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1 Executive Summary 
 
1.1 Tomorrow’s Tourism has been commissioned by the South Downs National Park 

Authority (SDNPA) to carry out a review of visitor accommodation in the South 

Downs National Park (SDNP) in order to support the preparation of the South Downs 

Partnership Management Plan (PMP) and South Downs Local Plan Review (LPR). In 

doing so, this report: considers the national, regional and local context; includes an 

asset audit of the quantity and type of visitor accommodation in the National Park; 

analyses the latest accommodation trends; and analyses the current performance of 

a sample of accommodation providers operating in the National Park. 

 

1.2 The report distinguishes between visitor accommodation offered by the professional 

sector (typically those registered businesses that may employ staff or pay VAT) and 

visitor accommodation offered by properties that use sales channels such as Airbnb 

(who are more likely to be operated by individuals). The former group is termed the 

Tourism Economy while the latter is defined as the Sharing Economy. 

 

1.3 A South Downs Visitor Accommodation Review was previously carried out in 2014 by 

Hotel Solutions on behalf of the SDNPA. The 2014 review provided a baseline of 452 

accommodation establishments of all types across the National Park. At the time, it 

was concluded that the National Park did not have enough visitor accommodation in 

the context of growing visitor numbers. 

 

1.4 Today, in 2025, there are 313 (professional) establishments operating as part of the 

Tourism Economy, and a further 1,903 (usually small) establishments that traded 

during the last 12 months as part of the Sharing Economy. The latter has seen very 

significant growth from a low base since Airbnb began in the UK from around 2012. 

The type of accommodation offered in the National Park has also changed to reflect 

market preferences, with the serviced offer (such as hotels and B&Bs) declining in 

favour of the non-serviced offer (such as self-catering cottages). In total, there are 

2,216 establishments offering 7,203 rooms (or pitches, in the case of camping and 

caravan sites) with up to 19,057 bedspaces. This is over double the number of 

bedspaces compared with 2014. In terms of accommodation by the county areas of 

the National Park, 30% is in Hampshire, 44% is in West Sussex, and 26% is in East 

Sussex. As for the district areas of the National Park, Chichester District has the 

highest number of Tourism Economy businesses. 

 

1.5 The South Downs National Park sees some 19 million visits a year (the second highest 

of any of the UK’s National Parks) but only a very small proportion of these visitors 
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stay overnight. Staying visitor numbers have recently dropped as a result of the cost-

of-living crisis, with day trips finding more favour due to discretionary incomes being 

squeezed. Visitor numbers staying in serviced accommodation reduced by almost 

10% between 2022 and 2023, with visitor numbers to non-serviced accommodation 

seeing an even more significant fall of over 20%.1  Visitor numbers are still some way 

behind the numbers seen prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. There remain, however, 

issues of congestion and visitor pressure at certain popular destinations. 

 
1.6 Despite these short-term fluctuations, there is excellent long-term market potential 

as visitors increasingly seek breaks in rural destinations to relax, unwind, and 

participate in a wide range of pursuits. The National Park already plays an important 

role as a sanctuary from fast-moving lifestyles in an exceptional natural environment, 

and interest is likely to grow over the next decade as health and wellbeing becomes 

as important as culture and heritage as a trip motivator. This potential can be seen 

across formats, including hotels, holiday rentals and camping, with glamping likely to 

grow further in popularity. 

 

1.7 The performance of visitor accommodation varies and reflects the motivations of 

many operators, some of which are professional businesses, some are lifestyle 

businesses, and others may be using accommodation as an adjunct to another 

business. In 2024, the indicative average occupancy rate from a sample of Tourism 

Economy accommodation businesses was 59%, somewhat lower than the 64% 

average for serviced accommodation businesses across South East England. The 

Average Day Rate for the Tourism Economy businesses in the National Park was £106. 

Occupancy over the same period for Sharing Economy accommodation was 52%. The 

Quality of the offer is generally high but could still be better when compared to other 

parts of the UK. Leisure represents the main trip purpose for 63% of staying visitors 

while a further 15% use paid for accommodation when visiting friends and relatives. 

 

1.8 The key challenges for the visitor economy - and the SDNPA and its partners - 

include: the congestion and visitor pressure at key sites; the successful governance of 

a highly fragmented sector operating across a large area; and the ability to connect 

up and improve the performance of a very disparate and large number of small 

businesses. The market will undoubtedly grow, with lots of accommodation set to 

profit from this growth, but it would be of much greater benefit for the National Park 

as a whole if this growth can be undertaken within a highly strategic partnership 

approach that is planned, agreed, adequately funded, and carefully monitored over 

the period of the new PMP and emerging LPR. 

 

 
1  STEAM Report for 2016 – 2023, South Downs National Park, 17 September 2024 
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1.9 The visitor economy can provide jobs, income, and other benefits, such as giving an 

impetus to the sympathetic reuse and improvement of many heritage buildings. With 

a well-resourced plan, however, it can also be an important connector to assist with 

the delivery of many other key themes set out in the PMP and LPR including, but not 

limited to: accessibility, arts, economy, heritage, outdoor learning, sustainable 

transport (including active travel) and volunteering.
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2 Introduction 
 
2.1 Tomorrow’s Tourism was commissioned by the South Downs National Park Authority 

(SDNPA) in April 2025 to carry out a review of visitor accommodation in the South 

Downs National Park (SDNP) in order to support the preparation of the South Downs 

Partnership Management Plan (PMP) and South Downs Local Plan Review (LPR). 

 

2.2 This report draws on, and summarises, a range of work. This includes a 

comprehensive audit of visitor accommodation, a survey of accommodation 

businesses, and a number of in-depth interviews with key stakeholders. The Asset 

Audit and the Survey Report are available as separate documents. 

 
2.3 The objectives of the commission were to assess: 

• The national, regional, and local context for visitor accommodation, including 

markets, performance, and trends; 

• A review of the current visitor accommodation within the National Park, 

mapped geographically and by type with key attractions and destinations; 

• A gap analysis to identify areas within the National Park where there may be 

an over or under supply of visitor accommodation (per type); 

• The identification of any “honeypots” and “hotspots”, and an analysis of how 

much, and what type of, accommodation is in proximity to these; 

• A profile, insight, and review of sustainably certified accommodation; 

• An analysis of affordable accommodation options (i.e., <£100 per night); 

• An analysis of accessible supply (accessibility); 

• An analysis of accommodation by types and category; 

• An analysis of occupancy rates throughout the year, and associated 

recommendations for where the Authority should be more restrictive or 

supportive; and 

• Overall recommendations for areas of opportunity, areas of concern, and 

where the SDNPA could play a more supportive role. 

 
2.4 The study area is the South Downs National Park which covers over 1,600 square 

kilometres of lowland landscape between Beachy Head (near Eastbourne in the east) 

and St. Catherine’s Hill (near Winchester in the west) over the counties of East 

Sussex, West Sussex, and Hampshire. In terms of all UK National Parks, the South 

Downs National Park has the largest population (circa 118,000 people), second 

largest number of visitors (circa 19 million annually), and third largest area (circa 

1600 km2). Its linear geography makes it more challenging to successfully manage 

and develop the visitor economy, when compared with most other protected 

landscapes. 
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2.5 This report has seven sections covering current UK tourism and accommodation 

trends, and the visitor economy in the National Park and its current performance: 

 

• Introduction 

• National, regional and local context 

• Visitor Accommodation in the National Park 

• Current Performance 

• Conclusions 

• Recommendations 

• Appendices 

 

2.6 The Asset Audit provides more details about the supply of visitor accommodation. 

This splits the supply into two clusters; the Tourism Economy and Sharing Economy: 

 

• The Tourism Economy reflects the professional sector. It is usually run by 

businesses that have a website, often employ staff, usually pay VAT, and may 

be a member of a tourism body (e.g. Destination Management Organisation). 

The Tourism Economy usually includes most serviced accommodation, but it 

can also include significant amounts of non-serviced accommodation (e.g. 

professionally-run holiday cottages or camp sites). 

• The Sharing Economy reflects the emergence of less formal operations that 

are usually promoted through one or more channels (such as Airbnb). The 

operations are often not businesses, but instead operated by property and 

homeowners, usually on a non-serviced basis. 

 

 
2.7 While there are two broad clusters / types of accommodation, there are also two 

main categories of accommodation – i.e., serviced and non-serviced. This recognises 

the very different experience provided by a serviced offer, which in general has 

declined in favour of non-serviced over the last decade. Within these categories 

there are a range of further sub-categories offered across the UK as per Table 1 

below: 
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Table 1 – Accommodation Categories and Typical Sub-categories 

  

 

2.8 As well as the Asset Audit, an optional business survey was completed by 53 

accommodation businesses in May 2025. The survey contained questions on the 

nature of respondents’ businesses and performance, and their perceived key 

challenges and opportunities for the visitor accommodation sector. 

 

2.9 A further seven in-depth interviews were conducted with senior representatives of 

the visitor accommodation sector, as well as other key stakeholders to gain a more 

strategic understanding of the challenges and opportunities facing the sector. 

 

2.10 A comprehensive accommodation audit was undertaken in 2014 and has been a 

helpful baseline for comparison.2 In summary, the 2014 audit identified at the time: 

• There was a largely leisure driven and seasonal market; 

• There were frequent shortages of all types of accommodation, both at weekends 

and in peak summer months; 

• There were clear prospects for future growth with good potential for the 

National Park to tap into the rural visitor accommodation development trends; 

• There were some clear gaps in current accommodation provision; and 

• There was strong interest from developers in visitor accommodation 

development. 

 

2.11 The term Visitor Economy is used in this report to include all establishments, 

operators, or businesses that may run visitor accommodation, visitor attractions, 

restaurants, transport services, visitor services, or be suppliers to the sector.  

 

 
2  Hotel Solutions , South Downs National Park Visitor Accommodation Review, December 2014 
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3 National, regional and local context 

Visitor Economy Policy Context 
 

Local Visitor Economy Partnerships (LVEPs) 

3.1. VisitEngland has developed the LVEP programme to ‘transform England’s visitor 

economy landscape through a new structure, with the aim of better sharing priorities, 

resources, and targets’. This has resulted in a portfolio of around 40 nationally 

supported and strategic LVEPs to provide strong leadership and governance in 

tourism destinations all over the country. The LVEPs will work in collaboration locally, 

regionally and nationally on shared priorities and targets. Their mission is to support 

and grow the visitor economy through robust destination management, strong 

stakeholder relationships, and clear planning. 

3.2. The agreed LVEPs covering the South Downs National Park include: 

• The Hampshire, Portsmouth, and Southampton LVEP – including the area of the 

National Park in Hampshire and three DMOs including Visit Winchester; and 

• The East Sussex, Brighton & Hove, and West Sussex LVEP – including those areas 

of the National Park in East and West Sussex and 11 DMOs. 

 

3.3. A strategy for growth to 2034 has been agreed for the East Sussex, Brighton & Hove, 

and West Sussex LVEP. The stated aim is a 50% spend increase prioritising high-value 

international, domestic, and business visitors, and seeing staying trips rise by 33% 

based on four priorities: 

• Developing high-quality infrastructure and experiences; 

• Attracting high value audiences; 

• Developing innovation and productivity in business support; and 

• Driving greater collaboration. 

 

District Plans and Destination Management Organisations (DMOs) 

3.4. At the more local level, there is a wide range of district councils and destination 

management organisations (DMOs) . These bodies are typically destination-based 

marketing-oriented partnerships that encourage visitation, working with and 

supporting both public and private sectors.  In the South Downs National Park, some 

of these DMOs have over-lapping geographies and many have limited resources. 
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South Downs Partnership Management Plan (PMP) and Local Plan Review (LPR) 

3.5. The SDNPA is responsible for the preparation of the South Downs Partnership 

Management Plan (PMP) and the South Downs Local Plan (currently under review). 

The PMP sets out the shared ambitions of many different partners and an 

overarching strategy for the management of the National Park over the next 5 years, 

while the Local Plan Review (LPR) sets out where development will take place and 

how planning applications will be considered over the next 15 years. 

3.6. The PMP and LPR are both seeking to promote “Regenerative Tourism” as per the 

commitment of the UK National Parks – see PMP Aim 7 and LPR Policy SD23. This is 

focused on championing and supporting development that contributes to the 

enhancement and regeneration of the places and communities in which it operates; 

and supporting activities that help to reduce carbon emissions and increase nature 

recovery, while ensuring the National Parks are relevant to everyone’s needs. 

3.7. As part of Aim 7, the draft PMP sees the visitor accommodation sector contributing 

to Objective 7.1 to support the growth of a greener economy while providing 

outstanding visitor experiences that benefit communities and the landscape. The 

draft also sets out targets to achieve this objective. These include supporting the 

LVEPs by increasing Tourism GVA within the National Park by 25% between 2024 and 

2030 (Target 7.1b), improving visitor experiences so that 99% of visitors rate their 

enjoyment of the National Park as “high” or “very high” (Target 7.1c), and increasing 

income from visitors by 100% by 2031 (Target 7.1d). 

UK Tourism Volume and Value 
 

3.8. This section provides an overview of recent and current tourism trends in the United 

Kingdom and provides information on markets, performance, and trends. England's 

tourism sector plays a crucial role in its economy, contributing significantly to 

employment, regional development, and cultural exchange. Overall, it is worth £74 

billion, circa 4% of GVA. 

3.9. Inbound tourism to the UK in 2023 reached 38 million visits, 7% below pre-pandemic 

levels, but spending was at a record £31.1 billion, up 9% from 2019. The average 

spend per visit was £819, though real-terms spending has declined. Holiday visits 

(42% share) dropped 6% compared to 2019, while visits to friends and relatives (34% 

share) increased. Business tourism made up 17% of inbound visits (25% below 2019 

levels, but 26% up from 2022) and generated £5.2bn in spending (17% of total 

inbound spend). The USA, France, and Germany remained the top markets for both 
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visits and spending.3 The Government’s target is to boost inbound tourism by 32% to 

50 million trips by 2030, implying 4% growth per year, well above the growth of the 

overall economy, but just about feasible providing there is continued investment in 

overseas marketing. International visits represent an opportunity for the South East 

and the South Downs National Park. 

3.10. In 2024, domestic overnight tourism in England declined by 10% to 90 million trips 

compared to 2023, but total (nominal) spending rose by 5% to £27 billion with 

average spend per trip increasing by 16%. The average trip length grew slightly to 2.9 

nights. Visiting friends and relatives remained the primary purpose (38% share) 

despite a 9% drop in volume, while holiday trips fell by 13%. Business made up 6% of 

trips and 9% of total domestic overnight spend in 2024.4 

3.11. There were 906 million tourism day visits to England in 2024, a decrease of 12% 

when compared to 2023.  Spending rose by 6% to £48 billion with average spend per 

visit up 21% to £53 in nominal terms.5 This reflects the impact of inflation and the 

cost-of-living crisis. 

3.12. In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, there was a significant rise in “staycations”, 

with more individuals opting to explore domestic destinations. This trend has 

persisted with visitors continuing to show interest in rural and coastal areas. Regions 

that offer natural beauty and outdoor activities have become particularly popular, 

reflecting a shift in preferences towards local experiences. This is also likely to be a 

helpful trend for the South Downs National Park. 

3.13. Consumers are prioritising quality over quantity, opting for premium experiences. 

Spending on domestic travel is rising with the average annual spend per traveller in 

2025 projected to be 12% higher than the UK average for the previous year.6 

3.14. The pace of growth of the UK visitor economy is forecast to increase in real terms 

over the next few years. Value growth will be led by premium sectors such as holiday 

cottages, luxury hotels, and wellness breaks. A climate-induced staycation trend is 

expected over the medium-term as warmer UK weather extends peak seasons and 

 
3  Office for National Statistics (ONS), released 17 May 2024, ONS website, article, Travel trends: 2023 – (NB 

Spend increase in nominal terms) 
4  VisitEngland, Great Britain Tourism Survey, 2024 
5  VisitEngland, Great Britain Tourism Survey: Day Visits, 2024 
6  Tourism Society Journal, February 2025 
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extreme Mediterranean weather patterns deter more travellers from taking overseas 

breaks in the peak summer months.7 

UK Consumer Trends 
 

Experiential and ‘Under-tourism’ Travel 

3.15. Travellers continue to seek unique experiences over traditional sightseeing. There is 

demand for lesser-known destinations to combat over-tourism. Hybrid holidays (e.g. 

rail journeys mixed with adventure travel) and film tourism are growing in popularity. 

AI-Powered and Personalised Travel 

3.16. Artificial Intelligence (AI) tools are increasingly being used for travel planning with 

demand for customised itineraries and flexible booking options on the rise. Younger 

travellers (25–34-year-olds) are the most engaged with AI-based recommendations. 

Sustainable and Ethical Tourism 

3.17. There is a growing demand for sustainable travel options, with many visitors 

reportedly seeking eco-friendly accommodation and experiences. 45% of travellers 

profess to prefer UK holidays to reduce their carbon footprint. This trend is 

supported by the UK government and local authorities to encourage sustainable 

practices within the sector, such as promoting green certification for accommodation 

providers and encouraging the use of public transport to reduce carbon footprints. 

There remains a gap between professed buying intention and actual purchasing 

behaviour. 

Cultural and Heritage Tourism 

3.18. England’s rich history and cultural heritage continue to attract visitors who are 

interested in exploring heritage sites, museums, and cultural festivals. This trend 

highlights the importance of preserving historical landmarks and offering immersive 

experiences that educate visitors about the local culture and traditions.  

Inclusion and Accessibility 

3.19. The accessible travel market is worth an estimated £274 billion annually in the UK.8 

Some 7% of UK holidaymakers prioritise finding a disabled-friendly holiday. Those 

seeking disabled-friendly accommodation or visitor attractions are found across all 

demographics, but this priority rises to 11% amongst those aged 75 and over. The 

older and affluent 'purple pound' will become increasingly influential as an ageing 

 
7  Mintel, UK Domestic Tourism Market Report, 2023 
8  Tourism Society Journal, February 2025 
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population looks for ways to continue lifelong holiday habits alongside managing a 

disability – especially as the travel-hungry ‘Boomer’ cohort advances into the elderly 

life stage. According to Mintel, there are opportunities for specialist brands offering 

fully serviced and supported holiday accommodation in coastal beauty spots. 

3.20. When considering accessibility, it is important to note that only 7% of disabled 

people in the UK are wheelchair users – the other 93% have a wide range of 

accessibility requirements, including physical, sensory and cognitive impairments. It 

is therefore important to consider other issues of accessibility and not just 

wheelchair access.9 

Accommodation and Spending Preferences 

3.21. UK-wide, hotels remain the top choice, followed by rental properties. City breaks are 

the most popular type of holiday, followed by rail journeys, walking and active 

holidays. The short-stay rental market, including quirky glamping pods, continues to 

show growth.  

3.22. Just over half of day visits to England in 2023 had a party size of 1 to 2 people, which 

have a higher average spend per person (£50 for solo travellers and £51 for 2 person 

parties per visit) than larger parties (£33 for parties of 10 or more). Spending at bars, 

clubs, and pubs declined by 2% in February 2025, the lowest growth in the last 12 

months. Restaurants remain challenged after many months of negative trading due in 

part to the continued cost-of-living crisis and higher employment costs.10 

Health and Wellbeing 

3.23. UK day visits that included a wellbeing experience showed a continuous increasing 

trend from 2022 to 2024, and had the highest average spend (per visit per person) of 

all activities at £124 per visit in 2024 (vs £52 on an average day visit).11 

Current Issues 
 

Economic Uncertainty 

3.24. Global political and economic challenges have introduced significant uncertainty, 

impacting visitor confidence and spending habits. There is also consumer doubt 

about new European Union and UK electronic travel authorisation systems and new 

visa requirements, as well as other constraints, such as the duty-free regime in the 

 
8  Visit England, 2025 
10  Barclays debit card and Barclaycard credit card transactions in the UK – year on year 12-month trend 
11  VisitEngland, Great Britain Tourism Survey: Day Visits 2024 Report 

https://www.visitbritain.org/research-insights/accessible-and-inclusive-tourism
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UK. Fluctuations in Sterling’s value and the threat of tariffs can make travel more 

expensive for international visitors, discouraging tourism. Rising inflation rates and 

the cost-of-living crisis have led to decreased disposable incomes for many travellers, 

resulting in a decline in both domestic and international tourism spending. 

3.25. The increase to employer National Insurance contributions, alongside the national 

living wage and minimum wage increases, have hit businesses hard, such as 

restaurants, bars, and hotels, with a reported loss of 69,000 hospitality jobs since 

April 2025.12 Many are already being forced to reduce investment, head counts, or 

opening hours in order to continue.  Some will be looking at AI solutions to alleviate 

costs pressures. For example, hotels are likely to change format to apart-hotels that 

have fewer serviced elements. 

3.26. Consumer confidence remains weak, but there are small signs of improvement 

compared to the worst periods of 2022 and early 2023. Perceptions of the wider 

economy have improved slightly, now at minus 19,  according to the GfK consumer 

confidence index, offering some hope, though confidence remains fragile.13 

Overcrowding / Visitor Pressure 

3.27. Popular destinations can experience overcrowding / visitor pressures during peak 

season. Some cases of overcrowding more recently are due to social media, 

particularly the "aspirational influencer" trend and the sharing of travel experiences. 

Social media facilitates the rapid spread of information, which can influence others' 

travel decisions. This can lead to certain destinations becoming highly popular due to 

a positive social media buzz, potentially resulting in overcrowding, detracting from 

the overall visitor experience, and increasing pressure on local services and the 

environment. Impacts in National Parks can include trail erosion, litter, and 

inappropriate vehicle parking. 

Environmental Concerns 

3.28. The visitor economy faces growing challenges related to its environmental impact. 

Stakeholders must better understand these challenges in order to develop effective 

management strategies that mitigate negative effects on local ecosystems and 

communities. Shifts in climate patterns are now affecting tourism seasons in many 

places. While warmer temperatures may lengthen the summer season, they can also 

bring adverse weather, negatively impacting outdoor attractions and activities. 

 
12   The Times  5th July 2025 reporting ONS statistics and UK Hospitality forecasts 

13  IQ GFK UK Consumer Confidence Index Score: -20 in May 2025; -20 in February 2025; and -22 in January 
2025 
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Technological Integration 

3.29. As technology continues to evolve, tourism businesses must keep pace with digital 

transformation, but 90% are micro-businesses and often find investment difficult. 

Requirements include online booking systems, utilising data analytics for marketing, 

and improving contactless services. Visitors are increasingly seeking access to 

information about attractions and places via mobile devices, often whilst already in 

the destination. 
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4 Visitor Accommodation in the National Park 
 

The Tourism Economy – Trends since 2014  
 

4.1 This section gives an overview of visitor accommodation within the National Park’s 

boundary. It details various aspects of the visitor accommodation sector quantifying 

the extent, distribution and type. Detailed maps can be found in the Asset Audit.14 

 

4.2 In general, since 2014, serviced accommodation has declined while non-serviced 

accommodation has increased. This is a national trend and reflected in the South 

Downs National Park with serviced accommodation reducing by almost two thirds 

from 305 properties to 112 since the 2014 audit (see Tables 2 and 3). In 2025, 36% of 

Tourism Economy accommodation is serviced, while 64% is non-serviced (see Table 3 

overleaf). 

 

4.3 There has been a significant increase in camping and caravanning which has doubled 

since 2014 (see Table 2), as well as an increase in Group / Hostels / Holiday Parks 

category, albeit from a low base for the latter, as there have been closures too, such 

as the YHA-run hostels at Arundel and Alfriston.15 The large drop in B&Bs and Guest 

Houses (-79%) reflects the national trend but note that this ‘reduction’ is more the 

result of a switch in category with previous B&B and Guest House owners turning to 

distribution channels like Airbnb which provide a greater incentive to run on a self-

catering basis. 

Table 2 – Change in Tourism Economy Accommodation from the 2014 Audit 

 
 

 
 

  

 
14  The audit can be considered to include >90% of all accommodation in the study area 
15  Group accommodation is often defined as those facilities offered to larger non-family groups with a special 

interest, often organised for young people. 
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The Tourism Economy in 2025 
 

4.4 Table 3 shows a more detailed breakdown of the situation today. There are 313 

accommodation establishments (# Est., run by 206 businesses) operating in the 

tourism economy in the South Downs National Park. Of these, there are 

approximately 1,245 rooms and 2,618 bedspaces available in the serviced part of the 

Tourism Economy, with a further 2,255 rooms (or pitches), and 8,292 bedspaces in 

the non-serviced part of the Tourism Economy. 

 

4.5 Room numbers offered by serviced establishments exceed those of non-serviced 

establishments with 23 hotels (including branded budget hotels) averaging 36 rooms 

each, 42 inns averaging 7 rooms each, and 47 B&Bs averaging circa 3 rooms each. 

Table 3 – Tourism Economy Accommodation in South Downs National Park in 2025 

 
 

4.6 Table 4 shows how the Tourism Economy is split between the county and district 

areas of the South Downs National Park. This broadly reflects land areas with 30%, 

44%, and 26% of establishments in Hampshire, West Sussex, and East Sussex, 

respectively. 

 

4.7 Over half of all establishments (56%) are in three district areas of the National Park. 

These are Chichester, East Hampshire, and Winchester, which all have significant land 

areas within the National Park. The district areas of the National Park in Horsham, 

Lewes, and Wealden account for a further 30% of establishments. While Brighton & 

Hove has a number of sharing economy establishments within the boundary of the 
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National Park, it only has one Tourism Economy business, the Chalky Downs 

campsite. 

Table 4 - Tourism Economy Visitor Accommodation in the South Downs National Park  
by County and District Areas 

 

 

4.8 The split of properties across the two Local Visitor Economy Partnerships is 70% in 

the East Sussex, Brighton & Hove, and West Sussex LVEP Area, and 30% in the 

Hampshire, Portsmouth & Southampton LVEP Area. 

Serviced Accommodation 
 

4.9 The largest hotel in the National Park is Voco (131 rooms) near Winchester. It traded 

under the Holiday Inn brand until 2024 and has recently benefited from a £2.5m 

refurbishment. There are a number of ‘country house’ style establishments such as 

Champneys Forest Mere, The Pig in the South Downs, and the Goodwood Hotel, part 

of the estate on the boundary of the Park. Other hotels, often in historic buildings 

and within settlements, are perhaps more typical of the serviced offer. These include 

the Nest in Petersfield, the Star in Alfriston, and the Spread Eagle Hotel in Midhurst 

(see Image 2 below). 
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Image 2 – Entrance to the 35 Room Spread Eagle Hotel, Midhurst 

 
 

Branded Budget Hotels 
 

4.10 There are just three branded budget hotels in the study area; two Premier Inns in 

Petersfield and Arundel, and a further Comfort Inn in Arundel (which is just outside 

the National Park boundary but is included as it was featured in the 2014 audit). 

There will be relatively few sites where such hotels may be commercially viable, but 

they invariably offer a consistent standard of service at a lower price point and bring 

local employment advantages. 

Image 3 – Entrance to Premier Inn’s 47 Room Hotel, Petersfield 
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4.11 There are only seven hotels in the key market towns of Lewes (1), Midhurst (3), 

Petersfield (2), and Petworth (1). 

B&B & Guesthouses 

4.12 The B&B offer is distributed throughout the National Park offering 10% of all serviced 

rooms with prices ranging from £100 per night in low season to £160 per night in 

high season.16  The average number of rooms offered is three per establishment, but 

there are outliers that offer more than ten rooms such as Langrish House B&B near 

Petersfield. There are also many more modest properties offering a warm welcome 

and great value such as Sunnyside Cottages in Rodmell, Lewes. Quality is very good 

for those who have a web presence, all being placed in the top quartile. 

Pubs & Inns 

4.13 There are 42 pubs/inns across the National Park, a decrease of seven establishments 

(14%) from the 2014 audit. Of these seven, two have closed, two are now pubs with 

no accommodation, one has diversified to offer self-catering units alongside its inn 

accommodation, one has been turned into boutique apartments and commercial 

units, and one was outside the National Park boundary. One pub, the Blue Bell Inn in 

Cocking is community-owned offering three rooms and a very high-quality offer. 

Image 4 – The Five Room Selsey Arms near West Dean, Chichester 

 

  

 
 
 16  For the purposes of the audit, high season is defined as August while low season is defined as November.  
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Non-Serviced Accommodation 
 

Self-Catering 

4.14 Self-catering has remained broadly similar in importance over the last 5 years for 

those operating in the Tourism Economy. A stock of 109 self-catering properties has 

increased to 121, operated by 45 businesses. Many businesses will typically have four 

or five units. There are a range of very high-quality operations such as Burrow Hill 

Barns near Ramsdean and Wallops Wood near Droxford, with a capacity for 110 

guests in 12 properties and a VisitEngland Excellence for England winner. Both are 

Premier Cottage members. These businesses will be creating year-round employment 

and supporting the local supply chain. 

 

4.15 The majority of the sharing economy offer will also be self-catering properties that 

include a wide range of formats and facilities. They are differentiated in this report by 

the distribution channel used and because they are not normally run as businesses. 

Camping & Caravanning 

4.16 The number of camping and caravanning sites has seen significant growth since 2014, 

and now equates to 68% of the National Park’s Tourism Economy accommodation 

capacity. Sites are relatively small compared to many other parts of the UK, providing 

an average of 25 pitches per site. They vary from high-end glamping to more 

traditional sites shielded in wooded areas suitable for a mix of mobile homes, 

caravans and camping. A map provided in the Asset Audit shows a small number of 

large sites particularly in the central and western parts of the National Park with less 

provision in East Sussex. 

Image 5 – The Central Facilities at Graffham’s Caravan & Camping Club Site 
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Group & Youth Accommodation 

4.17 There are a small number of other properties in the non-serviced category, either 

holiday parks or centres for youth and group markets. The Marwell Holiday Park for 

example has lodge, safari tent, caravan and camping accommodation with a café, 

restaurants, retail, and a whole range of activities on site. It was recently acquired, 

and is now managed by Landal, a leading company in the sector. A further 11 

establishments offer group accommodation. Four of these 11 include two YHAs near 

Lewes and Alfriston, the Sustainability Centre (between Clanfield and East Meon), 

and South Downs Bunkhouse (Houghton). 

The Sharing Economy 
 

4.18 The Sharing Economy refers to short-term let units listed on Airbnb and Vrbo, as 

reported by AirDNA. Out of a total of 4,680 units registered on Airbnb and Vrbo, 

there are 1,903 active units within the National Park, listed by 1,157 unique hosts.17 

These active units comprise 3,703 total rooms, sleeping up to 8,147 guests. Total 

annual income from Sharing Economy units across the South Downs National Park 

over the last twelve months was just over £40 million at an average of £21,117 per 

trading unit. 

Image 6 – Lombard Street Airbnb, Petworth 

  

 
17  Active units – i.e. those that have generated revenue in the last 12 months (LTM). Note: this figure includes 

multiple rooms within a single property. 
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4.19 Most Shared Economy accommodation is entire homes/apartments (84%) with an 

average of 1.9 rooms. Over 60% of hosts have more than one unit available for rent, 

reflecting the scale of the significant sector and source of income. A total of 1,035 

properties or 54%, are classed as either luxury or upscale, while 485 properties (26%) 

are defined as budget or economy. The balance of 365 properties (19%) are defined 

as ‘Midscale’.18  Some 209 properties (11%) employ the services of a property 

manager to help them market and manage the accommodation. The three most 

prominent companies in this role include Cottages.com., Henry Adams Holiday Lets 

and Sykes Holiday Cottages. 

 

4.20 As can be expected, there are higher densities of Shared Economy accommodation 

around the more populated areas of Lewes, Midhurst, Petersfield, and Petworth. 

Alfriston, Ditchling, East Dean, Findon, and the areas close to Chichester also have 

higher densities of Sharing Economy accommodation – please see the map on page 

11 of the Asset Audit. 

 

4.21 Table 5 below gives the key performance metrics with two comparators, the nearby 

Borough of Eastbourne and the Peak District National Park.19 

Table 5 – Key Sharing Economy Metrics 

  

 
18  18 of the active units are not defined which is why the overall figure does not add up to 1,903. 
19  The data for Eastbourne relates to Eastbourne Borough’s Planning Authority Area – i.e., the area of the 

borough outside of the South Downs National Park. 
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5 Current Performance  
 

5.1 This section summarises the current performance of accommodation in the Tourism 

Economy, first in general terms and then with a more specific overview of local 

performance. It was informed by a business survey of accommodation providers 

undertaken as part of this project in May 2025. The survey yielded 53 responses, 

some 17% of total local Tourism Economy accommodation. It provides an indicative 

view on many key metrics. 

UK Accommodation Performance Trends 

Hotels 
 

5.2 Market Dynamics – In 2024, the hotel sector saw a static situation with regard to 

domestic stays with 50% of UK adults staying in a hotel, down from 55% in 2022. This 

is partly due to increased confidence in international travel and the higher cost of 

living. The competition from short-term rental properties has intensified with 19% of 

UK adults opting for rental accommodation (1.5 times higher than pre-pandemic 

levels). 

 

5.3 Booking Trends and Customer Preferences – Almost two thirds of hotel bookings 

were made online. The cost-of-living crisis is prompting consumers to be cautious 

with spending. Consequently, 28% of UK adults do not plan to stay in a hotel in the 

year to September 2025, albeit up from 24% two years earlier. This shift has 

particularly impacted demand for short breaks. 

 

5.4 Despite a decline in future participation, interest in budget and luxury hotel stays has 

remained strong. Data suggests that more consumers favour cheaper options, while 

the more affluent clientele in the luxury segment is likely helping to sustain demand 

for high-end choices. This stability in both budget and luxury segments puts pressure 

on the mid-market hotels, which are caught between these two extremes.20 

 

5.5 Leading Brands – Premier Inn and Travelodge, the largest hotel operators in the UK, 

are expanding aggressively. Premier Inn aims to increase its rooms from 85,920 to 

98,000 by 2030 and Travelodge plans to open hotels in approximately 300 new 

locations (opening 15-20 hotels per year when real estate market conditions 

improve). In response to inflationary pressures, luxury hotel chains are launching 

more affordable brands. For instance, Marriott's Four Points Express by Sheraton and 

Hilton's Spark are new midscale and premium economy options. 

 
20  Source Mintel (2024) Hotels – UK – 2024 
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5.6 Premier Inn and Travelodge have a similar share of individual users compared to 

before the pandemic, while Airbnb expanded its customer pool significantly to 

become the second most used brand (ahead of Travelodge) over the past year. 19% 

of UK adults used the brand in the year to November 2023, up from 12% in the year 

to November 2019. Brands launched for long-stay guests include Hilton’s new 

extended-stay brand under the working title Project H3, an apartment-style 

accommodation for those typically staying 20 nights or more. Elsewhere, Hyatt Hotels 

Corporation launched extended-stay brand Hyatt Studios. 

 

Outlook 

5.7  Opportunities include: 

• Older Demographics – The ageing population offers some hotels a market 

opportunity but this may need investment in accessible features to make a stay 

more convenient for older visitors. 

• Apartment-style hotels – 74% of UK hotel guests are interested in staying in an 

aparthotel, with 25-to-44-year-olds, families, and affluent travellers particularly 

interested. Brands both in and outside the travel industry are responding to the 

strong demand. For example, Vertus Edit, part of the residential rental arm of 

Canary Wharf Group, is set to open its first aparthotel. 

• All-inclusive deals – 74% of hotel guests show interest in all-inclusive deals from 

hotels, rising to 83% of parents of under-18s. Offering good hotel restaurant 

quality is important when promoting all-inclusive offers. 34% of those interested 

in all-inclusive stays prioritise this when choosing a hotel compared to 22% of 

those who are not. 

• Glamping experiences – Interest in glamping at a hotel's site is strong (53%), 

particularly among younger and more affluent guests. A recent partnership in this 

area is Hilton teaming up with AutoCamp to offer accommodation in Airstream 

suites and luxury tents in natural environments. This represents an important 

opportunity for the South Downs National Park. 

Holiday Rental Properties 21 
 

5.8 Market Growth and Trends – Holiday rental properties have shown the highest 

resilience and growth potential among accommodation types. The COVID-19 

pandemic accelerated the trend towards self-catering rentals, favoured for their 

affordability and personal space. In 2023, domestic holiday rental stays increased by 

 
21  Source Mintel (2023) Holiday Rental Property – UK – 2023 
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1.1%, with spending growing by 3.2% to £3.3 billion. The segment's growth, though 

slightly slower than the previous year, is expected to continue. 

 

5.9 The pandemic significantly boosted the use of holiday rental properties, with 29% of 

UK adults having stayed in such accommodations in the three years to April 2023, an 

increase from 25% in April 2017. Airbnb has introduced a new 'Rooms' category to 

address cost-of-living concerns. This category features affordable room options, 

enhancing its appeal to budget-conscious travellers. Airbnb's focus on detailed host 

profiles and privacy features aims to build trust and attract a broader customer base. 

Outlook 
 

5.10 The domestic holiday rental property market remains buoyant and is expected to 

grow further to 9.1 million stays by 2028, with associated spending reaching 

approximately £3.6 billion. 

 

5.11 Upcoming regulatory changes that were foreseen by the previous government are 

still to be confirmed.22 These include the introduction of a registration scheme 

addressing some consumers’ concerns about staying in holiday rental properties, and 

should also help to protect communities.23 However, these changes could also affect 

the willingness or ability of hosts to rent out their property. 

Camping and Caravanning 24 

5.12 Consumer trends in the camping and caravanning markets in the UK highlight a 

preference for affordable and unique experiences with younger generations and 

families leading the demand. Wellness holidays, nature-based experiences, and 

premium options like glamping are gaining traction, despite challenges to growth. 

There is also a growing interest in off-peak camping, with an emphasis on social 

interaction and eco-friendly accommodation. 

 

5.13 The UK camping and caravanning sector faced a decline in value in 2024 due to 

weather and economic pressures, though interest remains high, especially among 

younger generations and families. 

 
22  The new regulations may include a new planning class for short-term rentals with a full-time holiday let 

likely to be reclassified as use class C5, a policy that will see holiday let properties require planning 

permission from the local authority, as well as the introduction of a national register for short-term lets, and 

the abolition of the furnished holiday lettings regime (tax relief for owners of FHLs) from April 2025. 

23  https://www.gov.uk/government/news/short-term-lets-rules-to-protect-communities-and-keep-homes-
available 

24  Sources: Mintel UK Camping and Caravanning Market Report 2025; Statista 2025 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/short-term-lets-rules-to-protect-communities-and-keep-homes-available
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/short-term-lets-rules-to-protect-communities-and-keep-homes-available
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5.14 It is projected that the UK camping market will generate a revenue of £718m in 2025 

and is estimated to grow annually at a rate of 3.64% resulting in a projected market 

volume of £811.32m by 2029, with 6.53 million users. The expected average revenue 

per user (ARPU) for the camping market is £127.27. 

 

Outlook 
 

5.15 The outlook for the camping market is positive and this can support accommodation 

in the South Downs National Park: 

• Customers in the UK are increasingly seeking outdoor experiences and activities, 

driving demand for camping equipment and accessories. 

• The trend towards sustainable and eco-friendly products has also influenced 

consumer preferences in the camping market, with a growing interest in 

environmentally conscious camping gear. 

• The UK’s camping market has seen a rise in demand for glamping 

accommodations, reflecting a growing interest in luxury outdoor experiences. 

Annual Occupancy and Average Daily Rate in the South Downs National Park 
 

5.16 A survey of accommodation providers operating in the Tourism Economy was 

undertaken to inform this Review. This yielded a self-selecting sample of 53 providers 

who, further to contact by the South Downs National Park, opted to complete the 

survey. The results are given below and should be considered as indicative given the 

range of different businesses that took part and a sample size that represents just 

17% of all the Tourism Economy properties operating in the National Park. 

 

5.17 The overall average occupancy in the National Park was just short of 59% for both 

serviced and non-serviced accommodation.25 In 2024, the average room occupancy 

in the wider South East England was 64% for serviced accommodation.26 Although 

lower than national and regional trends, the occupancy rate for Tourism Economy 

accommodation in the National Park has improved from 53.5% in 2022, to 55.2% in 

2023, and to 58.7% in 2024. The occupancy rate is short of the England average when 

considering serviced accommodation performance. The non-serviced 

accommodation will generally trade at lower occupancy rates and so reduce the 

overall average given above. Figure 1 (overleaf) shows a wide range of different 

occupancy rates reported. Those with a lower occupancy indicates that the 

 
 
 

  25  Tomorrow’s Tourism 2025 – Survey of Accommodation Providers 53 responses / Q 25 n= 31 
26  VisitEngland 2025 England Occupancy Survey, January 2025 
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accommodation may be just one element of a wider business that could include, for 

example, farming or other land-based activity. Those with higher occupancy indicates 

a greater focus on accommodation provision as a sole business aim. 

 

5.18 In 2024, the Average Day Rate (ADR) for serviced properties in South East England 

was £89. In the same year, the ADR in the National Park was £106 (and again this is 

reflecting a wider range of accommodation, not just serviced accommodation). The 

higher ADR reflects a destination that can typically command higher prices due to its 

location, the nature of the offer, and the proximity to the South East / London 

market. The ADR in the National Park reported range is skewed higher than average 

with 40% of the sample trading at a rate of over £120 per room per night, while only 

20% have an ADR of less than £70. 

 

Figure 1- Occupancy in 2024 across the random sample of South Downs accommodation businesses 

 
 

5.19 With reference to Figure 1 above, commercial hotel developers will normally invest in 

new-build hotels where there is an indication of undersupply. This is typically when 

year-round occupancy rates approach 75% or above. Southampton, for example, 

regularly sees 75%, as does Gloucester and Plymouth. This level of demand can make 

investment viable although there are other hurdles including funding, construction 

costs, and planning. The latter is often lengthy, expensive and may have unclear 

outcomes.27 

 
27  Colliers (2023) Enabling hotel development for enhancing destinations TMI Hot Topic Event Marc Finney 

Hotels & Resorts Consulting  
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5.20 The majority of providers in the business survey sample (70%) are micro-businesses 

employing between 0 and 4 people full time (although this is lower than the national 

average and indicates that the sample has attracted a disproportionate number of 

larger businesses) with 11% of the sample employing between 5 and 9 people and 

7% between 10 and 49 people. Those employed on a part-time basis were even more 

likely to be employed by a business of between 0 and 4 people. 

 

5.21 Some 35% of the sample had additional businesses supporting the accommodation, 

including other elements of the visitor economy. Respondents reported a range of 

linked assets including a café, restaurant, tea-room, wedding venue, as well as other 

enterprises, including a livery, bakery school, timber crafts, an estate tour and a 

vineyard. That over a third of the sample have additional income sources shows the 

inter-woven nature of many accommodation businesses, supporting a range of 

enterprises that are rooted in the local environment. 

Booking Channels 
 

5.22 The majority of respondents reported that the primary booking channel was their 

own website. Of the major online booking channels, half reported using Airbnb and 

45% reported using Booking.com. The relatively low use of channels like Expedia 

(10%) and Hotels.com (9%) is likely to reflect the lack of a serviced offer. 75% of those 

who responded to the survey question also have phone or email booking available. 

Other channels used include Sykes Cottages, Cottages.com and Premier Cottages, 

which indicates a higher end offer. 

 

5.23 Online Travel Agencies (OTAs) have significantly transformed the visitor 

accommodation sector by reshaping the way travellers book their stays and how 

properties manage their bookings. OTAs play an important role in matching evolving 

consumer demand with available supply. They have expanded the reach of tourism 

businesses by allowing small and medium-sized enterprises to showcase their 

offerings to a global audience. The issue for many businesses, however, is the 

perceived high commission rates charged. 
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Grading, Quality and Awards 
 

5.24 Respondents to the business survey were asked to confirm the grading of their 

accommodation, either offered by the AA or VisitEngland, offered by other 

organisations, or self-assessed on the basis of industry norms. Results are shown in 

Figure 2 below.28 

Figure 2 – Grading of Accommodation 

 
 

5.25 Drawing on online reviews from May 2025, accommodation quality is assessed by 

taking reviews from a sample of 88 Tourism Economy accommodation 

establishments on TripAdvisor and giving each a percentage score based on the 

number of ‘excellent’ and ‘very good’ ratings combined as a proportion of total 

ratings. These are then sorted into Quartiles as per the chart in Figure 3 below. 

 

Figure 3 – Quality of Accommodation – Online Rating 

 
 

 
28  June 2025 – Survey of Accommodation Providers n=53 
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5.26 The quality score for Tourism Economy accommodation in the South Downs National 

Park is generally good, with 75% of all establishments being in the first quartile 

(“high-quality”) and 22% being in the second quartile (“good quality”). Just 3% of 

establishments fall into the third quartile and there are none in the fourth quartile. 

Third quartile businesses will typically have issues to resolve while fourth quartile 

businesses will be of very poor quality. 

 

5.27 The percentage in the first quartile is, however, lower than similar accommodation in, 

for example, Essex where 86% of properties were placed in the first quartile. 

 

5.28 Seven respondents (13% of the sample) responded positively to the question about 

sustainability. Of these, six held the Green South Downs Tourism Award, and one was 

a certified B Corp. The wider asset audit also captured just one each of the following 

awards: AA Breakfast Award, VisitEngland Silver Award, Green Tourism Silver Award, 

and VisitEngland Pets Welcome. Among the Airbnb properties, 22% have ‘Superhost’ 

status, a badge the platform automatically awards to top-performing Hosts.29 

 

5.29 Four businesses (8%) in the survey reported an accessibility certification with two of 

these reporting a connection to VisitEngland’s National Accessibility Scheme and two 

having received an Access Audit or other specialist advice. 

 

5.30 In 2015, a report by VisitBritain30 estimated that 30% of establishments in the UK 

were accessible (‘accessible’ was defined as having a step-free access and at least 

one room for wheelchair users). So the current performance of the businesses in the 

survey sample could be seen as somewhat lower, although caution is needed in 

inferring that those businesses who are not certified are less accessible. The 

VisitBritain report also found that nearly two thirds (63%) of businesses which 

provide for accessibility needs did not promote that fact. In 2018, VisitBritain found 

that 19% of the population had a health impairment, with the most common being 

long-term illness. Long domestic holidays (4+ nights) were the most common type of 

trip for those with a health impairment. 

 

Core Markets 

5.31 Two thirds of visitors staying in accommodation are on holiday / at leisure, with a 

further 15% using paid accommodation to be able to visit friends and relatives. 

Figure 4 shows that businesses also estimate that a further 10% are attending events 

and festivals, with a similar number estimated to be travelling on business. 

 
29  Details of Airbnb’s Superhost requirements can be found here 
30  National Survey on Accessibility Provision (2015) 

https://www.airbnb.com/help/article/829
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Figure 4 – Purpose of Visit to South Downs National Park 

 

 

Churn and Development 

5.32 Over the last five years, six owners (13% of those responding) reported that 

ownership of the accommodation had changed hands which, if scaled up to reflect 

the entire Tourism Economy in the National Park, indicates that 41 businesses could 

have changed hands, which is an average of eight a year. There was no change to the 

number of rooms in 74% of properties, but 22% increased the number of rooms 

while 4% decreased the number of rooms. This implies that around 16 businesses 

across the National Park could seek to make such changes each year, most of these 

are likely to be enlargements. In general, however these are likely to be small 

upgrades with an average addition of six rooms. Planning permission was sought by 

one third of respondents - of these, two thirds were successful and one third was 

unsuccessful. 

 

5.33 Capital investment was made by three quarters of businesses responding to the 

survey. These typically included refurbishments, upgrades, and adding new formats 

such as glamping accommodation or shepherd’s huts, ensuite facilities, heat pumps, 

rainwater harvesting systems, bike storage, hot tubs, and hard standing for pitches. 

The cost of this work varied with an indicative average of £360,000 equating to 

annual investment into the Tourism Economy in the National Park of some £15 

million per year. This will also be of benefit to many small suppliers. 

 

5.34 The investment forecast from the sample is not as healthy, with 28% of businesses 

likely to invest in the future, while 35% are unlikely to invest and 37% are undecided. 
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Supply & Demand 
 

5.35 Table 6 below shows the number of bedspaces occupied based on an occupancy rate 

of 58.7% for Tourism Economy accommodation and 52% for Sharing Economy 

accommodation in the National Park. The total supply is circa 6.2 million bednights 

per year with the Tourism Economy offering 57% of total bedspaces. Theoretical 

occupancy is based on a total of 325 days per year operation, taking account of 

refurbishments and unforeseen closures. 

 

5.36 Current demand is estimated on the basis of 2019 GBTS figures for National Parks, as 

shown in Appendix II, as this is currently the most accurate way of assessing demand. 

Demand in 2019 is likely to be similar to current visitor numbers. An estimate of 

100,000 international visitors is added to the domestic demand of 2,948,000 giving a 

total of over 3 million bedspaces per year. 

 

Table 6 – Total Accommodation Supply against Demand 
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6 Conclusions 

Key Challenges 

6.1 Visitor pressure at key sites – There is a current challenge regarding the numbers 

and management of visitors to various popular honeypot sites across the South 

Downs National Park.31 This particularly concerns day visitors to around 40 key sites 

and is more pronounced in the eastern area (56% of sites), with the central and 

western areas containing a further 27% and 17% of sites which experience high 

footfall, respectively. Management plans, for example, that seek to reduce the 

impact of visitors or increase the durability of resources are strategies already 

employed to varying degrees by land managers.32 Contemporary and time-series 

data on footfall counts, mobile phone traffic, and other sources are likely to assist in 

the design of solutions for these important places. See Section 3 of the Asset Audit 

for a map of the key sites, along with the visitor attractions around them. 

 

6.2 A highly fragmented sector – The governance of the visitor economy will be more 

difficult than in other UK National Parks due to geography. As Figure 5 shows, the 

South Downs National Park is longer than other UK National Parks, and there is not 

yet a fully mature system of tourism governance. 

 
Figure 5– Difference in scale, LVEPs and DMOs across selected National Parks 

 

 
31 ‘Honeypot’ – Something which attracts people in great numbers (Collins Online Dictionary) 
32 Rober Manning (2017) Managing Outdoor Recreation - Case Studies in the National Parks 2nd Ed. CABI 
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6.3 Appendix III shows the wide range of DMOs that will have varied and differing 

interests in the National Park and usually have an over-riding promotional purpose. 

The situation is particularly congested in Sussex. Establishing guidelines outlining the 

individual contributions of each DMO—and how they can best support the National 

Park’s special qualities, appropriate positioning, and promotional messaging—along 

with agreements to avoid promoting key hotspots in favour of lesser-visited areas, 

could provide a constructive path forward. 

 

6.4 A Disparate Business Network – Such fragmentation also has implications for 

supporting business growth as they will be subject to lots of voices and demands. 

Given the geography, the different sectoral interests (camping, self-catering etc) are 

likely to be well spread out. This is also happening in the context of a relatively new 

National Park which has – as its main role – significant planning responsibilities. 

Robust initiatives to involve businesses, such as in the Green South Downs or the 

Visitor Giving scheme, have perhaps not created the cut-through initially expected. 

 

6.5 The business base of the Tourism Economy is currently estimated to be made up of a 

professional element (circa 40%), a lifestyle segment made up of early retirees or 

other incomers (circa 30%), and those who have lived and worked in the National 

Park for years and are using tourism as an economic supplement to other enterprises 

such as farming (circa 30%). These different motivations also have implications for 

how these businesses are advised, connected, networked, and supported. 

 

6.6 The SDNPA operates in a completely different world to many of these small 

businesses, and it is a world that is often alien to them. There may be benefit in 

rethinking how business advice is given. For example, the current 28-page Technical 

Advice Note on camping and glamping is very thorough, but for the audience it might 

be better summarised, simplified and presented in a more accessible way. Rather 

than splitting advice down into sectors, an approach may be to provide a guide for 

the whole Tourism Economy, as the National Forest have done.33 

 

6.7 As the local planning authority, it is not always appropriate or possible for the SDNPA 

to provide the support to the Tourism Economy that is needed. New approaches to 

ensure that the network can be supported should be considered - with these 

contracted and delivered on behalf of SDNPA -  or aligned to its aims. Consideration 

should be given to the delivery of a range of services under contract by LVEPs or 

DMOs and other partnerships or agencies. There is a large question about the 

effectiveness of current marketing activity and how it is assisting the National Park. 

 
33  National Forest (2021) A National Forest design guide – Sustainable tourism accommodation 

https://www.nationalforest.org/sites/default/files/2024-04/0047%20NFC%20Sustainable%20accommodation%20guide%20v7%20WEB%20ABE25FINAL-03.pdf
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Key Opportunities & Options 
 

Market Assessment 
 

6.8 There is an excellent opportunity to tap into the growing market reported earlier 

where the National Park is well placed to benefit. Visitors are increasingly seeking 

rural destinations which can provide ‘slow tourism’, relaxation, wellness, personal 

growth, isolation, back to nature, heritage, peace and quiet, along with activities and 

pursuits in the countryside. The potential is possibly greater for the South Downs 

(compared to other National Parks) due to the unparalleled catchment, ease of 

access, and the relative ‘newness’ of the destination. The SDNPA’s wider goals 

around sustainability, biodiversity, and climate will increasingly resonate with 

consumers who are becoming more concerned about environmental degradation. 

More impactful phenomena, notably climate change, will also create the opportunity 

for more leisure and tourism demand over the longer term, as many of the vineyards 

in the National Park will currently attest to. 

Accommodation Development Options 
 

6.9 The work undertaken has confirmed that accommodation supply currently exceeds 

visitor demand, which is a change to the findings of the 2014 report. This has been 

facilitated by the growth of the Sharing Economy via Airbnb and related channels. 

This has seen a rise from a marginal number of listings in 2014 to 1,903 trading 

properties offering 3,703 rooms across the National Park in 2025. There is no 

immediate need that cannot be met by existing accommodation.  Indeed, it is likely 

to be more important to raise occupancy for the existing accommodation base and 

support these businesses to improve their performance and also contribute to the 

special qualities of the National Park. In conclusion, the evidence of this Review 

indicates there is no immediate need to increase visitor accommodation provision. 

 

6.10 Based on expressed investment intentions in the sample, existing accommodation 

may be likely to generate up to 30 planning applications per year across the National 

Park, which may incrementally add between 120 to 150 rooms per year (although 

this will need to be monitored). As far as accommodation sub-categories go, it would 

be helpful to outline a generally positive approach for refurbishment and increases in 

room numbers where appropriate. In the light of current over-supply, Table 7 below 

gives a possible approach for further consultation. 
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6.11 The advantage of the Tourism Economy is that it can provide accommodation in 

properties that have strong historic, cultural, and landscape connections rooted to 

the place in which they are situated. This close connection between tourism 

operations and the special qualities of the National Park is why it is also an important 

solution to many of the National Park’s wider challenges. 

Table 7 – Possible Approaches to Visitor Accommodation Development 

  

Accommodation Clusters 
 

6.12 The project brief sought to identify clusters of visitor accommodation and 

understand where there may be an over or under supply of visitor accommodation. 

Appendix IV shows the clusters, Appendix V splits the clusters into serviced and non-

serviced accommodation, and Appendix VI shows the distribution of the Sharing 

Economy. The combination of the Tourism Economy and the Sharing Economy means 

that, even outside of the main clusters, there are places to stay nearby. 
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6.13 Wine tourism is becoming more popular and remains an opportunity for the South 

Downs National Park given that 25% of all vineyards in the UK are in Sussex.34 This 

viticulture industry is growing and can be supported by related accommodation, both 

on the vineyard estates themselves and through symbiotic relationships with nearby 

accommodation providers. Currently only four vineyards offer accommodation and 

there is significant growth potential, both in terms of new supply and new demand. 

See Appendix VII for the related map. Margaret River in Australia and Napa Valley / 

Sonoma in USA are good examples of how the visitor economy can work successfully 

with the viticulture sector. 

 

6.14 The South Downs Way offers the opportunity to encourage accommodation 

providers along the route to engage in joint development and marketing, supported 

by Natural England and local authorities. The listing currently used to showcase 

accommodation is somewhat out of date. A product development programme could 

help operators near the path to align their businesses to the special qualities of the 

National Park and become ambassadors for the place. One model used in the Wild 

Atlantic Way in Ireland saw a comprehensive programme of Visitor Experience 

Development Planning with many businesses along the route. 35 The Dark Skies 

designation may also offer further niche potential. 

 

Image 7 - South Downs Way signage on the B2141 

 

 

 
34  Sussex Wine Tourism. The Prospectus for growth was published in June 2023 and sets out the steps to 

develop the county’s wine tourism offer and secure Sussex’s place as the UK’s leading wine destination. 

35  See Failte Ireland (2022) Wild Atlantic Way Regional Tourism Development Strategy 2023 – 2027 

https://sussexmodern.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/SUSSEX-MODERN-Tourism-Growth-Plan-_web.pdf
https://www.failteireland.ie/FailteIreland/media/WebsiteStructure/Documents/Wild%20Atlantic%20Way/Wild-Atlantic-Way-Regional-Tourism-Development-Strategy.pdf
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6.15 It would be beneficial to find ways where further investment can be made into the 

visitor economy, as a step-change will be needed to put in place the regenerative 

tourism ambitions set out in the draft PMP. Tourism is currently last on the list in the 

draft PMP but it can fulfil an important role, as investment in the sector can also help 

deliver other elements of the SDNPA’s mission. While the visitor economy can drive 

income, wealth, development, learning, skills, and new businesses, it can also 

contribute to many of the other PMP priorities such as Arts and Heritage, Outdoor 

Learning for Young People, National Park for all, Sustainable Transport and Increased 

Volunteering. 
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7 Recommendations 
 

7.1 The level of investment needed to deliver a truly regenerative visitor economy will 

require additional resources. Given current budget constraints within the National 

Park Authority, it will be important to secure other public funding and partnership 

activity to deliver many of these recommendations. In our view, major benefits will 

arise in having a more strategic approach to the development of the visitor economy 

and making it more of a priority. 

 

7.2 Potential recommendations are given under four headings: 

• Strategic Approach & Governance; 

• Visitor Management; 

• Business Network Development; and 

• Accommodation Supply. 

Strategic Approach & Governance 
 

1. Agree on high level targets as part of the PMP process. These could include: 

• Converting day to stay; 

• Increasing length of stay; 

• Raising accommodation occupancy; 

• Increasing the number of businesses in ‘Our South Downs’ network; and 

• Increasing visitor giving. 
 

2. Further define the National Park’s role and how it might develop over the six-year 
period of the next PMP, who the key partners are, the priorities, funding 
requirements, likely suppliers, delivery arrangements etc. 

3. Agree with both LVEPs the core partnership objectives and targets, mutual 
expectations, working arrangements, National Park positioning and messaging. 
Consider the development of the SDNP’s brand position, profile and promotional 
activities, with a core objective to raise accommodation occupancy from current 
levels. 

4. Given imminent local government reorganisation, consider and draw up 
agreements with districts / new unitary authorities to define messaging, marketing 
objectives and other matters of mutual interest. 

5. Strengthen communications around the connection between landscape, nature, 
and individual wellbeing, highlighting how businesses and visitors can benefit from 
engaging with the natural surroundings and special qualities of the National Park. 
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6. Consider broadening the aims of the South Downs National Park Trust to include 
the conversion of heritage buildings for visitor accommodation use; improvements 
to walking and cycling provision; and encouraging visitor volunteering. (The latter 
may need a new approach or partnership with a CIC vehicle or similar). 

7. Engage with the prospective Hampshire and Sussex Mayors to advocate for 
enhanced accessibility and public transport infrastructure, ensuring visitors can 
easily reach key attractions. This includes discussing potential service improvements 
and accessibility measures. 

Visitor Management 
 

8. Revise and invest in the South Downs Trust Visitor Giving scheme, setting annual 
targets for business participation. 

9. Collaborate with partners to accurately identify and track visitor numbers, 
associated metrics, and management challenges at popular sites such as, but not 
limited to, Seven Sisters Country Park. 

10. Facilitate partnerships with transport providers to promote sustainable travel 
options within the National Park. Work closely with transport and highways teams 
to ensure a coordinated approach to improving access. 

11. Explore the implementation of "local traffic only" advisory signage on unclassified 
county roads and arrangements for byways open to all traffic, to alleviate 
congestion or damage caused by visitor traffic. 

12. Promote collaboration among public transport operators, including the Cuckmere 
Community Bus and train companies, to develop joint ticketing initiatives and 
marketing strategies for public transport options. 

13. Identify and promote public transport hubs that provide easy access to walking 
routes in the National Park, encouraging visitors to use sustainable travel methods. 

14. Review the promoted PROW network with a view to increasing the number of 
promoted inland walks to alleviate pressure on coastal paths. 

15. Consider collaboration with public transport operators to create and promote "bus 
to walk" or "train to walk" linear routes along the South Downs Way. Focus on 
improving the accessibility of the South Downs Way as a key attraction. 

16. Encourage the LVEP to promote less-visited areas of the National Park, helping to 
distribute visitor numbers more evenly and reduce congestion at popular sites. 

17. Explore strategies to effectively manage visitor flows and encourage dispersion from 
honeypots and hotspots to less crowded areas. Publish information on responsible 
tourism, the countryside code, and related material. 
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18. Collaborate with the National Trust to improve amenities at popular walking 
locations. This partnership might focus on enhancing visitor facilities and services 
such as dog waste bins and providing clear signage for responsible pet ownership. 

Business Network Development 
 

19. Consider an easy-to-read toolkit for tourism economy businesses that outlines best 
practices for engaging with the SDNPA during planning and development processes. 

20. Consider an accommodation network for Airbnb properties to encourage greater 
connection to National Park principles and to encourage improvements in 
sustainability / net zero performance. 

21. Consider providing resources for Airbnb properties that highlight the National Park’s 
offer, including activities, attractions, and responsible tourism practices. This could 
include digital toolkits / brochures for guests to enhance their experience and 
promote sustainable behaviours. 

22. Develop and run visitor economy planning workshops to assist visitor economy 
businesses with their development aspirations. 

23. Encourage collaboration among tourism stakeholders by organising workshops and 
networking events. Engage with the Sussex Hospitality and Tourism Network to help 
with rolling out regenerative tourism initiatives. 

24. Develop clear messaging for accommodation providers to promote responsible 
visitor behaviour and educate guests on the countryside code. This messaging 
should emphasise the importance of respecting the natural environment and 
following local guidelines. 

25. Review the South Downs Green Tourism Business scheme and consider 
modifications in light of other actions under this theme. 
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Accommodation Supply 
 
Table 7 highlights potential approaches to all aspects of accommodation supply. These 
recommendations below can be seen to encapsulate the major opportunities. 
 

26. Farms – Consider a farm diversification programme with associated grants and 
other support, to facilitate camping and caravanning facilities (including glamping), 
together with the reuse of farm and other heritage buildings for self-catering use, 
or new build where appropriate. 

27. Pubs – Assess the potential of supporting conversion of the 40+ pubs currently 
without accommodation to include additional rooms. 

28. Group & Hostel – Identify operators, developers, and potential sites, with a view to 
expanding the Houghton bunkhouse concept across the National Park, with priority 
given to sites within two miles of the South Downs Way. 

29. Airbnb – Consider a membership scheme, potentially run by DMOs or LVEPs, and 
provide materials to help ensure standards are met in the context of the likely 
Statutory Registration Scheme and possible new Land Use Class C5. 

30. Collaborate with vineyards to integrate public transport, making it easier for visitors 
to explore wine-related attractions while minimising environmental impact. 
Implement supportive policies for vineyards and local wine tourism, including a 
vineyard trail, to foster growth in this sector. 

31. Develop product and related marketing centred around "slow tourism" experiences 
that incorporate dark skies tourism, encouraging visitors to appreciate the 
tranquillity and beauty of the natural environment. 

32. Explore opportunities to promote gardens within the National Park as significant 
visitor attractions, highlighting their unique contributions to the landscape and 
visitor experience. 

33. Investigate ways to elevate the profile of arts and culture within the National Park, 
which can enrich the overall visitor experience, attract diverse audiences, and help 
meet a key PMP theme. 
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8 Appendices 
 

Appendix I – Tourism Economy Accommodation by number of Establishments, Rooms and Beds 
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Appendix II – Domestic Tourism Volumes to National Parks in 2019 
 

 
 
NB: 
VisitBritain 2020 Great Britain Tourism Survey 2019 - Table ranked by Holidays / Nights.  
Domestic volumes of 2,468,000 (Holidays) and 480,000 Business visits. Total domestic volume circa 2,948,000 with an estimated 100,000 international visits added 
making 3,048,000 visits. 
Steam UK National Park model reports 18,964,000 visits in 2019, meaning that on the basis of the GBTS figures around +/- 12% of visits were staying. 
(Indicative figure as methodologies are no strictly comparable. STEAM’s estimate is lower at 3.6%).  
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Appendix III – Indicative DMO Landscape 
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Appendix IV – Tourism Economy Clusters 
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Appendix V – Tourism Economy Clusters by Serviced and Non-Serviced Accommodation 
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Appendix VI – Sharing Economy by Clusters and number of Rooms 
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Appendix VII – Tourism Economy Serviced Accommodation and Vineyards 
 

 


