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Successful High Streets
Briefing on government report on High Streets: response requested                                                 
January 1st 2012
Leader of the Lincolnshire Independents at NKDC, Marianne Overton said;

“There has been a big debate on how to improve Sleaford and a Masterplan adopted by the District Council, though without much public support. Now the Government has produced a report looking at High Streets in towns and villages and how they might be improved, prior to changing legislation. This is out for consultation now and Independents are about to put forward their view nationally. We would very much like to hear from anyone with ideas on how to help our High Streets succeed, so that your voices get heard at national level.” (Marianne Overton on cllrm.overton@lincolnshire.gov.uk)
Below is my briefing on the government report. Cllr Clarence Barrett, our Independent Chairman of the LGA Urban Commission has collated views received so far and is asking for your comments now. 

If you are interested in Town Centres, please read this simple briefing on the national Mary Portas Review or the original summary on the web and let us add any comment you would like to make.

Briefing 

High Streets and town centres are important because they improve our economy, but they are also useful indicators reflecting local and wider economic health and well-being. 

Although town centres are hubs of retail activity, they often contain a wide range of other uses, such as services, offices, residential and public buildings. 

What has happened to the High Street?

In ten years to 2009, the British Population grew by 5.8%, increasing spend by c £10b over 10 years. But High Streets have hardly benefitted. Purpose-built shopping centres both in and out-of-town have captured sales at the expense of High Street and village or neighbourhood shops. (Out-of-town centres have risen by 26%, whilst Town centre floor space has fallen to less than half. Footfall has dropped by more than 10% in the past three years alone.) About 10% of the High Street shops are empty, substantially more than before 2008, when the depression started.

Large retail companies have been able to offer landlords the best guarantee on their investment, leading to the “sameness” of many High Streets. Large “Anchor stores” often pay a peppercorn rent, whilst smaller shops find their rent increased to compensate, paying rents of up to 25% of turnover, making it harder for them to compete.

Internet sales has squeezed town centres, the credit squeeze and the on-set of economic recession then greatly exacerbated what had already become a downward spiral for many high streets. Accordingly, vacancy rates have increased more quickly. Access and parking is a major issue, particularly where high streets have been pedestrianized. 
Have our efforts been effective? 

While the last decade has seen a wealth of town centre management initiatives, local partnerships, development master planning exercises and Business Improvement Districts, there is still the view that High streets are not well managed. As a result High Streets are disadvantaged compared with supermarkets and shopping centres. 

Future Trends

Shopping centre development in the pipeline is declining rapidly in recent years, and it is unclear if there will be too much shopping centre retail space. However, what is clear is that there is now a surplus of in-town secondary retail floor space, much of which is no longer ‘fit for purpose’. In the future, there is likely to be a need for more quality shopping floor space in high streets, although vacancy rates will remain high or even edge further upwards. It is believed that neighbourhood shops will remain fairly static.

Colliers International Town Performance Matrix (TPM), which compares historical town performance with forecast future performance for 364 town and city centres across Great Britain. According to this, 23% of town centres are failing, 11% degenerating, 3% improving and 25% thriving. I have asked for examples for us to look at.
What can we do?

· Improving the built form with a good, well-supported masterplan, but this will not work on its own, you still need good shops! Maintaining customer loyalty is an important objective for retailers. Service and ambience also play a valuable role in achieving this. 

· Improve Ease access and parking with locally set rates

· Planning and business rates can resist shopping centres and assist small businesses. Regulations allow 28days of a “pop-up” shop to add interest. Licensing is also used to help control the character of the area.

· Emphasising distinctiveness: In the more successful examples, coordinated work has taken place to demonstrate that the high street has something different to offer and is a place to visit for leisure, culture and specialist shopping rather than for routine purchases. 

· Better management; Public/private partnerships to add value to the commercial and social vitality of the area they operate. 

· Increase other economic activities alongside retail; 

There is a definite sea-change in perceptions of what the high street has to offer, with a move away from retail as the prime driver, to a more cultural and social proposition. That sea-change is being reflected in new initiatives, such as co-operatives, social enterprises, and imaginative use of community assets, local food networks, and events and activities. In common with many of the responses highlighted in the report, there is limited evidence of impact at this stage. 
The report calls for further measures to be made to assess the success of High Streets, such as footfall and satisfaction, though I would hope customer spend will remain an important objective.
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