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Time for Kent to think big on tourism

Could Kent rival Bath as a base for cultural tourists and the Lake District as a rural holiday destination? James Kennell, a Senior Lecturer in Tourism and Regeneration at the University of Greenwich at Medway, claims the idea is not as strange as it may seem.

When London 2012 begins in a little over two years’ time, hundreds of thousands of overseas tourists will pour into south east England to experience the Olympic Games. Many will be first time visitors to the UK staying for a couple of weeks and also wanting to see all the main attractions in their Lonely Planet or Rough Guides. In that sense, Kent will be competing with the rest of the country for these visitors’ spending money.

Given Kent’s proximity and connections to London, and specifically the main Olympic site in east London, a large proportion of these inbound visitors will be staying here, at least for some of their time. How many of them seek out and explore what Kent has to offer beyond their hotel room depends to a large degree on how the county prepares and markets itself beforehand.

While the Olympic Games should be a real spur for developing tourism in Kent, two other developments – which have already occurred to contrasting levels of fanfare – should also prove hugely important to tourism in the county. 

The well-publicised High Speed Rail Link will mean travel times from London to Kent’s number one attraction Canterbury, and beyond to Folkestone and the coastal towns of Thanet will be significantly reduced. The rail link will undoubtedly be of major benefit to the tourism industry along its route but the challenge is to ensure it doesn’t just become a commuter link with poor integration into the wider regional transport networks.

Attracting less attention but potentially hugely exciting for tourism in the county, is Chatham Dockyard and its defences, including Fort Amherst, making the UK shortlist to be put forward for World Heritage Site status. Designation as a WHS could transform the area, giving it a global profile and guaranteed entry into every relevant guidebook. It would put Chatham on a par with Bath (and Venice!) and allow the area to be marketed as a big hitting multi-attraction destination to bring a new kind of visitor to the area – high-spending cultural tourists. 

Until now these tourists have tended to give Medway a wide berth in favour of the mix of experiences on offer at Canterbury. But with Chatham’s potential WHS designation, plus the nearby castle and cathedral at Rochester, Medway has a number of attractions and experiences that can draw tourists in, helping to regenerate the area through cultural tourism. This would also provide huge impetus for employment and entrepreneurship in the accommodation, catering and retail sectors. Medway should take heart from Europe where large former industrial towns have been transformed through cultural tourism – the classic example being Bilbao in Spain.
Along with cultural tourism, another sector with huge potential for development in Kent is rural tourism. The south east has more ancient woodland than anywhere else in the UK and the largest area given over to national parks. Once the South Downs has officially been granted National Park status, there is a real opportunity to develop rural tourism on a scale to rival the Lake District and Peak District. If that seems fanciful, just think of the beauty of the Weald, the South and North Downs, and how many sites of special scientific interest there are in Kent, along with all the small-scale organic farms and vineyards our county boasts, which are crying out to be included on tours. 

What is currently holding rural tourism back in Kent is accessibility. The Lake District, in contrast, is easily accessible through an excellent bus network and, of course, is really well set up for walkers meaning visitors can go to Ulverston, for example, and know there are two or three interesting tourist sites within easy reach. 

The Olympics presents a golden chance for the county. To ensure that we won’t lose out to other areas will require co-ordinated action, which must be local authority led. Previous attempts to target inbound tourists have had mixed success rates but many have failed because they have been small scale and operating in isolation, when they could be joined up with neighbouring areas. In Kent, we can be guilty of having a silo mentality so there must be intervention to package the county’s attractions and market them in a joined up way.

The tourism resources are undoubtedly here, what is needed is the political will to make world-class regional tourism a reality.
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