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FALMOUTH

SME Magazine finds out how the Falmouth Business Improvement 
District is helping business grow in the seaside town

T he Falmouth Business Improvement District (BID) 
has been working hard to bring economic prosperity 
to the Cornish town. It is a not-for-profit company 

responsible for delivering many innovative projects that 
aim to improve the area’s trading environment. Numerous 
initiatives include:
• Falmouth “spirit of the sea” marketing and branding 

campaign highlighted as a best practice project by the 
British Retail Consortium – “a good example of how 
branding has engendered a real sense of place”

• An award-winning in-town visitor signage, storytelling 
and way-finding project

• An official website for Falmouth www.falmouth.co.uk 
• A festival of sport, well-being and lifestyle – ZestiFAL
• An early season celebration of coast, culture and 

community – Falmouth Spring Festival
• Co-ordination of Great British High Street awards 

submission with Falmouth Town Council – a Town 
Team approach – leading to Falmouth being crowned 
the GB High St Coastal Community of the Year

• Consistently mentioned as one of the best places to live 
by the Sunday Times u
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Stand Up Paddleboarding, or SUP 
as it’s known, has become one of the 
most exciting and fastest growing 
watersports in the country. First in 
the UK to offer a dedicated SUP centre 
was Falmouth’s very own ‘WeSUP’ 
and the business has been going from 
strength to strength for the last seven 
years, encompassing the development 
of a stunning shipping container 
conversion in 2016. 

 
Founder Sean White came from 
a background in music and artist 
management. His ambitions to develop 
a watersport centre were born out of 
a passion for the sport and an intense 
desire to live by the ocean to enjoy a 
lifestyle far removed from his chaotic job 
in London’s busy music scene. Falmouth 
offered an exciting prospect for 
business in Cornwall unlike anywhere 
else in the county. A busy university 
town, a popular tourist destination 
and a thriving community all add up 
to a fantastic, transient population 
of new and regular customers who 
keep business flowing almost all 
year. Geographically, Falmouth also 
has a huge amount to offer WeSUP. 
Stunning caves and rock formations, an 
abundance of marine wildlife including 
dolphins and diving birds, ancient 
castles and historic shipwrecks are just a 
few of the wonders that people visiting 
WeSUP can see and enjoy from a unique 
perspective. Not to mention the fact 
that Gylly Beach sits in one of the most 
sheltered ocean locations in the country 

so paddlers can enjoy nice clear and 
calm waters all year round. 

In the beginning WeSUP was 
certainly a micro business. In fact almost 
nobody had heard of SUP so Sean set 
about trying to persuade 10 customers 
a week to give it go, often for free. This 
year WeSUP is on track to introduce 
upwards of 5,000 new people to the 
sport and boasts an exciting array 
of beginner SUP activities and more 
advanced tours and adventures. WeSUP 
is actually the country’s first adventure 
SUP centre and specialises in coastal 
tours and expeditions. Among many 
other exciting adventures around the 
world, Sean was the first to SUP the 
entire 252 miles of the Cornish coastline 
un-supported in just seven days. His 
experiences have been translated into 
exciting and accessible adventures right 
here in Cornwall but also directly into 
the retail space at WeSUP where they 
sell a bespoke collection of high-end 
adventure gear and products from world 
class brands such as Finisterre, Fanatic 
and Black & Blum. 

 Working with Oxford Innovation and 
Unlocking Cornish Potential, WeSUP are 
now just a few months off delivering the 
world’s first global franchise for Stand 
Up Paddleboarding. It’s an exciting 
and innovative project that will enable 
anyone to set up a world class SUP centre. 

Sean White
01326 311830
sean@wesup.co.uk
wesup.co.uk

WESUP WILLOW & STONE 

Sarah Willshaw started Willow & 
Stone in 2005 after five years of London 
commuting to work for an architectural 
antiques dealer. “I had been to college 
in Falmouth in the mid-90s and loved 
it,” she says. “I moved away for work 
and quickly wanted to come back. 
After years of commuting I felt a little 
trapped so I began dreaming of ways 
I could sustain a living in Cornwall 
while doing something satisfying. 

“I was already selling ironmongery 
products in London so had knowledge and 
passion for that area and I had experience 
in running a website so it wasn't long 
before I came up with the idea of an old 
fashioned ironmongery store run from 
a shop in Cornwall but selling via the 
website to a worldwide market as well.

“I found a shop premises in Truro and, 
after months of solicitor’s dealings and 
surveys, I was able to hand in my notice 
and move full-time back to Falmouth 
to open my shop and gradually build a 
website. I handed my notice and during 
my leaving party in London my solicitor 
called to say the tenants had pulled out 
of the lease transfer. I was devastated! 
That was the Thursday and I was due to 
get the keys on the Monday and planned 
to start restoring the shop for a few 
weeks before opening. 

“As soon as I got back to Cornwall 
I began the search for new premises 
and the fast turnaround of building a 
website. I needed an income as I had 
extended my mortgage by £47,000 to fund 
the business. It took three months of 24/7 
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work, finding suppliers, photographing 
products and populating the site before 
it was ready. I was fortunate that I had 
little competition 12 years ago and the 
business online took off quickly and has 
sustained growth ever since. The website 
growth is around 20-25% year on year 
whereas the shop is around 5%.

“During that first year, whilst running 
the online business from my flat, I hunted 
for premises, ending up a year later with 
my beautiful little corner plot on Arwenack 
Street. A few years later we took on an 
additional premises two doors down and 
then, in 2012, moved to our existing larger 
shop and our offices over the road from 
where we run the website.

“I have increased my staff over the years 
for the business as a whole though the 
shop never really has more than one or 
two people working in it as that is what 
is financially realistic. But it means I can 
now work on the website and oversee shop 
improvements and ideas generated by 
our creative team of people. Every year I 
like to have one big project. That could be 
moving premises, having a shop refit or a 
website rebuild. This year we are working 
with a local branding company looking at 
and ultimately improving the message we 
give out to our customers and making us 
a brand that is as strong as possible and is 
known for excellent customer service and 
high quality unusual products."

Sarah Willshaw
01326 311388 
office@willowandstone.co.uk 
willowandstone.co.uk 

Neill Gorton Prosthetics Studio – or 
Gorton Studio as it’s known – has 
been operating from Killigrew Street 
in Falmouth since 2014. The studio is 
a training school for makeup FX and 
prosthetics artists in the film and TV 
industry and is directed by BAFTA 
winner Neill Gorton, an internationally 
renowned prosthetics designer with a 
30-year film industry career.

The studio in Falmouth is part of a 
bigger picture; there is another branch in 
Aylesbury, Bucks which was inaugurated 
in 2003, and shares a building with 
Neill’s industry company Millennium 
FX. Millennium creates makeup FX and 
monsters for films and TV. Their work 
spans back to modern classics like Saving 
Private Ryan and Gladiator, through to the 
2015 release Victor Frankenstein and up-
coming sci-fi adventure The Titan. Their 
TV credits include iconic series like Doctor 
Who and Red Dwarf and, being closely 
associated with Millennium FX, Gorton 
Studio is widely regarded as the most 
authentic place to study screen prosthetics. 
There is also a small, satellite branch of 
Millennium in Pool, allowing the close 
relationship between the two companies 
to exist similarly in Cornwall.

Lisa Gorton picks up the story. 
“From the Falmouth studio, we train 
beginners for careers in makeup FX, 
help professionals improve their skills, 
support teachers in delivering industry-
relevant courses and provide specialist 
modules for universities and colleges as 
part of wider curricula,” she says. “Our 

students are roughly 50% international, but 
some courses can see 80% of their student 
population travelling from abroad. We 
welcome students from Europe, the USA, 
Canada, Australia, South Africa and India 
to study courses of five days to seven weeks.

“We publish a specialist, film industry 
magazine ‘Prosthetics’ which has a strong 
international readership, and run an 
annual event in Birmingham called The 
Prosthetics Event, which is an educational 
event about our subject attended by 1,000 
enthusiasts and industry artists, some 
of whom we fly over specially from the 
USA and Europe. We’re also starting to 
take on other projects such as short film 
and collaborative work. We were involved 
in the current exhibition of tattoo art at 
Cornwall’s Maritime museum, where we 
created realistic body parts for tattooists to 
exhibit their work on and provided some 
education on the subject of hyper realism 
for students at the University of Falmouth’s 
School of Art, funded with grants secured 
by the museum. 

“Falmouth never disappoints as a 
location and our initial reservations 
about it being inaccessible for both UK 
and international students have proved 
unfounded, as our courses are as popular 
as those we run near London. It’s also a 
wonderful town to work in and we use the 
immediate locale regularly for our own 
filmmaking projects." 

Lisa Gorton
01326 313212
info@gortonstudio.co.uk
gortonstudio.co.uk

GORTON STUDIO
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