Salcombe businesses warn new parking fees risk damaging seaside economy
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Residents and business owners in Salcombe, often referred to as Chelsea-on-Sea, are voicing deep concerns that recent council-imposed taxes and parking charges targeting second home owners and visitors may jeopardise the future of this iconic seaside town. Nestled in Devon, Salcombe has long captivated affluent city dwellers seeking respite along its picturesque coast, but mounting financial pressures are beginning to reveal cracks in its thriving tourist economy. 
The local economy relies heavily on tourism, with approximately 60 per cent of the properties in Salcombe designated as second homes. Those property owners already shoulder a burden of double council tax, and a controversial differential parking scheme recently introduced by South Hams District Council has exacerbated tensions. Under this scheme, tourists are now faced with parking charges of up to £10 for a day, a sharp contrast to the £5 annual permit ease afforded to residents, a move critics describe as a 'tourism tax'. Business owners are expressing fears that such charges could deter visitors and significantly affect their livelihoods. 
Beck Gordon, who operates the Salcombe Yawl café and Norman's Fishmonger, articulated her plight during a recent interview, stating, “It's a can of worms. I don't even know where to start.” She noted that the dynamic within the town is shifting. “I’ve noticed that kind of second home dynamic is changing and there are more families on holiday than there are people with second homes,” she observed. This change in demographics could hint at the evolving nature of tourism in Salcombe.
Concerns are further amplified by reports of a quieter Easter holiday compared to previous years. Gordon pointed out that day trippers from nearby Plymouth and Exeter have noticeably decreased due to the perceived barriers presented by parking costs. “This is 100 per cent a worry,” she emphasised, stressing the town's seasonal reliance on visitors for survival.
The impact of rising parking charges is not confined to tourists; employees of local businesses also feel the pinch. Workers have reported struggling to afford daily parking fees, with one café manager highlighting that £120 of her wages goes toward parking expenses alone. This reality paints a stark picture of the local economic landscape, which is becoming increasingly strained. 
While some businesses, like Bonnie Kouki’s newly opened sandwich shop Mrs Cookies, have managed to attract locals with more affordable offerings, the broader implications of these parking policies remain concerning. Kouki explained, “Within Salcombe a lot of families won't venture into town because it is so expensive,” highlighting how pricing affects both local dynamics and tourism.
Local authorities, on their part, suggest that these measures were necessary due to financial pressures, arguing that their parking rates remain among the cheapest in southern England. Councillor Julian Brazil, Executive Lead for Community Services, stated that the council's aim is to ensure that everyone contributing to local services, including visitors, bears some financial responsibility. However, the dissatisfaction among residents and businesses suggests a disconnect between municipal intentions and public sentiment.
There is a palpable fear among the community that this two-tier parking scheme, which many consider a punitive measure against tourists, will trigger a cycle of economic decline. As local businesses struggle against a backdrop of rising costs and diminished foot traffic, the integrity of Salcombe’s vibrant tourist economy hangs precariously in the balance. For a town that has historically prized its charm and accessibility, the call for accessible pricing and increased community-focused initiatives has never been more urgent. 
In an environment where the delicate balance between tourism and local concerns is increasingly tested, the future of Salcombe—a town nearly synonymous with seaside luxury—will depend on how well it adapts to these challenges while striving to preserve its community essence.
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