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‘Where seagulls don’t land anymore’: Are British
seaside resorts trending again?

David Jarratt

Traditional British seaside resorts are often described in terms of their
slow decline since the advent of cheap package holidays to the Mediter-
ranean in the 1960s. Whilst there is some truth to this, the story is not
that simple. For many in Britain, especially working-class families, it
wasn't until the early 1980s that trips to the Med would become afford-
able and commonplace. Furthermore, burgeoning competition for tour-

ists” interest included rural destinations easily reached by car.

Holiday habits certainly changed quickly, yet British seaside resorts
still attracted large numbers of visitors. For instance, Blackpool’s pop-
ularity remained largely unchecked until the 1980s. By the 1980s and
1990s, however, most traditional seaside resorts had started to strug-
gle; losing many attractions and guest houses. Losses were particularly
acute for medium-sized resorts that were neither small enough to be

exclusive nor big enough to sustain major attractions.

‘Costa Geriatrica’

Morecambe in Lancashire, for example, expanded rapidly through
the 20th century until it saw a rapid decline in tourism numbers and
infrastructure as early as the 1970s. The causes of decline were not
always global or national but could be local. For Morecambe, these
included a lack of investment in accommodation, over-reliance on one

geographical market, and more competitive resorts nearby.

Morecambe was dubbed the Costa Geriatrica due to its association with
the elderly. TV comedian Colin Crompton joked that in Morecambe they
don't bury their dead but prop them up in bus shelters. It was a place
where seagulls don’t land anymore. In The Kingdom by The Sea (1983)
American writer Paul Theroux failed to see how anyone could travel
to Morecambe for pleasure. He made similarly negative observations

about most British seaside resorts. Even with its impressive new
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promenade built for the 21st century, Morecambe was listed third in the

controversial Book of Crap Towns (Jordison & Kieran, 2003).

The media’s role in the decline of British seaside resorts

The public perception of seaside resorts like Morecambe, as well as more
boisterous places like Blackpool, changed dramatically in the second
half of the 20th century. “... the celebrations of the gregarious virtues of the
‘people’ on holiday from the 1890s to the 1950s have given way in the 1980s
and 1990s to revulsion at a perceived dominant combination of bloated bodies,
alcohol abuse, junk food, litter and aggressive behaviour (Walton, 2000).

The media played a role in this decline, annually covering the crisis
in the domestic holiday industry, especially the resorts along the coast-
line. No wonder then that the British middle class rejected them. British
seaside resorts slipped down the ‘consumption spaces hierarchy’ (Urry,
1995). They became increasingly unfashionable and subject to a seem-

ingly inevitable decay.

The adaptation and survival of British seaside resorts

While places like Morecambe fared poorly in the second half of the
20th century, the story was far more nuanced and less universal than
is often suggested. Many British seaside resorts adapted and survived,
despite cultural stigma. Grange-over-Sands in Cumbria, and other
smaller resorts, managed to avoid decline. Some coastal towns, like
Brighton, East Sussex became successful cities, with tourism only a part
of their more diversified economies. And the traditional seaside resort
towns of Blackpool in Lancashire and Scarborough in North Yorkshire

continued to be hugely popular as holiday destinations.

A cultural rapprochement

Since the start of the 21st century, a cultural warming to traditional
British seaside resorts has been underway and seems to be gathering
momentum. Resort destinations that had struggled are seeing attempts

at regeneration. The most notable example, perhaps, is Margate in Kent.

Optimism is spreading across many seaside resorts, especially
those seen as desirable and/or within commuting distance from major
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cities. An important part of this rapprochement is that the built envi-
ronment of resort towns has become increasingly valued. Since the
end of the 20th century, Historic England has recognised the value of
England’s much-diminished seaside heritage. Perhaps as these sites
grow older, such recognition, underpinned by nostalgia, is more readily
accepted. Of late, various events, notably Brexit and the international
travel restrictions associated with Covid-19 have boosted domestic
interest in British seaside resorts. Yet the default declinist position of
media coverage remains evident; now more likely to take the form of
historical context. Recent successes are contrasted against the long-

dominant declinist narrative.

Placeism, classism, and the disdain for mass tourism

Underpinning the over-simplistic narrative of decline of British sea-
side resorts is a negative appraisal of mass tourism based on classist
and placist prejudice. A good example is Blackpool’s 2010 application
for UNESCO world heritage status. Much of the public reaction to the
bid was negative. No wonder it failed. Claims that a traditional seaside
resort — the birthplace of mass tourism — deserved to be preserved as
a heritage site were met with incredulity and mirth. The BBC’s online
coverage of the story was inundated with negative comments and jokes
made at the expense of the town. An article in The Guardian entitled
‘Blackpool: profile of a ghost town” (Moss, 2010), whilst in some ways

sympathetic, did nothing to dissuade stereotypes and declinism.

Even today, British seaside resorts split opinions. They are often
described as ‘tacky’, or worse; linking them to issues of taste, distinc-
tion, and class. Fortunately, as the regeneration and renewal of the Brit-
ish seaside continues, and the snobbery dissipates or is ignored, some
reinvented resorts are slowly moving back up the consumption spaces
hierarchy. They are becoming attractive again. Fed by a narrative of
decline and notions of taste, classist and placeist snobbery still lingers.
Its aim shifts; various resorts in the Mediterranean are currently subject
to the disdain that British seaside resorts suffered for so long. It is all
underpinned by what these places represent; the embodiment of mass
tourism.
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Further thoughts on snobbery and mass tourism

A full discussion of the snobbery toward mass tourism is outside the
scope of this piece but I would like to make some brief points about it.

First, when one dismisses or looks down upon tourism, it almost
always concerns other people’s holidays. Most people lucky enough to
have holidays value them greatly. It's a time to relax, have fun, come
together, and make memories. They are the highlight of the year for many
and are not necessarily dependent on location, cost, or environmental

credentials.

Second, the decline of ageing destinations is not inevitable. They may
remain popular with a loyal customer base for many years, even against
a narrative of decline. They can be successfully reinvented for new mar-
kets; their older attractions valued as forms of heritage. They may well,
one day, climb back up the consumption spaces hierarchy. Even More-
cambe, which was written off as a joke, has seen a boom in tourism since
the turn of the century and will soon be home to a major investment
via The Eden Project. The emblematic Midland Hotel in Morecambe
was built in 1933 but was left derelict by the end of the century only to
be later renovated by developers Urban Splash and reopened in 2008.

Time for a rebalancing?

British seaside resorts, as seats of tourism for the masses, have for dec-
ades been associated with a lazy narrative of decline; subject to the
snobbery of class and place. When we discuss tourism we should not
ignore its challenges. But, equally, we should not unthinkingly slip into

easy narratives nor be too quick to judge or dismiss.

Perhaps a more generous and holistic way to consider tourism desti-
nations is in terms of their wider value, not only to host communities
and their livelihoods and quality of life, but also what they mean to visi-
tors; their happy experiences. Let’s remember what we love about our
own holidays; the good times. It's time for a more balanced discussion

of mass tourism and tourist places.
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