Banksy mural’s costly removal leaves Lowestoft community divided over lost economic opportunity

[image: ]
In August 2021, a surprising transformation took place at a property in Lowestoft, Suffolk. Garry and Gokean Coutts, who were renting out the building, received a call from their tenants about unexpected scaffolding that had appeared overnight. Initially believing it was a council project to repair the chimney, the couple was soon astounded to discover that the scaffolding was masking a 14-foot mural of a seagull, later verified as a work by the elusive artist Banksy. 
As news of the mural spread, the property unexpectedly became a tourist attraction, drawing large crowds eager to photograph the piece. However, the sudden influx of visitors brought new challenges. Concerns regarding security and maintenance loomed large; the local council proposed preserving the mural at a staggering cost of £40,000 annually. This financial burden proved unmanageable for the couple, as Garry himself lamented, “I'm completely depressed and sick about it.” The couple ultimately faced episodes of vandalism, including attempts to cover the mural with paint and even a theft incident that necessitated hiring a night watchman. 
Faced with these myriad issues, the Coutts decided to remove the mural altogether, incurring expenses that soared to about £250,000. This included the operational cost of safely dislodging the artwork, which was eventually lifted and transported by crane. Currently, the mural is in storage, with the couple bearing a monthly cost of £3,000 as they seek a buyer. Art dealer John Brandler has noted that the mural's value could range between £1 million and £3 million, a potential return that stands at odds with their immediate financial strains.
Interestingly, Lowestoft is not unacquainted with Banksy’s impactful presence. A separate mural, known as "Crowbar Girl," also surfaced in August 2021 on an old electrical shop and was subsequently removed and sold privately in November 2021 for a reported £2 million to £2.5 million. This decision sparked public discontent, as many locals had hoped such artworks would bolster tourism and community pride. The potential economic benefits of these iconic illustrations have not gone unnoticed; residents felt they were missing out on a unique opportunity to foster local interest and revenue.
The removal of Banksy’s murals in Lowestoft has elicited broader conversations about art's role in community identity and urban life. Critics argue that such artworks should be preserved not only for their artistic merit but for their ability to galvanize community engagement and promote the local economy. John Brandler, among others, expressed disappointment over the loss of the seagull mural, remarking that its removal was a missed opportunity for the town.
The saga of these murals in Lowestoft encapsulates a poignant clash between artistic legacy and commercial realities, as local residents grapple with the impact of art on their community and the decisions made by the property owners. As the couple continues their search for a buyer, the enduring question remains: Could these works have offered more than mere aesthetic charm—they might have indeed become the cornerstone of a revitalised local economy, had they been allowed to stay.
Despite their eventual removal, the dialogue surrounding Banksy’s work continues to resonate, leaving both the Coutts and the local community to contemplate what could have been. 
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