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SUMMARY

The focus of this inquiry is found at the heart of communities—their local high
street. These are the places where for centuries we have shopped, socialised and
worked. They provide vital social and economic infrastructure — a space for
people to meet, trade, see and be seen. Over time they have evolved, responding
to changes in trade, retail, technology and society. In recent years high streets
have again faced challenging circumstances, so we have focused our inquiry
on learning from success stories to understand what makes a thriving and
resilient high street, who needs to be involved in making it a success and what
role Government plays in both policy and funding. Evidence suggests that there
could be an optimistic and flourishing future for high streets.

Towards the end of this inquiry, the 2024 general election took place and a
new Government was formed. In October 2024, the Government delivered its
budget. The conclusions and recommendations in our report are intended to
support the new Government as it works with local communities to transform
towns and small cities across the country.

There is no single model for a high street and revitilising a high street in crisis is
not an easy task. A number of principles have emerged throughout this inquiry
which we believe can help to ensure success. Firstly, a local leader (either from
the local authority or a local community or business leader) empowered to take
decisions should convene teams with a mix of skills from the public and private
sector—high street renewal cannot be done by one person alone. Innovation
and experimentation is also key to these projects; the high streets of the future
will not be the same as those that have come before and will require imagination
as well as enthusiasm. Finally, there must be a focus on quality. Creating well
designed and well built spaces will ensure that projects stand the test of time
and are loved by the people that use them.

The dominance of retail that we had become so accustomed to on our high
streets has declined. Retail will always remain a vital component of the high
street but local communities are increasingly seeking out restaurants and leisure
activities as well as wanting to see more public services in their town centres.
Those places that have adapted in response, for example by moving local
libraries into vacant department stores or by opening high street diagnostic
centres, are leading the way for the future of high streets across the country.
Variety, both within the retail offering and beyond, will aid recovery now and is
key to ensuring the long-term resilience of high streets into the future. Changes
need to enhance rather than damage the unique, and often historic, character
of each high street, and the specific local appeal. This is not always easy, but
with the involvement of local business owners, landlords, residents and the local
authority, it is achievable.

Throughout this inquiry we have heard about the vital role that engaged local
communities play in transforming their local places. Those living in our towns
and small cities will have specific wants and needs from their high streets
and they are steeped in the local history of their community, which should be
reflected in its public spaces. We were pleased to hear that a core tenet of the
Long-Term Plan for Towns is ensuring that local leaders are actively involved
in the management of projects to revitalise their high streets. It is important to
recognise that whilst local authorities and the Government create the structures
for high street renewal (for example through the planning process, funding and
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taxation) they do not have to be the main drivers of this work. Indeed, a project
which is done by or with the local community is perhaps more likely to be
sustainable in the long term.

With regards to funding, the previous Government created the Long-Term
Plan for Towns in response to long-standing criticisms about the myriad of
different, and yet remarkably similar, programmes run by the then Department
for Levelling-Up, Housing and Communities. Our inquiry echoed the findings
of the National Audit Office and the Public Accounts Committee: the bidding
processes were complicated and costly; the sheer number of funds introduced
inefficiencies; and, the focus on capital funding sometimes did little to support
underresourced local authorities. The new approach in the Long-Term Plan,
which includes resource funding to ensure local authorities have the capacity
to deliver sustainable new projects, has the potential to provide real change for
communities. The Government has committed to reviewing its range of local
growth programmes and to maintaining the Long-Term Plan for Towns. We
recommend that the introduction of whole new programmes should be avoided
where possible, but if they are introduced they should allow for a simplified
and cost-effective bidding process. This would ensure that local authorities can
devote their main efforts to regenerating their areas rather than applying for
funds.

High streets continue to hold a special place in the nation’s hearts and they
will continue to do so in the years to come. Across the country we heard about
local communities, businesses and authorities working together to respond to
societal changes and build thriving town centres. With the right support and
empowerment there is no reason why high streets cannot continue to be the
centre of communities in the future.
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SUMMARY OF CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Considerations for the modern high street

What people want from the high street, and the businesses found upon
them, has constantly evolved and will continue to evolve. Therefore, towns
and small cities should avoid conforming to a fixed vision and monolithic
approach to the high street as this leads to a greater risk of systemic high
street failures. Instead they should plan positively for a resilient future by
ensuring diversity and adaptability. (Paragraph 18)

Safe and easy access is crucial to a thriving high street. Better public transport
connectivity, particularly through improved bus networks, would help support local
high streets. (Paragraph 26)

Car access and available parking are still necessary to sustain many high streets. This
1s especially true in areas with poor public transport links where pedestrianisation
may harm the high street through lack of accessibility. Car parking should be
designed so that it makes most efficient use of the space available and is accessible to
people with disabilities. (Paragraph 27)

It is vital that members of the community of all ages and conditions feel
safe and welcome on their local high street. Adequate street lighting, clear
sightlines and “eyes on the street,” as well as a mix of uses including residential
and those open into the night, can help to contribute to safer-feeling spaces.
(Paragraph 32)

Celebrating the local history of a place and conserving and repurposing
historic buildings on the high street wherever possible celebrates the
character and heritage of the high street, encourages a greater sense of pride
in place and could draw more people in and potentially increase footfall.
(Paragraph 38)

Local markets can boost footfall on high streets and contribute to the unique character
of towns and small cities across the country. Markets not only contribute to local
economies but can also act as catalysts for the high street brands of tomorrow. Local
authorities and other market operators should continue to support market traders.
(Paragraph 42)

More green space and an improved public realm alone cannot restore the
prospects of a high street, but they should be a key consideration in any
proposed regeneration programme. Ensuring that a high street has places for
young people to socialise and is clean and well maintained may contribute to
ensuring that the space is used by a greater proportion of the community, in
turn improving footfall and the ability to sustain local businesses and public
services in the area. (Paragraph 46)

Public toilets make it possible for everyone to use the local high street with confidence
and comfort. They are particularly critical for elderly people and families with young
children who might otherwise be reluctant to leave home. There are many ways to
ensure decent public toilets are available and maintained on high streets and local
authorities should be proactive in pursuing these options. This could include working
with local businesses to provice more choice and availability. (Paragraph 48)
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Who is responsible for the high street?

Thriving businesses are essential for a busy and successful local high street and
business owners should be actively involved in the management of their high street.
(Paragraph 53)

Ensuring that local businesses support and are involved in high street regeneration
projects 1s vital. Local authorities should empower and enable local business leaders
to drive forward high street regeneration projects. (Paragraph 54)

Business Improvement Districts are a useful tool for coordinating business
mvolvement in their local areas. The Govermment should support Business
Improvement Districts, but they should not be mandated. (Paragraph 59)

The decisions of landlords about whom they are willing to rent to, on what
terms, and what level of profit they need or are willing to accept, will impact
the mix of businesses operating on a high street. This approach risks increased
vacancies or an overprovision of specific types of business. (Paragraph 65)

Reflecting on the potential of Community Improvement Districts, but acknowledging
that the framework for these remains unclear, the Government should explore
whether the Business Improvement District model should be expanded to require

the participation of community representatives beyond local business owners.
(Paragraph 69)

High streets are at their most vibrant when they are used by the whole community.
Local authorities should ensure that their residents are involved in decision-making

about their area through both formal consultations and partnership working.
(Paragraph 72)

We are pleased to hear that Ministers are seeking to learn from previous successful
programmes. The Government should ensure that accountability mechanisms
involving members of the local community, such as Towns Boards, are part of any
new programmes to support local regeneration. (Paragraph 73)

Local authorities have a central role to play in the revitalisation of high streets
and town centres. This can range from intervening directly to curate mixed
use spaces or acting to convene and support local residents and businesses.
(Paragraph 81)

Local authorities are not the only organisations able to drive change on the
high street, but they are central to the process. (Paragraph 85)

Anyone looking to reform high streets should involve the local authority at an
early stage and develop a shared vision. Where a local authority is seeking to lead
change 1t must work in partnership with landlords, business owners and the local
community. (Paragraph 86)

What policy levers can be pulled?

Although there is a range of views, the introduction of Use Class E in the planning
system has made high streets more adaptable to changing consumer trends. The
Government should explore expanding the scope of Use Class E, or expanding
another Use Class, to support the renewal of large shopping centres for other leisure
purposes. (Paragraph 94)

The expansion of permitted development rights to convert Use Class E properties
into homes risks damaging the vitality of high streets and reduces local control over
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the design and development of high streets. The Government should undertake a
review of the policy to examine the impact it is having on high streets relative to the
number and quality of new homes delivered. (Paragraph 98)

Where it is necessary to ensure the vitality of the area, local authorities
should make use of Article 4 directions to remove permitted development
rights for ground floor retail units in high streets and major retail centres
designated within their local plan. Such directions can be used as a targeted
tool to allow for the concentration of retail on high streets. (Paragraph 99)

High streets do not function in isolation and the introduction of new out-of-
town retail and leisure centres can have a significant negative impact on the
vitality of a local high street. (Paragraph 106)

When approving new developments and considering how to regenerate their high
streets, local authorities should ensure that they are complementary to and optimise
the unique offering that high streets can bring to a community. New retail centres
must be considered in the wider strategic context of what else is available and
accessible 1n the local area. (Paragraph 107)

The Government should maintain its town-centre-first retail policy within
the National Planning Policy Framework. Local planning authorities
should clearly set out in their Local Plan in what circumstances out-of-
town developments would be permitted, and they should robustly apply
the sequential test set out in the National Planning Policy Framework.
(Paragraph 108)

We welcome the Government’s commitment to reconsidering the business rates
system. The conclusions of this work should be announced by the end of 2025.
As part of the review, the Government should consider and simplify the range of
business rates relief schemes available to ensure that they are effectively supporting
successful high streets. (Paragraph 115)

The Government should seek to legislate to allow markets operated by local
authorities outside London access to the same level of business rates relief available
to those markets operated by local authorities within London. (Paragraph 116)

The Government should provide funding to local authorities to maintain an
ownership and occupier database for commercial properties within areas designated
a high street or major retail centre in their local plan. (Paragraph 119)

The Government should support local authorities to make use of the new High Street
Rental Auction powers and should confirm if it will follow the pilot approach set out
by the previous Government. If it 1s not taking this approach, the Government
should explain why this is the case, how it will support local authorities instead, and
what steps will be taken to review the impact of these new powers. (Paragraph 123)

Owning property on the high street can give local authorities greater
influence over the make-up of a town centre and provides opportunities to
deliver wider social and economic aims for their local area. (Paragraph 129)

Local authorities that already own assets on their local high street should ensure
that they are being utilised to deliver the range of services and businesses wanted by
local communities. This could include exploring innovative styles of lease, operating
with reduced profit margins, or delivering public services on the high street.
(Paragraph 130)
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Whilst commercial property acquisition can present exciting opportunities for
local authorities, there are risks if insufficient expertise is accessed or held within
the authority. The Government should ensure that local authorities seeking to
acquire new commercial properties in their local area have accessed the appropriate
expertise and are able to effectively manage a commercial development portfolio.
(Paragraph 131)

Local authorities should have community asset transfer policies to ensure transfers
of ownership to a community group are possible where it is in the best interests of the
local community. (Paragraph 133)

People wish to have a mix of provisions on the high street. The provision
of public services, including health services, is increasingly seen by local
authorities, the NHS and communities as having a role on the high street.
(Paragraph 140)

Aswell asboosting NHS capacity and meeting the needs of local communities,
health centres could act as new ‘anchor’ sites for high streets and bring in
more people to the local high street. (Paragraph 141)

The Government should set out whether they intend to encourage moving more
NHS health services to the high street, including the new mental health crisis
centres announced in the Autumn 2024 Budget, and, if so, how they will do so.
(Paragraph 142)

In reviewing business cases for the building, or opening, of new government services
(such as health care centres, libraries and sport centres) the Government should
ensure that wider public benefits are included in its assessment, including those

supporting the ambitions held within other Government departments. (Paragraph
143)

New public services including libraries, diagnostic centres and local government
buildings should be located on the high street in the first instance, with the same
sequential test applied to retail being applied to these services. The Government should
amend the National Planning Policy Framework to reflect this. (Paragraph 144)

Who pays?

The range of different Government programmes which provide funding to
local authorities, with similar but slightly different purposes, is confusing
and indicates a historic lack of policy clarity. (Paragraph 154)

The previous Government’s ‘funding simplification doctrine’ is a sensible approach
and should be expanded to all local authorities in receipt of more than one funding
stream seeking to revive high streets and town centres. This should be introduced
for the next financial year and be a core tenet of any local growth funding reform.
(Paragraph 155)

Whilst it 1s too early to assess the outcomes of the Government’s Long-Term Plan
for Towns, the nclusion of resource funding is an improvement to the previous
Sfunding programmes. We are supportive of the Government’s plans to continue
the Long-Term Plan for Towns and thus provide stability to local authorities. Any
amendments to the programme should ensure that resource funding remains a core
feature of the programme. (Paragraph 161)

We note the Minister’s optimism that empowering local authorities will
make them a desirable place to work and therefore address the capacity and
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skills gaps within such organisations. However, this is a long-term, indirect
and unguaranteed solution to an immediate issue. Local authorities do not
currently have adequate resources and skills to support high streets. Not
addressing this proactively and at pace risks undermining the viability of the
Government’s plans. (Paragraph 162)

Each local authority should have an active town centre manager to support the
development of their high streets and town centres. Town centre managers across
the country should share experiences and best practice to benefit from cohort-based
learning. (Paragraph 163)

The Government should invest in traiming and educating town centre managers,
or other appropriate local authority staff, to ensure that every local authority has
the required skills and expertise to provide tailored support to its own high streets.
This could be commissioned from the private sector or coordinated through existing
structures. (Paragraph 164)

The bidding system for awarding funding to local authorities for regeneration
projects has historically been inefficient and costly for local authorities
applying for funding. (Paragraph 171)

We appreciate that the allocative approach taken in the Long-Term Plan
for Towns and the UK Shared Prosperity Fund has helped to overcome the
costs and burden of bidding; however, bidding processes can serve to ensure
that areas in receipt of funding are actively engaged in local projects and able
to deliver value for money to the taxpayer. (Paragraph 172)

We consider there is still an appropriate role for bidding processes in
allocating funding to local authorities, where it is not overly onerous and
serves a clear purpose. (Paragraph 173)

Any future programmes created as part of the local growth funding reforms should
have a highly simplified bidding process. The Government should clearly identify
the maximum appropriate time and cost of bidding required from local authorities
and design the processes accordingly. The Government could consider implementing
a two-stage bidding process with a cursory first stage to ensure that only those projects
most likely to be chosen within a programme have to undertake the full assessment
process. (Paragraph 174)

Parish and town councils that can demonstrate appropriate maturity in their
Sfinancial management should be eligible to bid for Government funding directly.
(Paragraph 175)
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

In this inquiry we explored the nature of high streets in towns and small
cities in England. We sought to understand how they have changed over
time and what needs to be in place to ensure resilient, lively high streets into
the future.

High streets are the heart of local communities and are simultaneously a
generator of the local economy and a reflection of the state that it is in.
Throughout this inquiry we have considered the challenges faced by high
streets across England, given the devolved nature of policies related to high
streets elsewhere in the United Kingdom. Reflecting on these, we have
looked to understand the role of the Government and local authorities in
supporting high streets to achieve success.

Defining the high street

During this inquiry we have heard a variety of definitions for a high street.
Whilst the Ordnance Survey defines a high street as “a minimum of 15 retail
units within 150 metres of each other”! witnesses argued that high streets
serve a wider range of functions and that there may be a shift in focus from
retail as high streets continue to evolve. In addition, the Institute of Place
Management indicated that rather than a single high street, it prefers to refer
to a town centre as the main concentration of attractions in a neighbourhood,
town or city.? Reflecting this, we have adopted a broad definition of the high
street, focusing on a street or network of streets with a mix of uses reflecting
the needs of a local community.

The challenges and opportunities for high streets

High streets across the country have been impacted by pressures including
the growing popularity of online shopping, the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic, the cost-of-living crisis and competition from out-of-town
shopping centres, and changing behaviours and preferences from their
customers. The past decade has seen the closure of large retail chains and
between March 2020 and March 2022 there was a net loss of 9,300 retail
outlets on high streets in Britain, with department stores, pharmacies,
clothing stores, pubs and banks all seeing closures.?

Subsequently, many of these properties have become vacant, leading to
drops in footfall and posing challenges for landlords, current and prospective
businesses and local authorities. The previous Government stated that “the
economic and physical decline caused by high street vacancy entrenches
economic underperformance and undermines pride in place”.* This is

\S]

Ordnance Survey, ‘The geography of Britain’s high streets’ (3 January 2023): https:/www.
ordnancesurvey.co.uk/insights/the-geography-of-britains-high-streets [accessed 9 September 2024]
Written evidence from the Institute of Place Management (HS0020)

‘Postcode checker: how has your High Street changed since 2020?’, BBC News (6 December 2022):
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-63799670 [accessed 9 September 2024] and written evidence from
Civic Voice (HSC0024) and Pharmacists’ Defence Association (HSC0013).

Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Jacob Young, Press Release: New
levelling up powers to fill empty shops across England on 14 May 2024:_https://www.gov.uk/government/

news/new-levelling-up-powers-to-fill-empty-shops-across-england [accessed 9 September 2024]



https://www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/insights/the-geography-of-britains-high-streets
https://www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/insights/the-geography-of-britains-high-streets
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/128940/html
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-63799670
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/128944/html
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/128928/html
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-levelling-up-powers-to-fill-empty-shops-across-england
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-levelling-up-powers-to-fill-empty-shops-across-england
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particularly concerning in deprived areas where amenities and services may
be getting worse.’ In this inquiry we have considered the economic context
of high streets but have not conducted an in-depth economic analysis.

6. Whilst some high streets have been able to evolve successfully to meet
changing demands, those in towns and small cities have often found this
more difficult, lacking the attractions and population of major cities but also
the niche offerings of small towns and villages. Their experience has been
especially difficult owing to the fact that the department stores and retail
chains which closed in recent years often had relatively larger footprints in the
centres of towns compared with major cities.® Meanwhile, major cities have
been able to retain larger retailers because of the continuing flow of people
coming into cities, such as commuters and students.” At the opposite end of
the spectrum, smaller towns and villages including suburbs have benefitted
to a certain extent from the increase in people working from home.® As a
result, our inquiry has focused on the opportunities available to towns and
small cities across the country.

7. Responding to these challenges can present new opportunities for
communities; it is clear that change is necessary but what this looks like
and how it can be achieved is not easy to answer.’ Frome Town Council
commented that: “Town Centres are in transition, perhaps even a paradigm
shift. Whatever the future holds however, the recent past won’t return.”
Above all, in considering this transition we heard that reflecting the wants
and needs of the local community was vital, and in order to achieve success
a “lot of work needs to be done in these communities to understand exactly
what would work in each given circumstance.”’® Overwhelmingly, we heard
that people are seeking out more services and leisure opportunities on their
high streets and that: “If we want high streets, shopping centres and town
centres to survive they have to be more than just retail spaces.”!! Sir John
Timpson, Chairman of the Timpson Group, told the committee that there
“are frankly too many retail premises ... Those retail premises need to be
changed into premises for something else which will liven up the whole town
or city”.!?

8. Alongside the endeavours of individual towns and small cities, the
Government has been investing in projects to support levelling-up and

5  Written evidence from Dr Eman Zied Abozied er al (HSCO0031), citing Company Chemists’
Association, The Impact of Pharmacy Closures on Health Inequalities (2022): https://thecca.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2022/10/The-impact-of-pharmacy-closures-on-health-inequalities.pdf [accessed
9 September 2024]

6  Weritten evidence from Policy Exchange (HSC0054)

7  David Rudlin et al, High Street: How Our Town Centres Can Bounce Back from the Retail Crisis (LLondon:

RIBA Publishing, 2023) p 174

Ibid.

9  David Rudlin et al, High Street: How Our Town Centres Can Bounce Back from the Retail Crisis (London:
RIBA Publishing, 2023)

10 Q 11 (Professor John Tomaney)

11  Q 78 (Andrew Tighe)

12 Q18 (Sir John Timpson)

(o]


https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/128960/html
https://thecca.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/The-impact-of-pharmacy-closures-on-health-inequalities.pdf
https://thecca.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/The-impact-of-pharmacy-closures-on-health-inequalities.pdf
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/129425/html
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/14330/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/14548/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/14373/html/
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high street regeneration across the country.!> The outcome of the previous
Government’s investment has been called into question by witnesses to our
inquiry and the National Audit Office and the Public Accounts Committee. '
We heard that the number of programmes (those we have heard about
during this inquiry are listed in Appendix 4) has led to confusion and the
complicated bidding process has placed a significant time and cost burden
on local authorities. Finally, the focus on capital spending has done little
to overcome the resource and expertise gaps within local authorities. The
previous Government recognised these concerns and launched the Long-
Term Plan for Towns, which the new Government has committed to
continuing. The Autumn Budget in October 2024 announced a review of
the variety of local grown programmes administered by the Ministry for
Housing, Communities and Local Government, and we hope that this report
will support this process.

The inquiry

We launched our inquiry by issuing a Call for Evidence on 23 February
2024." In addition to taking oral and written evidence, we held a private
seminar with academics from Manchester Metropolitan University,
Newcastle University and University College London. We also undertook
an engagement event with students from Lancaster and Shrewsbury, and
we visited Staines-upon-Thames. We are grateful to all who took part in our
inquiry.

We heard that whilst every high street faces unique challenges requiring
different solutions, there are recurring themes that offer clear considerations
when seeking to create a thriving and vibrant high street, even if the outcomes
of those considerations may be different from place to place. We discuss these
themes in Chapter 2. We consider who the key actors are on local high streets
and what their roles are in making, or breaking, places (Chapter 3) and then
we consider the policy levers available to local and national Government and
the impact these can have on high streets (Chapter 4). Finally, we review
the range of funding programmes available to local governments seeking to
regenerate their local high streets and we make recommendations about how
the Government should take these forward (Chapter 5).
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CHAPTER 2: CONSIDERATIONS FOR THE MODERN HIGH
STREET

As we took oral and written evidence expressing various degrees of concerns
about the economic and social role of high streets, we heard that “there is
no magic formula for a thriving high street”!® and each high street faces
different challenges. The Shopkeepers’ Campaign stated that there is “no
‘cookie-cutter’ design for what should be included in a high street as its
specific composition will be determined by local demand which will differ
from place to place.”” Professor John Tomaney, Professor of Urban and
Regional Planning at the Bartlett School of Planning, University College
London, told us that “the nature of decline and success is quite variable”
across different high streets around the country.!®

Nonetheless, during our inquiry several key themes were regularly cited as
factors to be considered when trying to regenerate a high street. Whilst every
place may have different, equally valid, answers to these questions, finding
the answers is a key component of any project to revive high streets. Later
chapters will reflect on who should be considering these matters and, once
priorities are identified for a place, how initiatives and interventions should
be delivered.

Resilience through variety; the past and future of retail

The high street, historically, is a place of business—a market place for the
community—and it will continue to evolve as businesses respond to changing
preferences. Sir John told us: “The long term is always determined by people’s
habits and supply and demand. We should not be trying to sustain a high
street exactly as it is now, because that is not what people will want in 15 or
30 years’ time”.! This can be seen, for example, in the recent, rapid growth
of hospitality and service-based venues on the high street. Helle Lis Seholt,
CEO of Gehl Architects, commented that this has been a response to a desire
from the public for more experience-based services.?’ Frome Town Council
also acknowledged this, suggesting that “there will probably be a continuing
proliferation of nail bars, beauty salons, tattoo parlours and perhaps more
face-to-face medical and health centres.”*

Greater variety on high streets allows them to remain lively and active
places even when a sector shrinks, or a business closes. This in turn makes
filling a vacant retail unit more appealing to a new business owner who may
otherwise be put off by growing numbers of empty units. We heard that the
previous dominance of retail on high streets, especially those occupying large
multi-floored premises, created systemic risks to their survival which were
ultimately realised as online shopping became more dominant.?? The British
Chambers of Commerce suggested that 40 per cent of shops will need to be
repurposed in the next five years and that those places that had incorporated
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a range of mixed unit development, more easily allowing for new types of
businesses, had fared better in recent years.?? Large floorplate stores such
as former department stores are particularly difficult to find replacement
tenants for or to repurpose, and therefore finding viable uses for these spaces
is necessary to prevent them having a long-term detrimental impact on high
streets.?* There are inspiring examples for achieving this, such as Bobby’s
in Bournemouth where this has been tackled by sub-dividing into smaller
units, further detailed in Box 1.

Witnesses emphasised the need for designing in resilience in the face of
these changing preferences, which are only the latest in a centuries-long
evolution of high streets: “to be more resilient, high streets need to shift from
a monofunctional focus on retail provision towards multifunctionality”.?
Dr Fei Chen and Sandy Britton told us that “the adaptability and robustness
of high streets are crucial for ensuring long-term sustainability”.?® Other
witnesses told us that ensuring variety on the high street would help them
to continue to be the “nerve centre”?’ of communities, being an economic
hub for shops and markets and providing a physical space in which people
can socialise. Primark told the committee that according to its research,
“when it comes to their local area, people like to have a mix of shops, cafes,
restaurants, entertainment, health care facilities, financial services, cultural
venues and easily accessible green spaces”.?8

We were told that flexibility in spaces should also include the street design
and layout.?® Morecambe Town Council noted that “buildings, pavements
and walkways may need to be adapted in the future”, including the need for
space available for markets.>® Markets and other events have been delivered
in town centres for centuries and we heard that they can help the high
street “outmanoeuvre the internet”.>® Graham Wilson OBE, Deputy Chief
Executive and Legal Policy Adviser at the National Association of British
Market Authorities, noted that markets themselves were facing challenges
adapting to changing preferences, but that many were responding by
delivering more community services.*
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Box 1: Repurposing a former department store in Bournemouth

Bobby’s in Bournemouth has sought to become more adaptable, and therefore
resilient, by subdividing its building into smaller units that can respond more
quickly to changing consumer desires. Originally an old department store
established in the 1880s, it was bought by and rebranded as Debenhams. After
Debenhams closed down in 2020, the property was bought by Verve Properties
and reinvented as a mixed-use space with galleries, restaurants and pop-up
shops and events areas. These flexible spaces have allowed a mix of tenants,
including smaller start-ups and community groups, to fill and repurpose the
building, rather than remaining vacant whilst waiting for larger, permanent
tenants.>?

Source: Bobby and Co, ‘Our story’: hitps://www.bobbysbournemouth.com/our-storv-1-w.asp [accessed 9 September

2024]

17.

18.

19.

Notwithstanding the change in consumer preferences on the high street
towards leisure activities and services and away from the retail dominance
of earlier decades, we continued to hear that a presence for retail on the
high street will remain important. Wakefield Civic Society argued that retail
on the high street is “conveniently located for many consumers and should
not be eliminated or allowed to disappear. The retention of a sizeable retail
centre is also desirable to promote competition, innovation and diversity
of choice.”?* Others reflected that people’s preferences within retail are
changing rather than moving away from retail altogether, with a growth
in the number of smaller independent retailers in some industries such as
bookshops and record stores. This was reflected in our engagement event
with young people.?

What people want from the high street, and the businesses found upon
them, has constantly evolved and will continue to evolve. Therefore,
towns and small cities should avoid conforming to a fixed vision and
monolithic approach to the high street as this leads to a greater risk
of systemic high street failures. Instead they should plan positively
for a resilient future by ensuring diversity and adaptability.

Accessibility

High streets have historically been the most connected streets in a town or
city, as highways with the greatest footfall or the site of the local market.
The Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors (RICS) defines accessibility as
a “combination of the (perceived) time and cost of getting to a particular
place, compared with an alternative destination”. It argued that “high street
accessibility is critical to town centre performance” and for capturing a
greater share of consumer spending relative to out-of-town shopping centres
and competitor towns and cities.>® The make-up of transport options and
accessibility arrangements will be specific to the location and the attractions
available.

33 Bobby and Co, ‘Our story: https://www.bobbysbournemouth.com/our-story-1-w.asp [accessed
9 September 2024]

34 Written evidence from Wakefield Civic Society (HSC0004)

35 Written evidence from the Dan Thompson Studio (HSC0010); Bridget Shaffrey (HSC0056);
BIRA (HSCO0041); High streets in towns and small cities: Engagement note (20 May 2024): https:/

committees.parliament.uk/publications/44828/documents/222719/default/
36 Written evidence from RICS (HSC0033)
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Witnesses generally agreed that better and cheaper public transport would
allow more people to access high streets and that this could also contribute
to local authorities’ environmental ambitions.?” Beyond its use by customers,
UKHospitality indicated that public transport is also needed for staff to get
to venues on high streets.?® Witnesses particularly raised the need for better
bus transport. The Local Government Association argued that “being able
to protect and grow bus services and usage can bring significant benefits
to our high streets” and cited research by the Urban Transport Group
indicating that “more shoppers access the high street by bus than by car”.?’
Professor Tomaney suggested that “a crucial component in thinking about
the future of the high street must be a better, cheaper and more reliable bus
system in places where you do not have railways, trams and so on, outside
the big cities”.4°

In some towns and cities, there are good examples of pedestrianisation and
cycling helping to increase footfall on high streets. Councillor Susan Brown,
Vice Chair of the District Councils Network and Leader of the Oxford City
Council, told the committee:

“Over many years, we have been gradually reducing the amount of car
parking in our city centre and increasing the amount of cycle parking.
Footfall has continued to go up in our city centre; spend has gone up, as
the number of car journeys has gone down. We have evidence that you
can do those two things.”*!

However, many towns and small cities and their surrounding areas do not
have good public transport infrastructure and the community is dependent
on car travel. Colliers, a commercial real estate investment manager and
property agency, stated: “It is no use local authorities telling people to rely
on public transport if the public transport is not good enough.”*?> Where
adequate public transport connectivity is lacking, a witness suggested cars
should be accommodated in an efficient way that ensures that all visitors to
the high street are able to enjoy its amenities.*?

Retailers have emphasised the importance of available and affordable parking
to ensure that customers visit local high streets, and the provision of free
parking has been cited as a clear benefit for out-of-town retail parks.** Michael
Weedon, Policy Champion for Place-Based Economy, Local Government
and Retail at the Federation of Small Businesses, told us that retail park
shops are considered to be convenient and are “popular with shoppers who
like not to pay for parking”.*> We heard that a key part of the success of the
shopping area in the town centre of Staines-upon-Thames was the (paid for)
car park, which was located within a 500m walk of the in-town shopping
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centre and high street.*® Similarly, Ashington in Northumberland reversed
its pedestrianised high street in 2017 to allow single-lane low-speed traffic
and 30 parking spaces alongside wide pedestrian walkways, with shopkeepers
detailing significant increases in footfall and a doubling of revenue following
the changes.*” David Rudlin, Director of Urban Design at BDP, told us there
are places where pedestrianisation has killed the high street “because people
no longer know it is there”.*® He suggested that the scale of parking, including
free parking, needed in a town is inversely proportional to the attractiveness
and amenities available: “if you are a centre that has got weak attractions,
the last thing you want to do is make it harder to get there.”*’

The design and placement of the parking spaces in the town centre is
crucial. Mr Rudlin further argued that the problem for some places is not
the number of parking spaces but how they are laid out, noting that it is
important to “make the car parking efficient, putting it in one place that is
well located and not in every little bit of the town. Organise it properly, but
do not take it away completely”.’® RICS pointed out that “parking allocation
and charging is often a compromise between the needs of shoppers, workers
and residents” and that “imaginative solutions that reconcile these needs”
such as short-term parking in restricted zones could be useful.

We also received evidence on the importance of considering the needs of
disabled people in the design and layout of high streets and in the provision of
parking. Dr Arun Ulahannan, Assistant Professor at the National Transport
Design Centre at Coventry University, cited his research which found that
“as many as 75 per cent of disabled people have experienced poor access to
the UK high street”, with a lack of disabled parking with adjacent dropped
kerbs being a central factor.”®> Councillor Vikki Slade, the then Deputy Chair
of the Local Infrastructure and Net Zero Board at the LLocal Government
Association, recommended prioritising parking spots for people with
disabilities, and witnesses also highlighted the need for good maintenance of
the physical state of high streets as being important in supporting disabled
access, including well-maintained and wide pavements.>?

Safe and easy access is crucial to a thriving high street. Better public
transport connectivity, particularly through improved bus networks,
would help support local high streets.

Car access and available parking are still necessary to sustain
many high streets. This is especially true in areas with poor public
transport links where pedestrianisation may harm the high street
through lack of accessibility. Car parking should be designed so that
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it makes most efficient use of the space available and is accesstible to
people with disabilities.

Safety

High streets are vital thoroughfares and meeting places in towns and small
cities but young people, especially young women, told the committee that
they often do not feel safe on their local high street.>* Some students who
participated in the committee’s engagement event reported that they would
not feel safe walking down the high street at night, even as part of a larger
group.”® The drop-off in footfall in the evening, poor lighting and anti-social
behaviour such as drunk and rowdy people were contributing factors.>®

Kate Nicholls, CEO of UKHospitality, emphasised the importance of
hospitality businesses, compared with a retail environment, in promoting
feelings of safety at night because they “literally provide light and life for
those who are walking home”.”” Mr Rudlin also told us that:

“The key thing about safety is busyness. People talk about the ‘sanitation
of the human gaze’. Even if you are not actually being overlooked, the
feeling that you might be overlooked causes people to behave much
better. So busy high streets are, by definition, much safer than empty
ones.”>8

According to Dr Eman Zied Abozied et al of the University of Newcastle,
a busy, vibrant high street is less likely to see anti-social behaviour than an
empty one, and increased footfall can act as natural surveillance or “eyes on
the street”.”® Mr Rudlin argued for a mix of uses on the high street including
housing, stating: “The prospect that someone is living up there with the
lights on is going to make the place feel safer.”%°

In its guidance on healthy high streets in 2018, Public Health England (PHE)
suggested that crime prevention and safety initiatives could help people feel
safe.®® From an urban design perspective, PHE emphasised the importance
of green infrastructure not blocking sightlines. Clear signage, lighting and
clear sightlines could all contribute to feelings of safety on key walking
routes.%?

It is vital that members of the community of all ages and conditions
feel safe and welcome on their local high street. Adequate street
lighting, clear sightlines and “eyes on the street,” as well as a mix of
uses including residential and those open into the night, can help to
contribute to safer-feeling spaces.

54

55

56
57
58
59
60
61

62

Written evidence from RECLAIM (HSCO0061); High streets in towns and small cities: Engagement
note (20 May 2024): https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/44828/documents/222719/default/
High streets in towns and small cities: Engagement note (20 May 2024): https://committees.parliament.
uk/publications/44828/documents/222719/default/

Ibid.

Q 83 (Kate Nicholls)

Q 135 (David Rudlin)

Written evidence from Dr Eman Zied Abozied et al (HSC0031)

Q 136 (David Rudlin)

Public Health England, Healthy High Streets: Good Place-Making in an Urban Setting, (January 2018):
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5acf358240f0b617df3358a8/25.01.18 _Healthy High
Streets_Briefing _document_ Final version.pdf [accessed 23 August 2024]

Written evidence from the Design Council (HSC0043)



https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/130389/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/44828/documents/222719/default/?_gl=1*a1h4tp*_up*MQ..*_ga*MTgxNDE5MDM2My4xNzI0MzM4NDg4*_ga_9684J19FT4*MTcyNDMzODQ4Ny4xLjAuMTcyNDMzODUwOC4wLjAuMA
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/44828/documents/222719/default/?_gl=1*a1h4tp*_up*MQ..*_ga*MTgxNDE5MDM2My4xNzI0MzM4NDg4*_ga_9684J19FT4*MTcyNDMzODQ4Ny4xLjAuMTcyNDMzODUwOC4wLjAuMA
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/44828/documents/222719/default/?_gl=1*a1h4tp*_up*MQ..*_ga*MTgxNDE5MDM2My4xNzI0MzM4NDg4*_ga_9684J19FT4*MTcyNDMzODQ4Ny4xLjAuMTcyNDMzODUwOC4wLjAuMA
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/14548/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/14803/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/128960/html
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/14803/html/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5acf358240f0b617df3358a8/25.01.18_Healthy_High_Streets_Briefing_document_Final_version.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5acf358240f0b617df3358a8/25.01.18_Healthy_High_Streets_Briefing_document_Final_version.pdf
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/128987/html

20

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

HIGH STREETS: LIFE BEYOND RETAIL

Pride in place

As part of the previous Government’s levelling up agenda, it sought to enhance
“pride in place”.®®> This was described as “a sense of community, local pride
and belonging”.®* In evidence to us, organisations such as Wakefield Civic
Society, Historic England, the British Beer and Pub Association and Civic
Voice all closely linked the prosperity of, and what is on, a local high street
with the sense of pride within a local area.®

Many successful high streets have a local distinctive feature which instils a
character and a sense of community. This can take the form of historic or
iconic buildings, a specific retail offering, or activities such as a regular local
market.

Local historic character

High streets are often the historic centre of the town where the buildings
of greatest significance are clustered. Town halls, market halls, banks, post
offices, churches, libraries, magistrates courts, historic hotels, local theatres
and cinemas have all come to define the high street.

Preserving and celebrating local history and character improves the
attractiveness of an area to visitors and enhances local quality of life.°® Whilst
the particular character of a place will vary, we were told that:

“Every place in England has a unique history and historic environment
that can be harnessed to help achieve a prosperous future for people
and places. Because everywhere has heritage, it can be used as a tool to
secure regeneration in places that need it.”*’

Maintaining and restoring historic assets on high streets can be challenging
owing to the costs of refurbishment and potential ongoing management of
the sites, which could risk heritage high streets having increased numbers
of vacant properties.®® Nonetheless, Wakefield Civic Society suggested that
restoration was cheaper than redevelopment and that grant funding for this
work from Historic England had yielded quicker results for their town centre
than proposed redevelopment projects.®® Regardless of potential costs, local
authorities, developers, businesses and heritage organisations emphasised
the importance of including these sites in any regeneration plans for a high
street given the benefits they can bring.”” Mark Dransfield, founder and
managing director of Dransfield Properties, was clear that respecting and
celebrating the local history, even within a completely new development, was
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“why our centres have worked”.”" A good example of such a development is
outlined in Box 2.

Box 2: Sunderland historic centre restoration

Sunderland made a successful bid for Historic England’s Heritage Action Zone
five-year programme (2017-22), which focused on the rejuvenation of the city’s
historic high streets and Old Town. The Heritage Action Zone included the
restoration and adaptive re-use of strategically positioned listed buildings on
High Street West and Fawcett Street in the Sunniside regeneration area of the
city centre as a catalyst to help stimulate the area’s wider economic growth. In
terms of funding, the programme received £1 million from Historic England,
£1.3 million from Sunderland City Council, £3.6 million from the National
Lottery Heritage Fund and £2.1 million from other organisations.

Create Streets judged the Heritage Action Zone programme to have visibly
improved the area, leading to the introduction of a diverse mix of new enterprises
such as creative workspaces in restored buildings, whilst maintaining the
business district for professional services on the Georgian-era streets.

In total, the Heritage Action Zone programme provided grant funding to
67 high streets to invest in historic buildings and shop fronts.” Historic England
told us that, as a result of the programme, 77 per cent of people living in areas
in receipt of funding felt more part of their community, 69 per cent of people
were more likely to visit their high street more often and 82 per cent of people
had more pride in their high street and local area.” They also found that local
businesses valued historic character and preferred to be based on high streets
with historic buildings.™

Source: Historic England, Press Release: Celebrating the Success of Sunderland’s Heritage Action Zone on 21 Fuly
2022: hitps://historicengland. org.uk/whats-new/in-your-ar