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1 Executive Summary 
This study reviews what is known about the visitor economy in the Medina Estuary area, estimates 

its economic value, reviews its strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats, reviews the 

adopted policies and planning guidelines relating to the area and proposes some ideas for increasing 

the attraction of the area to visitors (whether from off or on-island). 

The Medina Estuary area is defined as extending from Gurnard on the northern shore of the Isle of 

Wight to Carisbrooke on the south side of Newport and then back up to East Cowes Esplanade on 

the northern shore of the mouth of the Medina River.  The largest towns included in the area are 

Newport, Cowes and East Cowes.  For convenience, and to provide a stronger sense of “place” we 

refer to this as “the Medina Valley”. 

The economic impact of the visitor economy on the whole of the Isle of Wight has been estimated at 

£520 million annually. We estimate that the Medina Valley’s share of that impact is at least £114 

million annually, based on research into where staying visitors say they stay. However, given the 

presence of the top two Isle of Wight events (Festival and Cowes Week) and the top two paid for 

attractions (Osborne House and Carisbrooke Castle) in the area, this probably understates the value.  

The Medina Valley economy is not dominated by tourism activity to the degree that the Sandown 

Bay area on the East side of the Island is, because it also hosts a number of large employers in other 

sectors (e.g. health, education, local government, retail and engineering/manufacturing). However, 

the area contains many important assets that make up the overall Isle of Wight visitor attraction 

proposition.  

Physical Assets 

 Solent shoreline with beaches, marinas and connections with royalty. 

 A working river with a heritage of transport innovation and modern transport and renewable 

energy businesses.  

 Important wildlife habitats recognised by several environmental conservation designations. 

 Attractive rural landscape as well as forested land at Parkhurst and Osborne 

 The towns of Newport plus Carisbrooke, Cowes, East Cowes, Whippingham and Northwood – 

each with a distinct character and offering.  

Transport 

 The Medina Valley is a gateway to the city of Southampton and beyond with a passenger ferry 

terminal at Cowes and car ferry terminal at East Cowes.  One third of all foot passenger and car 

movements on and off the Island (1.5m foot passenger trips and 550k car trips in 2006) pass 

through this gateway. 

 Good road network connecting Cowes / Newport / East Cowes and, via the floating bridge, East 

Cowes to Cowes. A Park & Ride facility in Cowes helps ease parking congestion in Cowes. 

 Very good bus connections between Cowes and Newport. Less frequent bus connections from 

East Cowes to Newport and Ryde. 

 Newport is a hub for connecting to the rest of the Island by bus, road and cycling. 

 Green Tourism infrastructure (cycling and walking paths) links Cowes /Newport / East Cowes and 

beyond to Sandown Bay, Ryde and the “Round the Island” cycling route.   
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Activities, Attractions & Events 

  60% of the Island’s berths for yachts and boats (1,230 out of 2,035 berths - 2003/4 audit)  

 The top two events:  Isle of Wight Festival (up to 60,000 visitors a year – 2008 Study) and Cowes 

Week (41,000 visitors and 5,600 competitors a year – 2009 Study). 

 The renowned Round the Island race, Cowes Classics Week and a busy season of other races. 

 Cowes Classic Powerboat race, musical and themed events at Osborne House, Newport Jazz 

Festival, Isle of Wight Randonée. 

 The two leading paid-for attractions: Osborne House (250,000 visitors a year) and Carisbrooke 

Castle (110,000 visitors a year). 

 Additional attractions: Newport: Roman Villa, St Thomas’ Church and Square, Guildhall, Museum 

of Island History, Quay Arts, Island Harbour; Northwood: Church of St John the Baptist; Cowes: 

Northwood House and Park, Cowes Old Town, Classic Boat Museum, Sir Max Aitken Museum, 

Kendalls Fine Art Gallery; Whippingham: St Mildred’s Church, The Folly 

 3 Golf Courses 

Working Heritage & World Class Businesses 

 Boat and Yacht-building 

 Seaplanes (Saunders & Row / SARO) 

 Hovercrafts  

 Aerospace (Westland and GKN) 

 Radar (BAe) 

 Renewable Energy (Vestas) 

Retail and Hospitality 

 Newport has the strongest retail offering on the Island with 349 (25%) of the 1,380 retail 

business addresses on the Island. These include more of the major brands than in other 

locations. Cowes has 151 retail businesses while East Cowes has 47.  

 40 Pubs, 27 Restaurants, 16 Cafés 

Accommodation 

 The area has 88 accommodation businesses plus around 80 Airbnb properties. The former 

includes 66 self-catering units, 10 Guest Houses, 5 Hotels, 1 Motel and 1 Inn.  There are also 3 

Camping Sites, 1 Caravan Park and 1 Chalet Park. 

Partner Support 

 Red Funnel, the ferry operator, actively promotes towns, attractions, events and activities in the 

Medina Valley 

 Visit Isle of Wight promotes the Isle of Wight as an attractive visitor destination, including 

attractions, accommodation, restaurants, events and activities in the Medina Valley. 

Economic Value 

 22% of all Isle of Wight overnight visitors stay in the Medina Valley (Q3, 2014 Study). That 

implies approximately 300,000 overnight visitors a year.  

 Applying this 22% to the overall value of tourism to the Island, the Medina Valley visitor 

economy is worth £65.6 million (direct value) and £114.4 million (total economic impact) but 

this may undervalue the contribution of the leading events and attractions in the area. 
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 The Festival has been estimated to contribute £3.8 million and Cowes Week £8 million of 

direct benefit (2008 and 2009 studies). 

What is lacking 

  Although 22% of overnight visitors stay in the Medina Valley, only 6% of all the 

accommodation businesses on the Island are in the area. This suggests that a higher than 

average proportion of visitors to the Medina Valley are staying with friends or family or in 

property they own or stay in Airbnb properties. It may also indicate a shortage of 

accommodation.  Compared to the whole of the Island, the Medina Valley has a lower 

proportion of serviced accommodation and a higher proportion of self-catering 

accommodation.  

 The Medina River is a valuable asset from the perspective of yachting/boating, commercial 

transport and (via the floating bridge) connectivity of East Cowes and Cowes. It is also a very 

valuable asset in terms of habitat for protected species. However, it is rather invisible to the 

general public along much of its length and does not play a role in public transport between 

Newport and Cowes/East Cowes. A number of studies and plans comment on the desirability 

of creating more awareness of the value of the Medina habitats by creating more access 

points (while protecting the habitats). 

 Newport does not seem to participate in the visitor economy to the degree that a county 

town, so closely connected to the major gateways of Cowes and East Cowes would be 

expected to. Although the key words visitors associate with the Island as an attractive 

destination are about relaxation, peace, beauty, countryside, seaside and beaches, the 

retail, entertainment and heritage offering in Newport should feature strongly in drawing 

visitors to the area. 

 In some respects the connectivity within the Medina Valley is excellent although the East 

Cowes – Newport connection via bus is inferior and the cycle/walking route from Newport 

to East Cowes is under-developed.  

 In general, not enough is made of what exists. There is not enough signage for walkers or 

cyclists using the cycle/walking paths to easily find their way into Cowes or Newport.  Hardly 

anything is made of the river in terms of sites to see.  The East Cowes regeneration plan 

states that redevelopments should give better public access to views of the river, which will 

be good but what about interesting points along the river to Newport? And why is not more 

made of the river or the harbour in Newport? Why is not more made of flying boat history or 

shipbuilding history or modern aerospace, renewable energy and boat-building industries? 

 The strengths of the Medina Valley are not harnessed as a collective reason to visit the area 

(although Red Funnel does come close by promoting “what to do” around in and around 

Cowes and the other towns and the Medina River Circular Walk).   

Suggested Improvements 

Communication 

 A relatively “easy win” is to communicate the collective strengths of the Medina Valley 

to visitors and in so doing, begin to create a sense of a geographical area that is worth 

visiting and staying in for longer, to explore more, do more and spend more. Building 

awareness and “packaging” things to do across the area will begin to create a 

destination built around the Medina River and Cowes Harbour. The Medina River 

Circular Walk is one example of creating a “product” out of the assets.  Many more 
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products like this can be created that feature Medina Valley attractions, food and drink 

establishments, retailers and accommodation providers. 

  There are at least two willing partners always looking for new reasons to attract visitors 

to the Isle of Wight: Red Funnel and Visit Isle of Wight.  Other online marketing 

businesses could also be suitable promotional partners.  

 At a practical, local level, more should also be done to help the visitor understand the 

connectedness of the Medina Valley and what it has to offer – to make the Medina 

Valley and its visitor offering more visible through signage and informational material.  

This would include transport options including the floating bridge and cycling and 

walking routes, the location of attractions and events, interesting sites and habitats. 

More should also be done to draw attention to the heritage of the area and not least, 

take the visitor to a view of the Medina and Cowes Harbour. 

New Events 

 To give the Medina Valley a new sense of place, consider creating new events that 

feature the Medina Valley.  For example rowing events on the Medina or Medina Valley 

running/walking/cycling events. 

 Medina Valley cultural events, with Cowes, East Cowes, Carisbrooke and Newport all 

providing venues for the event could also be considered. 

Physical Improvements 

 Ensure regeneration/redevelopment in East Cowes and Cowes features enjoyable views 

of the Medina River or the Solent as an integral component that is accessible by locals 

and visitors.  

 Complete an attractive, well-signed riverside walking/cycling route on the East side of 

the Medina. 

 Create stronger pedestrian and cycling links between Newport Harbour and Newport 

Town. 

 Provide well-signed, convenient cycle parking facilities. 

 Bring forward redevelopment of Newport Harbour to create an attractive destination for 

visitors of all types. 

 Create more access points for views of the river between Cowes/East Cowes and 

Newport, while ensuring protection of valuable and rare habitats and wildlife – and 

increasing visitor appreciation of protected zones. 

  Subject to market studies, build more serviced accommodation. 

 Connect Parkhurst Forest to the communities of Newport, Northwood and Gurnard with 

attractive footpaths and cycleways.  

 Consider appropriate development within Parkhurst Forest to enable more enjoyment 

of this natural asset. 
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2 The Isle of Wight Visitor Economy 
The Isle of Wight, accessible via an 11-mile ferry journey from Southampton Town Quay to West 

Cowes, or a 5-mile ferry journey from Portsmouth Harbour to Ryde Pier Head, became a fashionable 

upmarket visitor destination after Queen Victoria moved into her favourite home, Osborne House, in 

East Cowes in 1845.  Subsequently, the growth of the railway network, increasing leisure time for 

workers and then the growth in car ownership led to even greater growth that continued up to the 

1980s.  Since then, however, and in common with other popular British seaside holiday destinations, 

the explosion of affordable holiday choice in other countries has seen a long term decline in the 

economic value of its visitor economy. At the same time, the visitor economy continues to be very 

important to the local economy and provides significant employment. 

2.1 Value of Tourism 
For the 12-month period ending 30 September 2016, the direct value of tourism to the Isle of Wight 

was estimated at £298 million <Isle of Wight Visitor Monitor 2016, Results for Quarter 3, Visit Isle of 

Wight>.   This was an improvement over the year before but reflects higher levels of visitor 

expenditure rather than an increase in visitors.  The economic impact of this additional spend on the 

Isle of Wight has been calculated to be as much as £520 million <Isle of Wight Destination 

Management Plan, p.6.> 

2.2 Visitor Numbers 
The trend for visitor numbers has been downward for some time.  Between 2000 and 2012 the total 

annual number of visitors declined from 2.6 to 2.4 million (including Overseas Visitors).  

 

More recently (2013-16) there has been some recovery in visitor numbers. The Domestic Visitor data 

published by Visit Isle of Wight (VIOW) for the years 2012-2016, shows that the gains are coming 

from Holiday Day Visits and Holiday Staying Visits, in particular Short Stay holidays.  Staying Visitors 

spend more per day than Day Visitors, which helps to explain the increase in spend. 
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Notably, business travel to the Island is still reducing, as is Visiting Friends & Relations (VFR) Day 

Visits.  

Longer term changes to visitor behaviour were identified in the 2013 local Destination Management 

Plan, p.7.  In a comparison of a 1981 IW Tourist Board report and the 2013 VIOW Tourism Monitor 

the plan notes: 

- Reduction in the proportion of visitors staying 5+ nights (65% v. 29% in 2013) 

- Reduction in the proportion of groups with children (40% v. 20% in 2013) 

- Reduction in the proportion of visitors on a main holiday (70% v. 32% in 2013) 

- Increase in the proportion of visitors coming October to March (8% v. 28% in 2013) 

The average expenditure figures also suggest that the relative expenditure per visitor has declined 

significantly. Allowing for inflation, an average Staying Visitor spent £460 in 1981 but only £171 in 

2013. This reflects the many more longer staying holidays in 1981 but also suggests visitors found 

more things to spend their money on.  For Day Visitors, the average spend was £46 in 1981 but only 

£30 in 2013.   

2.3 Where do Visitors Come From? 
Travellers on the ferry and hovercraft services to the Isle of Wight have been surveyed for many 

years and an analysis of historical survey reports (2005-2011) by Tractioneers has shown that the 

origin of visitors (annual totals) has remained very consistent over the years.   

Day visitors, as would be expected, were predominantly from Hampshire (50% - 53%), followed by 

day visitors from Greater London, Dorset, West Sussex and Surrey which all contributed between 5% 

and 7% of all day visitors. The next grouping of counties: Berkshire, Wiltshire, East Sussex and Kent, 

all contributed 2%-3% of all day visitors.  Together, these 9 areas accounted for 84% of all day 

visitors. 

The top areas of origin for staying visitors were Hampshire (16%), Greater London (13%), Surrey 

(9%), Kent (5%), Essex (4%) and West Sussex (4%) – together accounting for over half of all staying 

visitors.  Other counties providing 2% - 3% of all staying visitors included Hertfordshire, Berkshire, 
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Buckinghamshire, Wiltshire, East Sussex, Dorset, Oxfordshire, Somerset and, from further afield, 

Yorkshire, West Midlands and Wales. 

More recently, the visitor research published by VIOW has been provided quarterly and visitor 

origins are shown for all visitors.  By averaging these reports, we have been able to make a 

comparison between the 2004-11 average results with 2015 (calendar year) and 2016 Year to Date 

at end of Q3.  This shows that the proportion of visitors coming from Hampshire and London has 

been decreasing while the proportion coming from the rest of South East England and the rest of the 

UK has been increasing over the past 2 years.  The proportion of overseas visitors is holding steady. 

 

2.4 Why do Visitors Come? 
The tourism activity reports published regularly by VIOW and, before that, by Isle of Wight Tourism, 

identified purpose of visit, i.e. business, holiday, visiting friends and relations but did not explore 

what had attracted visitors, in particular holiday makers, to the Isle of Wight.  Towards the end of 

2015, however, VIOW conducted an email survey of 120,000 contacts and received more than 

15,000 responses. 

The respondents ranked the reasons why they would consider taking a holiday or short break on the 

Island as follows: 
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Respondents were also invited to provide words which immediately sprang to mind in response to a 

number of phrases. The word that came up more often by some margin was “Relaxing”. The word 

cloud below shows the most popular words in response to the phrase: “What words come to mind 

when you think of breaks on the IoW?” Relaxation, peace and quiet in a beautiful environment 

featuring the sea and beaches, together with access by ferry and the opportunity to have fun are 

topmost in people’s minds. 

 

 

 

By removing the most popular words from the word cloud, it is possible to see the next level of 

descriptors that respondents used most frequently.  
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Together, these word clouds show a strong desire for an opportunity to relax in a beautiful, peaceful 

location with both attractive countryside and beaches but also offers fun and things to do. Family 

and a sense of a different, perhaps old fashioned and slower pace of life also feature strongly in the 

underlying reasons. 

Many more insights can be found in “Consumer survey, comments and insights” VIOW, Feb 2016, 

available on the VIOW website for tourism businesses: https://visitwightpro.com 

2.5 Where do Visitors Stay? 
According to an Overnight Visitor survey undertaken by VIOW in the third quarter (summer season) 

of 2014, the largest proportion of Staying Visitors were staying in Shanklin (17%) but this was 

followed by the Cowes area (including Gurnard and East Cowes) at 14%.  Sandown was third at 12% 

and Ryde fourth at 11%. Newport and Carisbrooke together came fifth at 8%.   

Taking Newport and Cowes together, 22% of the visitors were staying in the Medina Estuary area.  

This compares to 31% in the Sandown Bay area and 23% in the Wootton / Ryde / Seaview / 

Bembridge area. These three areas account for the destinations of three quarters of the visitors. 

 

A Tourism Trends report by VIOW in 2014 reviewed the 3-year trend for the type of accommodation 

in which Staying Visitors said they were staying (during the summer season). Around 30% (declining) 
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said they were staying at the home of a friend or relative and 20% said they were staying in a hotel.  

The next largest segments were those staying in Touring Caravans or Tents (14% - rising) and Self 

Catering accommodation (13% - rising).  Guest Houses, B&Bs and Inns scored 9% while Static 

Caravans and Chalets scored 6% (rented and owned combined). 5% said they were staying in a 

Second Home and 1% said they were going to stay on their yacht or boat. 

 

 

Against this, it may be useful to review the stock of accommodation on the Isle of Wight. The most 

recent survey of bed spaces (2007) showed: 

 

Type Businesses % of Businesses Bed spaces % Bed spaces 

Caravan & 
Camping 

70 4.5% 33,606 52.5% 

Group (Hostels 
and similar) 

8 0.5% 1,127 1.8% 

Self-Catering 1,012 65.3% 13,446 21% 

Holiday Centres 1 0.1% 698 1.1% 

Serviced (Hotels, 
etc) 

458 29.6% 15,124 23.6% 

TOTAL 1,549 100% 64,001 100% 

 (Accommodation Stock Analysis – IW Tourism, 2007?) 

Second Homes 

According to a report in the Isle of Wight County Press (30 April 2010), there were 3,227 second 

homes on the Isle of Wight, representing around 4.75% of the total housing stock.  In the 2011 

Census, there were 1,295 males and 1,391 females (all aged 16+) who had a second address on the 

Isle of Wight but were usually resident elsewhere in England and Wales.   
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2.6 Visitor Mode of Transport 
The majority of visitors travel to the Island in their own car (over 60%), while a little over 30% come 

as foot passengers and around 7% travel by coach.  Once on the Island, those in private cars and 

coaches continue to use the same mode of transport.  The foot passengers use buses and trains 

(10%), walk (9%), rely on friends or relatives for transportation (7%), use taxis (3%) or cycle (1%). 

 

There do not seem to be any major shifts in modes of transport in recent years, although the use of 

private cars did drop significantly in Q3 of 2016, while coach usage went up. It is too early to say 

whether this is a real shift in behaviour or a survey sampling issue. 
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2.7 What Do Visitors Do on the Island? 
The VIOW Visitor Monitor regularly reports that 50% or more of all holiday visitors say they visited 

one or more of the Island’s attractions during the peak season (Q3).  The quarterly data shows that 

this rate drops to 40% for Q4 and Q1 but Q2 (Apr - June) is similar to Q3.   

 

 

According to Visit Britain statistics, the biggest attraction on the Isle of Wight is Osborne House, with 

close to 250,000 visits a year. Carisbrooke Castle follows at around 110,000 visits, then Dinosaur Isle 

in the region of 75,000 and then The Needles Old & New Battery at 50,000.   
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Other major Isle of Wight attractions which are not included in the Visit Britain report include The 

Needles Park, which claims nearly 500,000 visits a year, Blackgang Chine theme park, Robin Hill 

Country Park. Isle of Wight Steam Railway, several animal attractions, various gardens and more. 

Visitor figures are not readily available for these attractions.  

The Isle of Wight also hosts a number of major events. The top event is the Isle of Wight Festival 

which attracts 60,000 attendees in June to Seaclose Park in Newport. The Sport Industry Research 

Centre at Sheffield Hallam University, together with the BRASS Centre at Cardiff University 

undertook an assessment of the economic and environmental impacts of the 2008 Isle of Wight 

Music Festival and concluded that the festival goers contributed around £5 million in local 

expenditure, with £3.86 million being spent off site and £1.17 million on site.  

Bestival, another significant festival attracting upwards of 40,000, was held at Robin Hill Country 

Park until 2016 but the organisers have now decided to relocate the festival to the Lulworth Estate in 

Dorset. 

Cowes has been an important centre for sailing for many years and Cowes Week, the annual sailing 

regatta, is another major event in the Isle of Wight calendar.  A 2009 study undertaken by Tourism 

South East (TSE) looked at the significance of sailing to the South Hampshire and Isle of Wight Visitor 

Economy. It found that around 400,000 yachtsmen visit South Hampshire and the Isle of Wight in a 

year for a sailing holiday that involves an overnight stay. A further 43,000 make day visits.  The value 

of this activity was estimated at £20.4 million with around £8 million of this being spent in local 

businesses, including shops, eating and drinking establishments and on taxi services. 

High profile events, such as Cowes Week, the Round the Island Race, the Fastnet Race and the 

Cowes Classic Powerboat Race were identified as strong attractors for visitors.  Cowes Week alone 

was estimated to generate £6.4 million in direct tourism expenditure. The regular club level 

competitions were also identified as generating additional spend on local goods and services but the 

top international sailing events are the ones that generate the greatest impact. 

The TSE research draws on an earlier analysis of the impact of Skandia Life Cowes Week in 2000 by 

Southern Tourist Board for Cowes Yachting and Cowes Combined Clubs. This study estimated the 

number of non-racing visitors to Cowes during the week to be 58,800 and that around 68% (42,110) 

of these visitors were there specifically because of the attraction of boats and yachting.  Of these, 

around 35,000 were day visitors, either from the mainland or elsewhere on the Isle of Wight and 

6,650 were staying in Cowes.  Just under 4,000 were staying with friends or family while 1,500 were 

staying in non-serviced accommodation and 1,100 were staying in serviced accommodation.  

The study concluded that the total spend in Cowes during Skandia Life Cowes Week 2000 by visitors 

attending because of the attraction of boats and yachting was around £1.5 million and that a further 

£600,000 of direct visitor expenditure was distributed elsewhere on the Island. 

When competitor and cruising visitor expenditure was added to this, the total injection of money 

into the local economy during Cowes Week 2000 was estimated to be £5.3 million.  Adjusted for 

inflation, this was calculated by TSE as the equivalent of a £6.4 million injection in 2009. 

There are many other smaller music and arts festivals and rallies taking place on the Isle of Wight 

each year but there are no studies of their economic impact.  However, we have seen from the 2015 

email survey by VIOW that one of the positive visitor perceptions of the Island is the variety of 

activities that can be accessed.  
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3 The Visitor Economy in the Medina Estuary Area 

3.1 The Medina Estuary Area  
Spatially, the Medina Estuary area for the purposes of this study stretches from Gurnard/Cowes to 

the west of the mouth of the Medina River, down to Newport and Carisbrooke and then up to East 

Cowes on the eastern side of the mouth of the Medina.  Essentially, this is the area designated in the 

Medina Valley Area Action Plan (Medina Valley Plan, Isle of Wight Council, November 2015). 

 

Figure 2: Satellite Image of Medina Estuary Area, Google Maps, 2017 

 

3.2 The River 
Most visitors travelling from the mainland to the Isle of Wight have to do so via Portsmouth, 

Southampton or Lymington. For those who travel from Southampton, the mouth of the Medina 

River will be their gateway to the Island. Around a third of all the car and foot passenger traffic to 
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and from the Island passes through this gateway. The fast Red Funnel RedJet foot passenger service 

(25 minutes) connects Southampton with Cowes on the western side of the mouth of the Medina 

River and the Red Funnel car ferry service (55 minutes) connects Southampton with East Cowes on 

the eastern side of the mouth of the river. 

 

Figure 3: View South Along Medina from Cowes Harbour (Yachting World, October 17, 2012) 

For sailors and leisure craft users, the Medina is also a very important gateway to the Island. There 

are over 1,200 berths in Cowes Harbour and the Medina with at least 200 berths designated for 

visitors.  Marinas without reserved visitor berths will also seek to accommodate visitors if spaces are 

available. 

A 2009 study of the economic value of sailing in the Solent by Tourism South East cited 2,035 

berthing capacity on the Isle of Wight, with Cowes Harbour (500), East Cowes Marina (300), Island 

Harbour (100), Folly Inn (20), Newport Harbour (40) and Cowes Yacht Haven (270) providing 1,230 

berths or 60% of all Island berths. Of these, 210 berths were available for visitors – 150 in East 

Cowes, 20 at the Folly Inn and 40 in Newport Harbour. Cowes Harbour, Cowes Yacht Haven and 

Island Harbour stated they would accommodate visitors if spaces were available. 
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Figure 4. View North Along Medina River, Island Plan p67 

Travelling up the river towards the county town of Newport, the boating visitor would see the main 

berthing facilities in Cowes, East Cowes, along the river itself as far as the Folly Inn and then to Island 

Harbour about two-thirds of the way to Newport.  Beyond Island Harbour, the river becomes 

unnavigable at low tide but the harbour in Newport has another 40 berths.   

Along the western banks, the boating visitor would also have seen the berthing facilities at the 

United Kingdom Sailing Academy (UKSA) and, at the end of Dodnor Lane, the Medina Valley water 

sports training centre. 

The Medina is also a working river.  It is an important gateway for bulky freight, such as oils 

(Kingston Dock), wind turbine blades (Stag Lane Dock), aggregates and grain (Medina Wharf).  

The Medina has historically been an important home of marine and aerospace businesses that 

required direct access to deep water docks along the river.  Today that requirement has reduced as 

the number of boat builders has declined but there are still boat building, repair and storage 
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businesses that require this access and you will find these dotted along the river as far as Kingston 

Dock.  They are often worried that they will lose suitable access to the river as the result of re-

development. 

The Medina also provides the only connecting transport route between East Cowes and Cowes, 

namely a chain ferry that trundles back and forth across the river, carrying cars, foot passengers and 

cyclists.  There is a water taxi service as well but beyond this, the Medina is not used as a public 

transport route. 

Wildlife also depends on the Medina and the whole of the estuary is considered to be a highly 

sensitive habitat, covered by several protective designations (SSSI, Solent & Southampton Waters 

SAC, Solent & Southampton SPA/RAMSAR).  <Isle of Wight Green Infrastructure Mapping Study, Isle 

of Wight Council/Halcrow, 2010> The saltmarshes and lagoons of the tidal river provide homes and 

food to internationally important populations of overwintering migratory wildfowl and waders and 

important breeding populations of waders, gulls and terns. It is also home to several nationally 

scarce plants and invertebrates.  

3.3 The Towns and Villages 
There are three main towns in the area: Cowes, Newport and East Cowes, which also largely define 

the outer boundaries of the Medina Estuary Area.  Each town has its own characteristics and reasons 

for visiting but they also share the Medina River as an important component of their visitor offering.   

Alongside Cowes is Gurnard and between the three main towns can be found the smaller 

communities of Northwood (just south of Cowes) and Whippingham (just south of East Cowes). The 

rest of the area is largely used for agricultural purposes. 

Cowes (population 14,398 including Northwood, 2011 Census) is visually dominated by its 

commitment to sailing and boating. It is also the home to other businesses, many marine related and 

ranging from shipping and yacht design to boat building and repair but the strong influence of sailing 

is clear in its retail offering, food and drink offering, presence of sailing clubs and seasonality of 

activity.  

The pedestrianised High Street gives Cowes its own ambience, when compared to East Cowes and 

Newport and, during Cowes Week in August is thronging with visitors.  

Newport (population 25,823, including Carisbrooke and Parkhurst, 2011 Census) is the county town, 

home to the main Council Offices, the Isle of Wight College, two prisons, St Mary’s Hospital and the 

primary retail offering.  The local bus network (Southern Vectis) is centred on Newport Bus Station.  

Whippingham is a community of 3,818 people (including Osborne, 2011 Census) which is largely 

residential. It has a school and an historic church, frequented by Queen Victoria when she was 

resident at Osborne House up the road in East Cowes.  The expansion of East Cowes towards 

Whippingham means the village has now nearly connected where the Island Technology Park is 

being developed.  

East Cowes (population 3,956, 2011 Census) has long been seen as the industrial part of the Medina 

Valley.  It is home to GKN which designs, prototypes and manufactures components for aircraft 

(engine nacelles, wing tips, etc.).  GKN occupies a significant area along the river and at the junction 

of Saunders Way and Whippingham Road next to the new Technology Park.  Another dominant 

feature of East Cowes is the Red Funnel car ferry terminal and its somewhat fragmented vehicle 

marshalling facilities.  Next to the car ferry terminal is the “Union Jack Shed” also known as Venture 
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Quays. This former aircraft hangar faces the river and is probably the most eye-catching feature of 

the town as you arrive on the car ferry. This building was once used by Saunders-Roe to build and 

store seaplanes (until 1950s) but more recently has been used for wind turbine blade production 

and boat building. The site is regarded as having the best deep water wharf in the Medina.  

As part of a regeneration scheme, East Cowes has seen the arrival of a Waitrose supermarket and 

new housing on former industrial land nearby as well as on land south towards Saunders Way.  More 

planned regeneration activities which include a repositioning of the car ferry marshalling yards have 

proved difficult to bring forward. 

Together, the communities of the Medina Estuary area constitute 35% (48,000) of the total Isle of 

Wight resident population. 

3.4 Transport 
The importance of the ferries to the Medina Estuary area is enormous.  As stated above, around one 

third of the total foot passenger traffic and one third of the total car traffic to and from the Isle of 

Wight passes through Cowes and East Cowes.  What this means in terms of numbers is more than 

1.2 million annual foot passenger movements through the RedJet terminal in Cowes and well over 

half a million annual car movements through East Cowes.  East Cowes also sees well over 200,000 

foot passenger movements, 6,000 coach movements and approaching 100,000 freight movements 

(all 2006 figures). Cyclists have to take the car ferry unless they have a folding bike in a purpose-

made bike bag, in which case they may take the RedJet service. 

To get to other parts of the Island, the ferry traffic from East Cowes has to make its way out of town 

and along the Whippingham Road to the Racecourse Roundabout where it meets the A3054. A right 

turn here takes traffic towards Newport (Fairlee Road), while a left turn takes traffic towards 

Wootton and Ryde and, if the driver can negotiate Park Road to Briddlesford Road, south towards 

Downend and beyond to the east or south of the Island.  Traffic heading towards the West Wight 

would typically negotiate Newport to get to either the Middle Road or Forest Road.  Traffic heading 

to Cowes could take the floating bridge (chain ferry across the Medina) if they are cars or light vans, 

pedestrians or cyclists.  Larger vehicles would have to negotiate Newport and then travel back up to 

Cowes along the other side of the Medina Valley. 

Foot passengers disembarking at East Cowes can walk to the floating bridge to get to Cowes, meet 

private drivers, booked taxis (no taxi rank) or use an hourly bus service to Wootton and Ryde as well 

as a Whippingham-Newport bus service which leaves every 20 minutes at peak times. 

Cyclists can also use the floating bridge to get to Cowes and then take the 3.5 mile surfaced cycle / 

walking path running along the Medina from Arctic Road in Cowes to the Riverway Industrial Estate 

in Newport.  Alternatively, they can cycle 6 miles through Whippingham to get to Newport along the 

A3054 (Fairlee Road). The “Round the Island” cycling route passes through East Cowes and is signed, 

taking the cyclist along the main road to Whippingham where the route heads east to Wootton 

along quieter roads. 

At the RedJet terminal, disembarking foot passengers can meet private cars, taxis or a bus which are 

usually waiting to meet ferries. The Southern Vectis bus service between Cowes RedJet terminal and 

Newport is scheduled to run every 7 minutes at peak times and take half an hour to reach Newport 

Bus Station. Other bus routes can be connected to at Newport Bus Station. 
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Walkers can also use the shared path along the Medina and Red Funnel promotes a walking 

excursion along both sides of the Medina in their marketing materials. 

 

Figure 5: Red Funnel Map of Circular Medina Walk 

 

 

 

3.5 Attractions & Major Events 
The Medina Estuary Area contains two of the top paid-for attractions on the Isle of Wight: Osborne 

House and Carisbrooke Castle.  The first attracts around 250,000 visitors a year and the second 

110,000 a year.  Osborne House is located in East Cowes and Carisbrooke Castle just outside 

Newport in Carisbrooke.  Other historic buildings of note (Grade 1 Listed) in the area include St 

Mildred’s Church in Whippingham, which was Queen Victoria’s “local church” when she stayed on 

the Isle of Wight, St Thomas’s Church in Newport, Parish Church of St Mary, Newport, Church of St 

John the Baptist in Northwood and the Roman Villa in Newport. Northwood House and the park 

surrounding it in Cowes are also of interest. In Newport, the Quay Arts building offers drinks and 

light meals overlooking Newport Harbour.   

In Cowes, the old town, with its pedestrianised High Street and mix of shops, is an attraction as a 

whole. The town is also home to the Classic Boat Museum, the Sir Max Aitken Museum, the small 

Cowes Maritime History museum in Cowes Library as well as Kendall’s Fine Art Gallery.   

Other museums include the Museum of Island History and the Isle of Wight Postal Museum in 

Newport and, on the road to Northwood, one will find the Wight Military and Heritage Museum.  In 

the town of Newport, the square around St Thomas’ Church is notable, as is the nearby Guildhall, 

designed by John Nash, and housing the Museum of Island History.  

Further out of Newport, there are two attractions of note:  the Monkey Haven and Butterfly World. 
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The Medina area also offers 3 golf courses: Cowes Golf Club, Osborne Golf Club and Newport Golf 

Club. 

The area also hosts the two largest events of the year: the annual Isle of Wight Festival, attracting 

around 60,000 music fans to Seaclose Park in Newport in June and Cowes Week, an annual sailing 

regatta that attracts a similar number of people in August. Studies of the value of these events have 

been undertaken and discussed in 2.7 above. 

Cowes also hosts a number of other sailing and boating events that are strong attractors for 

international competitors and spectators: the Round the Island Race, the Fastnet Race and the 

Cowes Classic Powerboat Race. 

Other events in the area include Riverfest in Newport, Newport Jazz Festival and the Isle of Wight 

County Show (Newport). The Isle of Wight Marathon begins in Cowes and the Isle of Wight 

Randonée has a popular starting point for visiting cyclists in East Cowes. IsleWalk 2017 is a new 

version of the Isle of Wight Walking Festival which has in the past offered many guided walks in and 

around the Medina Valley area. 

3.6 Retail Offering 
Newport has the strongest retail offering on the Isle of Wight, in terms of well-known brands and the 

number of stores. 349 of the 547 retail properties in the Medina Estuary area are in Newport. Cowes 

has a strong alternative retail offering with its pedestrianised High Street and a wide range of 

boutique and specialist shops. 151 of the Medina retail properties can be found in Cowes. East 

Cowes has a more limited retail offering (47 retail properties) with a Waitrose, a Co-operative and a 

range of smaller specialist shops. The map of retail properties below indicates the distribution of the 

retail offering.  The 547 properties represent 40% of the total number of retail properties (1,380) on 

the Isle of Wight. 



 

Tractioneers Ltd, 38 Victoria Road, Sandown, Isle of Wight, PO36 8AL 
Reg in England, No. 7735509. VAT Reg No. 216565604 

21 

 

Figure 6: Medina Retail Distribution 

Online retail has had an impact on Medina area high streets, just as it has in the rest of the country 

and this will continue. It will become necessary to “re-invent” the High Street, providing shoppers 

with new reasons to visit there.  Entertainment, socialising and discovery will become increasingly 

important components for successful retail areas. 

3.7 Accommodation 
There are nearly 90 accommodation business addresses in the Medina postcodes of PO30, PO31 and 

PO32.  This does not include sailing clubs with accommodation but does include 66 self-catering 

units, 5 caravan/camping/chalet parks and 17 hotels/motels/B&Bs/Guest Houses/Inns.  In addition 

to these, there are approximately 80 Airbnb properties available in the area. (This is a variable count, 

dependent on time of year, properties available and the variable Airbnb definition of the 

geographical area.)   These rooms in private homes – or sometimes a whole property – would not 

typically appear on lists of accommodation business addresses. 

The 90 accommodation businesses represent just 6% of the 1,500 accommodation businesses on the 

Isle of Wight (Sec 2.5 above). The 80 Airbnb properties represent 28% of the (approximately) 290 

Airbnb rentals available across the Isle of Wight (for a single adult, 12-15 May 2017 as of 30 January 

2017).   
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Bed space data has not been identified for the Medina area. 

Maps showing the concentration of accommodation addresses follow: 

 

 

Figure 7: Airbnb Map of 79 Properties 
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Figure 8: Accommodation Business Locations 

 

3.8 Visitor Numbers 
As referred to in 2.5 above, a little more than a fifth (22%) of Q3 2014 overnight visitors said they 

were staying in towns within the Medina Estuary area. 14% said they were staying in Gurnard, 

Cowes or East Cowes and 8% said they were staying in Newport or Carisbrooke.  

If these percentages are applied to the total number of overnight visitors for the year, the number of 

visitors staying in the Medina Estuary area would have amounted to 294,600 (22% of 1,339,157 

Staying Visitors in 2013-14). This is very much an approximation since the balance of visitors to 

different parts of the Island may vary for Q1,2, and 4. For example, the Q3 survey would have missed 

the influx of 60,000 attendees to the Isle of Wight Festival in Newport in June (Q2). 

The area also attracts many Day Visitors, both from the mainland and from elsewhere on the Island. 

Major events, attractions, retail and food and drink offerings all provide a draw to the area. Osborne 

House attracts nearly 250,000 visitors a year, Carisbrooke Castle attracts 110,000 a year, Isle of 

Wight Festival attracts 60,000 in June and Cowes Week attracts 58,000 (not including competitors) 

in August.  To provide some perspective, the total annual number of Day Visitors to the Island in 

2014 was reported as 867,160 (12 month rolling total, Isle of Wight Tourism Trends Bulletin, Q3 

2014, p.15). While no study of the destination of Day Visitors has been found, it would be expected 
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that, of those arriving at Cowes or East Cowes, many would be spending their time within the 

Medina Estuary Area. 

The map below shows the distribution of 820 businesses that collectively contribute to the 

attraction of the Medina Estuary area and also benefit from the visitor economy.  Airbnb properties 

are not included in this map. 

 

 

Figure 9: 520 Visitor Economy Businesses 

 

3.9 Value of the Medina Visitor Economy 
The value of the visitor economy to the Medina Estuary area can only be roughly approximated. No 

specific research or analysis of the impact of visitors to the specific geographical boundaries of the 

area has so far been undertaken. However, as a guide, we can combine some of the information that 

has been collected to provide an indication of the impact. 

If we take the percentage of staying visitors saying they stay in the area (22%) and apply that to the 

total contribution of the visitor economy to the Isle of Wight as calculated by Visit Isle of Wight 

(£298 million direct spend and £520 million economic impact), we arrive at £65.6 million of direct 

spend and £114.4 million of economic impact within the Medina area. 

We also have two event studies which support this level of impact.  The direct impact of Cowes 

Week has been estimated at £8 million, while the direct impact of the Isle of Wight Festival has been 

estimated at £3.8 million.  
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Add to this the fact that the top two paid-for visitor attractions (Osborne House, attracting nearly 

250,000 visitors a year and Carisbrooke Castle attracting 110,000 visitors a year) are within the area; 

the major retail centre for the Isle of Wight is in the area and that Cowes and East Cowes are 

important gateways to the Isle of Wight, it may be that the 22% calculation under-estimates the 

importance of the visitor economy to the Medina Estuary area. 

4 Strategic Context and Impact 
The Medina Estuary Area Visitor Economy Development Plan takes into consideration a range of key 

strategies, plans, and policies that address economic priorities, sustainability, planning guidelines 

and transport plans. The most relevant points from these are outlined below. 

4.1 Isle of Wight Destination Management Organisation Plan, 2015 
The DMO vision is “to further develop a viable and sustainable visitor economy, which makes an 

important contribution to the economic vitality of the Isle of Wight, improves its image and 

reputation, balancing conservation with enhancement, and adds to the quality of life for its 

residents.” 

The DMO Plan has four key objectives: 

1. Increase the value of tourism to the Island economy 

To be achieved by: 

a. Increasing the number of visitors, esp. overnight visitors 

b. Increasing spend per visitor 

2. Encourage innovation and industry investment 

a. To be achieved by encouraging the right investment to meet market demand but 

need to know more about current accommodation offering 

b. In the interim, some loss of bed-space in traditional resort towns may be required to 

encourage new investment 

c. Need to encourage new attractions to satisfy market demand for experience-led 

leisure activities 

d. Isle of Wight residents and their representatives need to have a “can-do” attitude 

e. Planning process needs to be a facilitator to the changes and encourage quality of 
products. 

3. Develop a year round tourism economy 

a. Profile of visitors is becoming more adult and therefore less tied to school holiday 

schedules 

b. VIOW will continue to create themes / festivals to promote reasons to visit the 

Island in the season “shoulders”. 

c. Tourism product providers need to accommodate this shift by adjusting opening 

times. 

d. Need for a dedicated tourism telephone response centre 

e. Needs a properly funded DMO 

4. Sustain and enhance the Island’s landscape 
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a. Need to celebrate the landscape benefits of the Island and utilise it, while 

maintaining it, e.g. promoting recreational use of woodlands, diversification of farm 

businesses 

b. Continue to invest in and promote cycling and walking as means of transport to 

counteract increasing use of cars 

c. Celebrate the status of the Island as one of the best places for finding dinosaur 

remains 

d. Improve the landscape / streetscape blighted by unsightly buildings and other 

features of delayed investment 

 

4.2 Medina Valley Plan, November 2015 (Medina Valley Area Action Plan) 
This plan sets out the policies to guide new developments over a 15-20 year period and provides 

more specific local guidance in relation to the broader Island Plan - Core Strategy adopted by the 

local Council in 2012.  The Medina Valley Plan has gone out to consultation (November 2015) but has 

not yet been adopted, nevertheless there are 16 requirements the plan must address and some of 

the related proposals are of relevance to the visitor economy.  These are: 

1. The identification of appropriate development sites (includes East Cowes regeneration, 

Medina Yard and Land at HMP Isle of Wight) 

2. Identify employment sites with water access to ensure appropriate access is maintained 

3. Review Primary Retail Frontages – a Primary Shopping Area in Newport has been identified 

4. Maintain separation between the key settlements of Cowes, East Cowes, Gurnard, Newport, 

Northwood and Whippingham to prevent settlement coalescence.  The Green Infrastructure 

Mapping Study relates to this and development in the green spaces between settlements is 

to be resisted except for the provision of sport and leisure activities. 

5. Review the feasibility of improving sustainable (cycling, walking) transport routes on both 

sides of the Medina. The Council considers this to have been addressed with a successful bid 

to the Local Sustainable Transport Fund. 

6. Determine whether a viable and deliverable solution to capacity issues at the East Cowes 

ferry terminal can be identified – within the context of East Cowes Regeneration. 

 

4.3 Medina Estuary Management Plan, Guiding Principles 2016 
The original 1997 plan, revised in 2000, is under review but the guiding principles were agreed in 

2016.  The vision is “to achieve the sustainable use of the Medina Estuary through the integrated 

management of its resources by ensuring that a balance is secured between the protection and 

enhancement of the natural and man-made environment and the continued development of the 

local economy.” 

 

The Guiding Principles cover Agriculture, Commercial and Economic Use, Fisheries, Historical and 

Cultural Resources, Landscape, Nature Conservation, Physical Processes, Recreation and Leisure, 

Water Management, Public Awareness and Education and Research and Monitoring.  These 

principles interlink and seek to create a balance among the different interests and requirements as 

they affect the use of the estuary. The key points as they relate to the visitor economy are: 

 

Agriculture: to promote awareness of public rights of way but also to improve awareness of trespass 

and the effects of trespass and to consult landowners and farmers over existing and future land use. 
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Commercial and Economic Use: to attract new businesses to the area, reserving deep water access 

for river dependent activities, maintain access to channels and wharves, subject to technical and 

environmental considerations, investigate feasibility of providing landing and storage facilities for 

Cowes commercial fishermen and to improve the tourism resource and actively promote tourism. 

 

Fisheries: to restore the native oyster fishery and expand knowledge of fisheries and the fish 

population in the estuary. This could create points of interest for visitors and increase awareness of 

the need to maintain suitable habitats for human and wildlife needs. 

 

Historical and Cultural Resources: to safeguard the cultural (man-made) heritage, promote historical 

and archaeological interest in the estuary, promote better understanding of the resource. 

 

Landscape: to maintain and enhance the estuarine and open rural landscape and to promote 

enjoyment, awareness and understanding of the landscape. 

 

Nature Conservation: to minimise adverse impacts of development on the natural resource and 

maximise opportunities to conserve and enhance the resource, including the special protection 

habitats and species, and to achieve comprehensive information about the resource. 

 

Physical Processes: to develop comprehensive knowledge of these in order to better inform decision 

making and to ensure co-ordination of appropriate coastal protection and flood relief. 

Recreation and Leisure: to provide adequate and appropriate access onto the water, improve the 

quality and provision of footpaths and cycle paths, improve facilities for yachtsmen visiting Cowes 

and Newport Harbours and the Harbour Authority’s moorings, promote the responsible use of the 

estuary as a recreational resource while minimising the conflict with and between other users and 

interests, and to improve the water quality of the estuary. 

 

Public Awareness and Education:  to increase public awareness and understanding of the estuarine 

resource and the range of users. 

 

4.4 “Shaping the Bay” Coastal Community Team Economic Plan 
The ambition of the Bay CCT is to reinvigorate the public spaces and public assets of The Bay by 

bringing together organisations and residents in order to create a place that, year round, will be 

seen by visitors as a place that is alive and irresistible in its streets, parks and esplanades. 

To achieve this ambition, the CCT will seek to identify streetscape projects, work towards improved 

transport and accessibility, improve public health, encourage increased and sustainable local 

employment opportunities through enterprise, self-employment, business growth and investment. 

This will include revitalising the tourism offering of The Bay and a number of projects have been 

identified to be considered for development in conjunction with the Local Authority and others. 

 

4.5 Ryde Coastal Community Team Economic Plan 
The ambition of the Ryde CCT is to deliver the “Ryde Masterplan” and includes 19 points which 

collectively will help to deliver a positive arrival experience for visitors to the Island.  More 

specifically, these points seek to address signage, employment land brought forward, improvements 
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to gardens, parking and pedestrian improvements, improved leisure facilities, action taken on 

specific neglected buildings, marketing of places to stay and things to do in Ryde, increase visibility 

of the Special Protection Area in Ryde, improve access to a number of green spaces including cycle 

ways, improved street furniture in two locations, improvement of connectivity from the transport 

gateways (ferry, hovercraft, railway, bus station) to the town as well as design and environment, 

improve connectivity between the town and the beach, improve the marina for year round use, zone 

the beachfront for different uses to create different destination points along the seafront. 

 

4.6 Isle of Wight Green Infrastructure Mapping Study, 2010 
Halcrow undertook this evaluation on behalf of the Council. In relation to the Medina Estuary, the 

report noted the highly sensitive nature of the estuarine habitat and that it was being well-managed, 

although improvements could still be made (pp. 64-5).  

With reference to the European designations applying to the Medina Estuary, the report noted that: 
“there may be localised opportunities to develop and enhance public enjoyment of these areas but 
these decisions will need to be considered carefully in the light of detailed information to ensure 
that they do not compromise the integrity of the designated site.” (p.67) 
 
In reviewing the opportunities for developing the Green Infrastructure of the Medina Valley, the 
report proposed that a number of existing corridors along either side of the Medina River, along the 
Solent-facing coast of Cowes and East Cowes and a number that connect Newport with open 
countryside or Parkhurst Forest should be maintained and promoted. In addition, the report 
proposed that a number of existing links from East Cowes into the Osborne Estate, from Cowes and 
Northwood to Parkhurst Forest and from Newport to Parkhurst Forest as well as open countryside 
should be developed.  Landscape enhancements to the open landscape between Northwood and 
Newport were also proposed in order to counter the visual encroachment of the two settlements on 
each other. Several strategic open spaces in East Cowes, Cowes, Parkhurst Forest and Newport were 
identified for protection.  A map showing these proposals can be found in Appendix 2. 
 
These proposals fit with ideas to promote new or enhanced opportunities for sustainable visitor 
activities. 
 
 

4.7 The Isle of Wight Council Economic Development Plan: 2015/16 – 2017/18 

Version 2 
This Plan recognises the importance of the visitor economy to the overall success of the Island’s 

economy (p.38) and growing this sector is one of its six priorities. Recognising that the tourism 

market has significantly changed over the past 30 years, with declining visitor numbers, reducing 

length of stays, changes to the demographic profile and also to the times of year when visitors wish 

to visit, the plan states that the aim is to increase visitor numbers, the average length of stay and to 

target different kinds of visitors who will value new and different products, services and experiences.  

 

“This should include those who enjoy intellectual and physical pursuits, who are younger in age – 

including younger families, as well as those who are relatively high earning. Markets to target will 

include active sports, the rural/farming experience, combined with continuing commitment to the 

seaside offer. Business tourism and events also offers excellent opportunities to extend the sector’s 

potential beyond the strong seasonal attractions of the summer months.” 
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An example cited by the plan is to harness growing consumer support and interest in sustainable and 

renewable energy and, by featuring the use of these in accommodation or attractions or transport, 

use this as a means of attract visitors supportive of such initiatives.   

 

The actions set out by the plan include the support of the DMO (Visit Isle of Wight Ltd) and the 

DMO’s Management Plan (see 4.1). 

 

4.8 Island Transport Plan – Strategy 2011 – 2038, Local Transport Plan 3 
The Council’s Transport Plan recognises the difficulties the peaks of visitor traffic can create on 

Island roads, especially for major events such as the Isle of Wight Festival. The plan also recognises 

the need to promote walking and cycling by residents and visitors.  The promotion of Green Tourism, 

including walking and cycling festivals is encouraged in the plan, as well as the use of public 

transport.  The Council states an aim to work with transport providers, and tourist attractions to 

increase the use of these methods of transport.  

4.9 Transforming Solent - Solent Strategic Economic Plan, 2014-20, 2014 
The Solent LEP’s economic strategy recognises the importance of the visitor economy to the Solent 

area as a whole (£3 billion in value and supporting nearly 63,000 jobs) and, in particular, to the Isle 

of Wight.  It also recognises the opportunities for further growth in employment in the sector and 

the risks for the Island if connectivity with the mainland is not maintained and improved. This is 

highlighted in relation to the Southampton – East Cowes ferry route:  

“The already difficult economic conditions prevailing on the Isle of Wight will be further inhibited if 

the links to between the mainland and the Island (Southampton to East Cowes) are not improved. 

Damaging the visitor economy of the Isle of Wight, jeopardising jobs and acting as a barrier to 

business growth and investment.” (p. 18). 

The plan calls for the development of Red Funnel ferry terminal facilities in Southampton and in East 

Cowes to address both traffic management issues and regeneration aims in both locations. The 

project is described as unlocking major employment sites in Southampton and East Cowes and 

creating an opportunity to develop terminal access roads, cycling and walking routes, high quality 

waterfront areas and a new “floating bridge” between East and West Cowes…”p 

The plan notes that the ferry connectivity also needs to be integrated with onward transport 

networks – road and rail – in order to safeguard and support the growth of the Island’s visitor 

economy. 

Priorities for action include a “Visit Solent” marketing campaign to support the visitor and marine 

economy in South Hampshire and the Isle of Wight, support for rural tourism through EAFRD 

funding, and developing a strategic sector for the visitor economy (p.5). 

 

4.10 Solent LEP ESIF Strategy 
The Solent LEP strategy for engaging with ESIF funding includes the visitor economy in two sectors.  

The first is in the Marine and Maritime sector where the visitor economy, tourism and hospitality 

services is seen as an important component of the sector. The second is Agriculture, where 

diversification of farming into additional income generating activities is to be encouraged.  This 
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includes rural tourism and the LEP has allocated €494,800 from the European Agricultural Fund for 

Rural Development to tourism and associated activities. “Solent LEP is committed to building on the 

natural assets and the heritage offer of the area to attract new visitors, encourage visitors to stay 

longer and to visit the wider Solent area.” 

 

 

 

 

 

5 SWOT Analysis of the Medina Visitor Economy 
The Isle of Wight DMO Plan includes a SWOT analysis for the whole Island and each point could 

equally be applied to the Medina area.  The full SWOT can be found in Appendix 1:  

With those in mind, we have focused on the particular strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and 

threats facing the Medina Estuary Area. 

STRENGTHS WEAKNESSES 

- Gateway to Southampton 
- Good bus connections between Cowes 

RedJet terminal and Newport 
- International recognition for sailing 
- Successful attraction of up-market visitors 
- Major national and international events 

and attractions within the area 
- Entry point to one of the top 10 cycling 

places in the world (Lonely Planet, 2010) 
- Walking routes 
- Access to the rest of the Island’s offer 
- Coast, river and rural landscape 
- Important wildlife habitats 
- Historical and archaeological assets 
- Strategic and policy alignment behind the 

growth of sustainable visitor economy 
- Red Funnel promotes the Island as a visitor 

destination and features attractions and 
activities within the Medina Valley area and 
has a vested interest in promoting the 
Cowes and East Cowes gateways 

- Visit Isle of Wight promotes the Island as a 
visitor destination and attractions and 
activities in the area 

- Cowes Week and Round the Island race 
benefit from sponsored promotion and 
media coverage 

-  
 

- East Cowes connectivity to Newport not as 
good for pedestrians and cyclists if the 
floating bridge is not operating. 

- Incomplete cycling and walking route along 
the East side of the river 

- East Cowes regeneration incomplete 
- Routes between town centres to walking 

trails and cycle paths not signed well. 
- May not be enough of the right 

accommodation in the area to host more 
staying visitors 

- Congestion can be serious at the times of 
special events and seasons 

- Some derelict properties in towns and 
along the Medina 

- Under-utilisation of Newport Harbour as a 
destination asset 

- Under-utilisation of the habitats and 
wildlife along the river for attracting and 
educating the public 

- Under-utilisation of Parkhurst Forest as a 
well-managed attraction 

- Under-utilisation of cross-selling 
opportunities at major events 

- Parts of visitor offering struggling to meet 
current visitor expectations (food and 
drink, accommodation, retail, activities) 

- Little promotion of the Medina Valley as an 
area to visit 
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 - Funding in a time of austerity 

OPPORTUNITIES THREATS 

- Easily rectified improvement of signage for 
cycling and walking routes  

- Creation of information points and viewing 
facilities along the estuary to encourage 
more engaged walking and cycling 

- Similarly, provide more signage in towns 
about heritage connections and other 
interesting features, including employment 
activities / notable contributions by the 
community 

- East Cowes regeneration, including the Red 
Funnel development can create new 
opportunities for public access and 
enjoyment of the waterfront, and for new 
businesses to be created to service visitors 

- The development of existing Green 
Infrastructure Corridors and Links can 
create interesting new walking and perhaps 
cycling options 

- Use of the river for visitor transport 
between Newport and Cowes/East Cowes 

- Newport Harbour regeneration could 
create an interesting focal point for a new 
visitor experience 

- Create attractive, historically and 
architecturally interesting retail spaces with 
safe pedestrian spaces, good connections 
with road, cycling, walking and public 
transport, and making use of waterfront 
views where possible 

- Encourage more entertaining retail zones 
and spaces, creating the mix of attractions 
that shoppers in the internet age require 

- There are many components in place that 
would allow Cowes, East Cowes or Newport 
to become an attractive location for 
conferences or training events – but not 
enough, especially appropriate 
accommodation 

- Develop attractive accommodation that 
makes use of the waterfront assets 

 

Restriction of ferry access to the mainland 
through pricing or scheduling or both 
Loss of major events 
Decline of retail and other aspects of the 
“shopping” offering in Newport  
Insufficient investment by accommodation 
providers 
Insufficient investment in public realm 
Loss of marketing support from the DMO 
(because it fails to be supported) 
Loss of marketing support from Red Funnel 

6 Areas of Potential Growth 
The opportunities cited in the SWOT analysis above point to a number of areas of potential growth.  

Given the gateway position of the Medina, it is in a primary position to attract “passing traffic” if the 

effort is made to communicate and attract attention to the visitor experiences on offer in the area. 
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The area already has major visitor attraction successes with sailing, music festival and historical 

attractions which means the visitors do come into the area and, with more effective marketing, 

would trial more activities and experiences within the area.  Investment in understanding what these 

visitors would value and how they would like further opportunities to be presented would be very 

helpful in directing cost-effective marketing activities. 

The alignment of so many policies with “Green Tourism” and the existence of significant Green 

Infrastructure assets also points to the opportunity to grow walking, cycling, sailing and other non-

car reliant tourism.  The opportunity may require the support of attractive “packaging” of these 

offers, e.g. to create a cycling (or walking/ canoeing/ fishing / etc.) experience that can be 

purchased, rather than simply advertise that one can cycle (etc.) on the Isle of Wight.  

Green Tourism should not be limited to visitors arriving without cars. For many visitors, the car will 

still be the preferred mode of transport from home to the Isle of Wight and, indeed, visitors from 

other parts of the Island. Once in the area, however, the visiting experience can be about “Green 

Tourism” activities. 

Although day visitors do not, on average, spend as much as overnight visitors, Cowes and East Cowes 

are in a good position to create reasons for day visitors to come over from Southampton for an 

enjoyable experience. By improving the range of activities and experiences, whether retail, food and 

drink, historical attraction or events, and by extending the season of these experience opportunities, 

both communities could benefit from additional visitors, who would not need to use their cars to 

visit the Island. 

 Newport could also grow this segment if the ease of getting from Cowes or East Cowes to Newport 

by bus or bicycle could be highlighted. Promoting cycling will also require the improved provision of 

cycle racks / storage and driver education campaigns to increase acceptance of cyclists as road users. 

Packaging the Medina Valley as a destination with a range of interesting, new conveniently situated 

experiences on offer could generate a very successful growth in visitors and visitor expenditure. 

Making it easy for visitors to get to the different points of attraction will, however, be very important 

to deliver on this promise. Is it easy to get from Cowes to Osborne House and Carisbrooke Castle? Is 

it easy to take in Parkhurst Forest as well as the floating bridge? What happens if the visitor doesn’t 

come by car?  Can more be done to assist the visitor to get around more easily, either by additional 

guidance or introducing new transportation offers?  Are guided tours one answer? Can bus routes be 

better connected to attractions?  

These opportunities would suit adult or family visitors. Although the mix of visitors has become 

more adult and less family group dominated compared to traditional visitor profiles, there does 

seem to be room for new family focused visitor offers. A Medina Valley Coastal Community Team 

may wish to explore the potential for an investor to establish a new attraction or a combined 

accommodation and attraction facility, that would appeal to families “in season” and adult groups 

out of season.  This could centre on the activities already readily available in the area such as sailing, 

walking, cycling, visiting attractions, canoeing, fishing and other water related experiences. 
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7 Limitations and Barriers to Growth 
- There are some policy and strategic limits to development along the river (coalescence of 

communities is not wanted, protection of habitats and species) but these also protect what is 

valuable in the area. 

- Restricted movement can be a limitation: ferry schedules and pricing, connection between East 

Cowes and Cowes only via a floating bridge, bus timings from East Cowes to Newport, bus 

routing. These can prevent visitors (and residents) from seeing the area as “one”, as accessible, 

as easy to move around within the area.  For the day visitor, the ferry timings may not be 

frequent enough or late enough to enable taking part in a half-day or evening activity. 

- Lack of investment is a barrier to growth – by private and public sector 

- The size of the market may also limit the potential for investors to recoup their investment in a 

timely manner.  Some comparative studies of successful investments in other market could help 

target successful investments on the Island. 

- Lack of promotion of (more) potential visitor experiences in the area is a definite barrier to 

growth. 

- Not making more of what already exists:  Lack of innovation in presenting and providing 

experiences is a limitation to growth.  This does not need to require large investments.  Small 

improvements such as signage, packaging and provision of information that makes things easier 

for visitors can significantly boost growth. 

8 Proposed Vision Statement for the Medina Visitor Economy 
Our vision is to establish the Medina Valley as a distinct and attractive visitor destination on the 

Isle of Wight, utilising its natural and man-made assets in a sustainable and economically 

advantageous way in order to bring increased wealth and improved facilities to the communities 

in the area. 

9 Sources & Credits 
Information for this report has been obtained from public documents produced by the Isle of Wight 

Council, the Solent LEP, Visit Isle of Wight Ltd, the Medina Estuary Management Team, The Ryde 

Coastal Community Team, the Bay Coastal Community Team, Red Funnel.  

Some information has been obtained through Google searches and business mapping has been done 

with the mapping add-on in Google Sheets. 

Photographs have been from published Council documents or, in the case of Fig. 2, from Yachting 

World, October 17, 2012. 
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Appendix 1: Isle of Wight DMO Plan SWOT 
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Appendix 2: Medina Valley Green Infrastructure Concept Plan 

 

  

Red lines: Existing corridors to be 
maintained and promoted 
Blue lines: Existing links to be 
developed 
Green Circles: Strategic open space 
Green Cross: Landscape 
enhancement area 
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Appendix 3: Medina Valley Key Regeneration Areas – Environmental Considerations Map 

 

 


