalls.  First, some whole 

areas (NUTS 3 regions) are ineligible for Assisted Area status under the EU rules because 

their GDP per head is too high or their unemployment too low.  Until the new rules are 

finalised and a further round of statistics published (likely in March/April 2013) it will not be 

possible to know for certain that Essex, Kent and East Sussex are unaffected. 

 

Second, the EU rules are likely to set the minimum population of an Assisted Area at 

100,000.  For Clacton this would mean that the candidate area would need to be drawn 

wider than just the town to embrace Jaywick, Frinton and Walton, and possibly Harwich.  For 

Hastings, the inclusion of Bexhill might be necessary to cross the size threshold.  In both 

cases this makes sense in labour market terms but would dilute some of the statistics that 

would justify Assisted Area status. 

 

There is provision in the current EU rules for a watered-down form of Assisted Area status 

for small areas within the NUTS 3 regions debarred by GDP/unemployment data.  The UK 

government opted not to use this provision last time round, not least because it would 

require an equivalent reduction in full-on Assisted Area status elsewhere, and seems 

unlikely to use it this time round.  As a way of trying to secure Assisted Area status along the 

South East coast it is probably a dead-end. 

 

Assisted Area status is an issue on which collective action by the LEP would be helpful – in 

co-ordinating the arguments and evidence and in logging with government the generic 

issues facing this sub-set of South East seaside towns.  Forceful representations by the LEP 

would probably carry weight in Whitehall.  The prime target needs to be the Business 

Department (BIS), who lead on this matter. 

 

Action required by: LEP to co-ordinate and support efforts of Tendring, Thanet/Dover and 

Hastings/Rother, and engage county councils 

 

 

 

7. EUROPEAN FUNDING NEEDS TO BE DEPLOYED WHERE IT CAN HELP 

 

LEPs are likely to be given a prominent role in managing the EU funds that come to the UK 

after 2013.  Operational decision making, within a national policy framework, looks set to be 

devolved to them.  This will provide real discretion for the South East LEP to determine 

exactly where EU funds are deployed and for what purpose. 

 

In the new 2014-20 EU spending round the funds will come with strings attached.  They are 

primarily intended to support R&D, to raise the competitiveness of SMEs, to promote the 

shift to a low carbon economy and to raise skill levels.  The extent to which the needs of the 

coastal strip can be dovetailed into this framework is a matter that all partners will need to 

consider, though in so far as the promotion of a low-carbon economy includes the 

development of off-shore wind there may be important coastal opportunities. 
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The over-arching budget lines have yet to be settled in Brussels, let alone the UK regional 

figures.  In the 2007-13 spending round the former South East region was allocated £21m 

from the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) while the East of England (covering 

Essex) received £95m.  In the forthcoming round, local allocations of ERDF are likely to be 

supplemented by local allocations from the European Social Fund (ESF), previously 

managed centrally from London. 

 

The point here is that this is an important additional resource.  If the coastal strip were to 

receive a share based on population, a quarter of the available EU funding might be 

expected to find its way to the coast – or rather more if economic need plays a big part in 

LEP decision-making. 

 

Action required by: South East LEP to gear up to play pivotal role in decision-making on 

EU funding beyond 2013 

 

 

 

8. THE SOUTH EAST PORTS NEED NURTURING 

 

The four port towns covered by the statistical review – Harwich, Dover, Folkestone and 

Newhaven – are a distinctive group.  They are different in character from much of the rest of 

the coastal strip and they display a fair measure of socio-economic difficulties.  In 

Folkestone’s case, the ‘port’ increasingly means the Eurotunnel terminal rather than the 

harbour.  Additionally, there are port developments along the Thames estuary in places that 

were not covered by the review. 

 

The view from the ports is that they offer something to the rest of the region.  London and 

the South East is generally seen as the ‘powerhouse’ of the UK economy, and the South 

East’s ports are the region’s (and to quite an extent the nation’s) gateway to Europe.  There 

is something in this argument, because it would be plainly wrong for the growth of the wider 

regional and national economies to be constrained by shortcomings in port facilities. 

 

Just at present there are issues around the expansion of port facilities at both Dover and 

Harwich that are bound up with planning approvals and ministerial decisions.  There is no 

suggestion at this stage that the LEP should intervene.  However, this is perhaps one for the 

LEP to watch and, taking a longer view, for the LEP to keep an eye on the well-being of the 

ports as a vital part of the wider region’s infrastructure. 

 

Action required by: Tendring, Dover, Shepway and Lewes district councils to take lead in 

collaboration with county councils; South East LEP to support as necessary 
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9. BUSINESS AND EMPLOYMENT GROWTH REQUIRES A SUPPLY OF SUITABLE 

SITES AND PREMISES 

 

Businesses require suitable premises in which to operate.  Additional employment requires 

additional space. 

 

The statistical review of the South East’s coastal communities was not asked to cover the 

availability of land and property.  However, a worry expressed by a number of local 

authorities and by private sector representatives is that there can be shortfalls in supply 

along the coast.  The issue is not simply about how much space is available in total, but also 

about the quality and diversity of the offer, both in terms of new and second-hand space.  In 

particular, a number of coastal towns – Eastbourne is a good example – can be constrained 

not just by the sea on one side but also by areas of high landscape value immediately 

inland.  In a region of high property prices such as the South East, the loss of industrial and 

commercial land to housing can be an additional concern. 

 

The supply of business space is an on-going issue that needs to be taken seriously.  In 

much of northern England for example, where the promotion of growth and jobs has long 

been a primary objective, local authorities have routinely taken responsibility for ensuring 

that there is a suitable supply of business space.  In the South East of England it is less 

clear that this has hitherto been a priority.  ‘Taking responsibility’ for business space does 

not necessarily mean direct provision by the public sector; more often than not it means 

working closely with private developers, including in helping to circumvent commercial 

constraints. 

 

The industrial and commercial property market operates within the framework of planning 

constraints largely set by local authorities.  Wherever appropriate, these constraints need to 

be ‘business friendly’.  In particular, there is an issue where district council boundaries are 

drawn tightly around the existing urban area – Eastbourne, Hastings and Southend are 

especially affected.  In these cases an element of pragmatic inter-authority working, to 

release land just ‘over the boundary’, would probably be helpful. 

 

Action required by: Local authorities to take the lead, with LEP to monitor 

 

 

 

10. BUT DEVELOPMENT DOESN’T HAVE TO BE PROMOTED EVERYWHERE ALONG 

THE COAST 

 

Whilst the statistical review found that on average the coastal strip has a weaker economy 

than the rest of the LEP area, the diversity along the coast was also an important 

observation. 

 

The implication is that the need for economic and business development varies along the 

South East coast.  To go one step further, it is also evident that the willingness to embrace 

development varies from place to place. 
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This dovetails with the observation that quite a number of places along the South East coast 

have a strongly residential function, especially but not exclusively for retirees.  This is 

particularly true of some of the smaller towns.  People have chosen to live in these places 

because they like what they have to offer and, frankly, they don’t therefore want very much 

changing.  Therefore large scale business developments – trading estates, office blocks – 

can be unwelcome.  More local jobs do not hold many attractions for those who have already 

left the labour market. 

 

Two examples came up in discussion with local representatives – Bexhill (where 33 per cent 

of the population is over 65) and Deal (24 per cent), both far above the England average of 

16 per cent in this older age group.  It would be wrong to assume that an anti-development 

perspective is uniformly held in either of these communities, or that there are not quite a 

number of other examples.  It is important to avoid complacency, but the fact that major 

development is likely to be opposed in some places along the coast is one that needs to be 

logged. 

 

Fortunately, this need not be a problem for a LEP that is committed to promoting growth.  

Large-scale development does not have to be promoted in every coastal town or village.  So 

long as new jobs and businesses are accessible to the place where people live – or perhaps, 

more specifically, to those who would like to work – there should be no conflict between 

differing agendas.  Some of the sleepier coastal communities can perhaps be allowed to 

sleep. 

 

Action required by: South East LEP’s forthcoming Strategic Plan needs to reflect diversity 

along the coast 

 

 

 

Concluding remarks 
 

 

The recommendations above, if implemented, would go a long way towards giving the South 

East LEP’s activities in the coastal strip a clearer focus.  Steps along these lines are also 

likely be welcomed by the coastal local authorities. 

 

That said, expectations need to be realistic.  In the short term the primary determinant of the 

level of economic growth along the South East coast, and more generally across the LEP 

area, remains the growth of the national economy.  The South East LEP area can contribute 

positively to national economic growth but cannot buck wider trends.  If growth in the 

national economy remains weak, it is likely to stay weak in most places across the South 

East. 

 

In the long term, however, the relative prosperity of different local areas can be shifted by 

successful intervention (and by an element of good fortune in riding emerging market 

trends).  There is nothing inevitable or necessarily permanent in the current economically 

disadvantaged position of a number of the South East’s more important coastal 

communities.  But change takes time and sustained effort. 


