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I am very pleased to have joined the Tourism Forum and also to have this opportunity to tell you about Unique to Brighton.

Everybody in the Forum already knows why the distinctive appeal of Brighton & Hove is so important. My take on this has its origins in a personal story.

When I was a child my dad was a baker and his business suffered enormously when the supermarkets began. So, although I know we need a wide range of businesses for the city to thrive, I’ve always tried to support local, independent businesses. 

I developed my IT skills as a digital resources consultant for educational publishers in the late 90’s. In 2004 I began work on a project about local food and it was this that grew into the Unique to Brighton web directory. It was a simple case of looking for a list of independent shops - and finding that it didn’t exist.
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Unique to Brighton has been online since 2005. 

It’s the only directory of Brighton and Hove’s unique, independent shopping and eating-places. It’s a real mix of the traditional and the stylish places that play such a big part in our distinctive character.

It is used all day, every day- and into the night- by people looking for specific businesses, a specific brand or to find out about unique local events. 

Having worked on some big web sites over 10 years ago it wasn’t hard to see that people would one day be using the Internet to look for almost everything. In fact the latest research says that 73% people search online before they go out to shop or eat.
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The Unique to Brighton website has several features. There’s a section on the main shopping areas but the main part is the pages of unique businesses with detailed text and images. The bulletin - or blog - page can be used to promote an event or some business news.

 On these four images from last month you can see part of the shopping areas section, a page about a local business, the Food Festival’s scary crab and a news item about the Earth and Star’s well -deserved ‘Pub Chef Award’. 
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Search engines like Google like the site because it picks up items that are relevant and focused; so the site is easy to find.

 If a business has both a listing and a mention on the bulletin page it will usually appear in one of the top three places in a search.
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The aim is to showcase all sorts of places – from a famous destination restaurant, a local greengrocer or a hidden – gem like this Italian food shop.

 Such places strike a chord with really diverse groups of people. Discerning shoppers come in all sorts -they might be upmarket weekenders, conferees or students looking for something different. They might be those with a ‘green’ agenda or the many local residents who are loyal to familiar places.
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It’s also very interesting behind the scenes. From the website statistics we can see when and how people search. We can see weekly, seasonal and other trends.  This information can be used to adapt a listing and also to feed back to the business in question.

In fact having this feedback- and in plain English - is one of the best reasons for being on the site.
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There have also been some unexpected outcomes. I’m now an expert on finding such things as… signed copies of the Booker shortlist, the loveliest shops, the most friendly welcomes, the most unusual jewellery, the strangest pub signs and the most delicious ice cream.

 Since last March I’ve written a column in ‘Brighton Visitor’ about some of these unique places and I’m writing  ‘Why not do your Christmas shopping in local shops?’ for the ‘Brighton Fabulous’ edition.
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Your business could benefit from an association with this project in several ways.

It could benefit from a link on your existing website. A whole page listing about your business on Unique to Brighton would be an excellent way to add to your own web presence. It would promote you and it could be changed whenever you like just by a quick phone call or email. 

You can use our blog to promote your events. Or there’s the helpful feedback from our web site statistics to help you get idea about what potential customers are looking for.

I can also provide one-to one, customised advice about your business’s print, point of sale and online communications. From just one session you will get  “invaluable feedback and uniquely creative ideas” (I quote!)
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We can’t go back in time but we all know how important it is to support what makes Brighton & Hove so special. We know that people don’t come to see what’s on every high street.
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Tourism Forum members have already made a formal commitment to the long - term health of the local economy.

To this I would just add: please encourage your staff and customers to support our unique, independent places whenever possible.
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