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Coastal Research and Coastal Policy  
 
 
Introduction 
 
This paper seeks to illustrate the need for further national research by Government in 
order to inform new approaches to address the distinctive social-economic problems 
experienced by many coastal resorts in England. 
 
Existing national information from the Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) 2004 and 
the 2001 Census clearly highlights the existence of deprivation around the English 
coast (see figures 1 to 4). Coastal resorts can be said to suffer from “ruban” problems 
– comprising the worse aspects of both urban and rural deprivation. Coastal 
stakeholders argue that it is the range and interaction of coastal issues that make the 
areas distinctive in regeneration terms and why greater understanding by 
policymakers is required in order to devise relevant remedial actions. To illustrate the 
complexity of coastal problems, the SCI listed 24 issues that required Government 
attention. 
 
While coastal towns can be defined in many ways, for example, by function or size, 
this paper is concerned with English seaside resorts, particularly the more isolated 
coastal resorts that exhibit some of the worse aspects of deprivation. However, even 
large cosmopolitan resorts, such as Bournemouth and Brighton, contain pockets of 
entrenched “coastal deprivation” amid the surrounding economic vibrancy.  
 
It has been argued that existing urban and rural regeneration policies are not 
appropriate for dealing with specific coastal problems. New national policies and new 
local delivery vehicles are required for coastal resorts in order to: 
 

· Reduce the public costs of servicing coastal deprivation; 
· Improve the quality of life for many in coastal resorts; 
· Improve the economy and raise the standard of living; 
· Address circumstances that are maintaining deprivation. 

 
It is the combination of coastal demography, housing tenure, low wages, transitory 
populations and narrow economic base that contribute to the distinctive deprivation 
existing in coastal resorts and which increase the cost of public sector provision in 
seaside areas. 
 
When the ODPM announced a Select Committee Inquiry (SCI) into the impact of 
Government policies on coastal towns in the autumn of 2005, coastal stakeholders 
believed that their lobbying for national recognition of the socio-economic problems 
of coastal resorts had finally been realised.  
 
This view was reinforced when the SCI reported in February 2007 with 24 
recommendations and actions, and making the following points:  
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“A greater understanding and appreciation is needed of the challenges faced in 
coastal towns.” 

 
“There is a national policy vacuum on coastal towns. Greater cross-departmental 

joint working is required to facilitate greater understanding and transparency over the 
situation of coastal towns.” 

 
“The evidence has demonstrated that coastal towns are diverse but that many 

coastal towns do share some common features, including deprivation.” 
 
The SCI’s recommendations serve to reinforce the complexity and interrelationships 
of the socio-economic issues that impact negatively on coastal towns. While other 
urban and rural areas also experience some of these issues, it is their exclusive 
existence in coastal resorts that maintain the circumstances of sustainable 
deprivation.  
 
This paper uses data from the Index of Multiple Deprivation 2004 and local authority 
classifications produced by the University of Leeds to describe the coast as a 
economically and socially, coherent area and to identify some of the issues suffered 
by coastal towns. 
 
 
A Coherent Coastal Definition 
 
A nationally acceptable definition of “coastal towns” is required in order to make 
statistical comparisons between areas and to measure the impact of policy. The 
‘coast’ should be defined in the context of the issues raised in this paper based on 
statistically stable building blocks such as Super Output Areas. This work is required 
before further research is conducted to ensure that findings and monitoring are 
based on consistent geographic boundaries. The results of further research would 
then help to shape any criteria for assistance in the future, should such intervention 
be developed. 
 
The SCI suggested that many coastal towns share common features, including 
deprivation. These issues are often compounded by the unique coastal situation, for 
example the historic, narrow industry base or restricted labour market and 
employment opportunities brought about by the coastal geography which make 
deprivation sustainable. Work by the University of Leeds used data from the 2001 
Census to produce a classification of UK local authorities according to their 
characteristics. This measured the similarity and difference between Local Authority 
characteristics and resulted in a hierarchy of families, groups and classes which was 
then named to provide an indication of the obvious characteristics of each cluster. 
The work resulted in distinct groups described as ‘Rural Britain’ and ‘Coastal Britain’, 
clearly identifying the similarities between areas in the ‘Coastal Britain’ group and 
also the difference between the characteristics of these areas and those of others. 
 
The ‘Coastal Britain’ authorities in England are shown for reference on the maps in 
this paper, however it is important to remember that they are based on the 
characteristics of whole Local Authorities. Had smaller areas been used, it is likely 
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that the group would have been refined, and would include further coastal resorts 
which do not currently feature due to the characteristics of their larger local authority. 
 
 
Available National Coastal Research 
 
Frequently, coastal towns have low numbers of permanent residents and are 
surrounded by quite sparsely populated areas. As such their characteristics and 
needs are often considered along side those of rural, countryside communities. 
However, the characteristics and needs of coastal communities are very different. In 
Lincolnshire, the number of Super Output Areas (SOA’s) in the worst 20% deprived 
areas of England is five time greater in the coastal areas than in rural localities, 
according to the Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) 2004. In every domain of the 
IMD coastal areas are more highly deprived than rural areas. Seven times more 
SOA’s suffer from employment deprivation and over twelve times more suffer from 
health deprivation in the areas classified as coastal (by the University of Leeds) in 
Lincolnshire compared to those classified as rural. 
 
The IMD shows that coastal areas suffer from higher than average levels of 
deprivation, and although this can also be said for some other localities, for example, 
urban areas, the specific types of deprivation and the reasons for it are different. This 
deprivation can be seen in the maps below for England, which have also been 
overlaid to show the areas of the country classified by the University of Leeds as 
‘Coastal Britain’. 
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Figure 1 shows the overall rank of deprivation in England (from the IMD) and 
although some inland central and urban areas are also identified, the wide 
geographical extent of the deprivation on the coast is clearly highlighted. 
 
Figure 1. Overall Rank of IMD in England 
 

 
 
The coast is identified as being deprived by the multiple definition of deprivation, 
however the problems associated with specific issues can also be seen by mapping 
the individual domains of the IMD. 
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Figure 2 shows the rank of Income deprivation. This again highlights the situation on 
the coast and is primarily influenced by the number of recipients of income related 
benefits and tax credits. Many coastal towns rely on inherently low skilled, low paid 
industry sectors, which often also require part time and seasonal workers. 
 
Figure 2. Rank of Income Deprivation in England 
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Figure 3 shows the rank of employment deprivation which is a measure of involuntary 
exclusion of people of working age from the world of work. The coast is again 
highlighted due to high average unemployment claimant counts, claimants of 
incapacity benefit and severe disablement allowance and participants in New deal. 
However the IMD is only based on average levels of these indicators throughout the 
year. Employment on the coast is drastically influenced by seasonality and therefore 
the picture would be much worse if the extent of seasonal flux was taken into 
account.  
 
Figure 3. Rank of Employment Deprivation in England 
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Figure 4 shows the rank of education, skills and training deprivation in England, 
which is primarily based upon school level achievement, continuation into further 
education and lack of adult level skills. In coastal towns, relying heavily on low 
skilled, low wage industry sectors such as those related to tourism the level of adult 
skills can be a particular issue. Seasonality of work also makes it difficult to progress 
in terms of qualifications or career progression as each period of employment may be 
with a different employer. 
 
Figure 4. Rank of Education, Skills and Training Deprivation in England  
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The Need for Additional Research 
 
While IMD and Census information highlights coastal deprivation, backing up 
agency’s own local knowledge of situations, further research must be done to 
examine the exact nature of problems and the potential interventions. Primary 
research on representative resorts must be conducted into specific coastal issues to 
fill gaps in intelligence. From local knowledge and from the SCI recommendations 
these issues should include seasonality, hidden unemployment, worklessness, 
transient populations, the migrant labour force, housing, coastal public costs, flood 
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risk and the aging population. These last two issues are of major national and 
international concern and clarity and new approaches are required. Both issues, 
correctly addressed, have the potential to influence deprivation issues in coastal 
areas. 
 
Secondary research must also be conducted reviewing research undertaken by 
coastal stakeholders, including information from commercial tourism models to 
assess visitor impact and information from population profiling models to identify 
vulnerable groups within coastal areas. This work will help to identify gaps and 
highlight areas which require primary research. 
 
National measuring systems such as the IMD need to be strengthened to ensure that 
they fairly reflect coastal issues as this is not currently the case in the IMD 2004 and 
is unlikely to be the case in the IMD 2007. Data used in the IMD is averaged over a 
year and does not reflect the extent of flux that exists in coastal economies, for 
example in seasonal employment and income, nor does it reflect quality of 
employment. It is also recognised that many coastal areas have high proportions of 
older residents, and the health and other associated support needs that go with 
them. However, this is not apparent in the IMD which measures inequalities in issues 
such as life expectancy and illness, not the sheer volume of people who require 
support and the strain that this puts on local public services. At a time when local 
health care providers and other local support agencies are under enormous financial 
pressure this also has knock on effects for service provision to other sectors of the 
community. In addition to this coastal areas suffer other pressures such as the 
impact of visitors on local services, which national measures fail to highlight. 
 
 
Next Steps 
 
This relatively simple bringing together of established data sets suggests that there 
are frequently greater similarities between coastal areas across the piece than 
between coastal areas and their regional hinterlands. We are not suggesting that the 
issue of whether coastal regeneration policy should be based wholly within regions or 
nationally is an “either or” . This report does however add some empirical weight to 
the proposition that urban, regional or rural approaches to regeneration miss some of 
the unique and wide but often contiguously distributed socio-economic features of 
large sections of England’s coastline. 
 
These maps point clearly to the need for a more detailed collection and mapping of 
evidence about the socio-economic features which may provide a coastal context to 
supplement regional and other current spatial approaches to regeneration.  A 
thoroughgoing process of mapping would enable us to see if it is possible to identify 
clear patterns arising from coastal economic geography which explain coastal 
deprivation and point to common themes for future policy. Alternately it could 
demonstrate that there is no substance to the proposition that coastal deprivation has 
any unique logic making the idea of “coast” or categories of “coast” as spatial 
economic concepts redundant. 
 


