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Rejuvenating Market Towns: Innovation to drive excellence
Chris Wade, Chief Executive, Action for Market Towns
Covering:

· Issues affecting the health of the High Street in market towns
· Sharing practical responses to improve town marketing
· The policy context focusing on planning for a coordinated revival between towns
What is different about market and small towns?
The High Streets in small towns face many of the same issues and solutions faced by all towns.  As with many of the issues affecting small towns, the main differences are due to scale and the interaction with neighbouring settlements through competition or, adversely, remoteness.  Most small towns are pretty near the bottom of the shopping ‘food chain’ and therefore have to find their own niche to compete and survive as retail centres.  Many will have a greater proportion of retailers of everyday or convenience goods, relative to their size.  Others, in extremes of niche marketing, can end-up selling, “what everyone wants but nobody needs”!
A theme of this paper, common also to addressing market town issues in general, is that future solutions are dependent on combining the strategic understanding of government, with a local spirit of self-reliance and enterprise that is right for the time.  Action for Market Towns (AMT) can assist in this by sharing good practice between communities -through its Towns-for-Towns scheme that includes the annual National Market Towns Awards- and by taking a lead in developing policy and strategic understanding with Government –through its Knowledge Hub and assisted by its in-house research and consultancy division, amt-i.
Overview of Issues Affecting the Health of the High Street
A town centres and retail study commissioned by East Riding of Yorkshire and completed by England & Lyle in February 2009, gives a good overview and insight of issues affecting retailing in market town centres in general (see appendix 1).  In administrative terms, East Riding is interesting because it is a long-established but small-scale unitary council area covering a rural area.  Key points from this study are summarised below.
Shopping Patterns:  The indication from the study is that centres in rural areas like the East Riding take a significant market share of spending by local residents that is biased to everyday shopping: 

· More than 80% of spending in convenience goods 

· Only 40% in comparison goods. 

Hierarchy of Centres:  The study also demonstrates how there are overlaps between some of the catchment areas of rural towns, reflecting the different roles of centres in the retail hierarchy. For instance:

· The catchment areas of Beverley and Bridlington overlap in the Driffield area
· Driffield residents tend to shop mostly within Driffield

· Beverley has the most extensive catchment area, particularly for comparison goods
· Goole has a relatively self-contained catchment
Role and Function of Centres:  The study shows that not surprisingly there are likely to be strong relationships between centres within a rural area like the East Riding and between this area and external centres:

· The influence of Hull extends into the neighbouring areas of the East Riding 

· People living in the north western part of the East Riding look towards York for their major shopping needs

Issues and Recommendations:  The study includes a summary of issues and recommendations for all the market towns in the context of their roles and functions and this approach could be applied to other areas, whereby: 

· Role is about the position of the centre in the hierarchy 

· Function is about local distinctiveness

The study also illustrates how market towns are often in competition with other and that this needs to be recognised in future planning: 

· Initiatives in one town could increase its attraction relative to other neighbouring towns

· A comprehensive strategy is needed so that improvements in one market town do not have unintentional consequences for other towns. 

The study also recommends that the performance of the market town centres like those in East Riding should be monitored on an annual basis using key indicators so that any trends can be identified and acted upon promptly.  The specific areas to be monitored include:

· Changes in the number and type of town centre units 

· Number and type of multiple retailers and independent shops

· Vacancies

· Car parking

· Pedestrian footfall 

· Physical appearance of properties.
Most of the indicators recommended are the same as the key performance indicators advised by Action for Market Towns in its benchmarking approach.
Sharing Practical Responses to Improve Town Marketing

For any issue or opportunity facing small towns –whether maintaining a flourishing high street; providing affordable housing or opening a community-run arts centre- it is likely that somebody, somewhere will already have the answer.  Members of AMT can make full use of the Towns-4-Towns scheme that provides a network of peer-to-peer learning opportunities about practical solutions to town issues.  As part of this members get free access to a data base of over 200 good practice case studies and through the annual Market Towns Awards they can gain recognition and share their own successes.  Examples of towns marketing case studies in the data base include the Haslemere Rewards loyalty scheme; the Sleaford Business Improvement District; Snow at Christmas in Hythe and the Thame iphone application.  There is also an Exchange Fund to help members visit and learn from other towns to assist in transferring such good practice.
To help provide some structure to the many practical ideas that exist and to promote general good practice in marketing towns, AMT has adopted the idea that communities should think about marketing their towns as if they were a large department store.  Much of this thinking is similar to that contained in the recent report, 21st Century High Streets, published by the British Retail Consortium (BRC) with just a slightly greater emphasis on sharing learning and coordinating marketing to strengthen the weak position of many small towns.  The BRC also suggest that towns should have an empty shops strategy.  Further information about this is available on the special ‘Prosperous Places’ section of the AMT website
 and ideas include:

· Getting the basics right with signage and car parking that attracts not deters 

· Organising events as a good way to get people in to town 
· Creating an attractive public realm to build on the unique sense of place in towns
· Knowing your customers through surveys and analysis to provide a retail diversity to match the population

· Encouraging loyalty to boost repeat business and help in targeting customers
· Joint marketing of individual towns by businesses and even a link up with neighbouring towns to create a destination for visitors. 
· Monitoring success using systems such as AMT’s innovative online Town Benchmarking programme 

· Learning from others and transferring good practice through AMT’s Towns-4-Towns scheme
Planning for a Coordinated Revival between Towns 
AMT’s policy-based Knowledge Hub and campaign to help develop market towns as ‘Prosperous Places’ provides a good overview of the policy requirements necessary  to sustain the economies of small towns.  In particular, these are articulated in a new Prosperous Place Policy Position Statement
 just published by AMT and which recognises the following needs applicable to safeguarding town centres:  

· Lack of policy recognition for wider economic role & diversity

· Undifferentiated destinations within sub-regions

· Decreasing economic diversity & distinctiveness

· Poor access to digital technologies    

· Prescriptive and reactive planning 

· ‘Stop-start’ regeneration & investment 

· Limited transport & access 

· Stretched governance & partnership

Focusing on these first two points, the advent of proactive new Government policies and benchmarking techniques being promoted by AMT, appear to offer new hope for a suitable supportive strategic approach to town centre planning in future.  Together they can provide an impetus for more widely applying the type of approach developed in East Riding.
The Government’s Planning Policy Statement 4 -Planning for Sustainable Economic Growth (see appendix 2) is important in providing a number of new policies that are very applicable to market towns and supportive of the issues and approach taken in the East Riding study.  In particular, the policies for planning for centres and planning for consumer choice state require local authorities to set out a strategy for the management and growth of town centres that includes defining a network and hierarchy of centres that meet the needs of their catchments through a diverse retail mix.  In addition, the policies for economic development in rural areas support a town centre first approach by requiring new development to be located in or on the edge of existing settlements.
AMT is promoting a practical approach to measuring the performance of town centre, through its research and consulting division, amt-i.  This ‘benchmarking’ approach has already been applied successfully in over 60 towns throughout England and enables comparison using a range of key performance indicators
.

The benchmarking approach is suitable for application by local authorities in monitoring the performance of town centres, required by the new PPS4  -see appendix 3. It strengthens the advice to local authorities to use their Annual Monitoring Reports to keep the health of town centres under review.  As such it is an opportunity for AMT to market the benchmarking approach more widely among local authorities as a cost-effective monitoring approach. Of the 13 indicators in PPS4, 8 are covered by the benchmarking indicators. The other 5 indicators comprise items on which local authorities will already hold information or should easily be able to obtain information about. 
In addition, AMT has been working with the Rural Evidence Research Centre to apply a typology of different types of market towns that could be used to enhance the wider application and analysis from the benchmarking system
. The typology recognises eight different types of market towns and maps these across the country.  The two techniques have been used together to analyse the 15market towns in the ‘Welland’ area of the East Midlands though further work is required to assess their compatibility.
Conclusions
This presentation has touched on the issues affecting the health of the High Street in market towns and the differences that exist due to the size of the towns and the relationships with neighbouring small towns and larger towns and cities.   Most small towns are near the bottom of the retail hierarchy and have to find a niche to compete and survive as retail centres.  The characteristics of the town and proximity to other centres will play a major part in determining the scale of the retail offer and whether future opportunities will be biased towards the convenience or comparison goods retailing.   Local planning decisions -especially in relation to out-of-town development- will further influence the role of the High Street within individual towns.
Through reference to AMT’s new Prosperous Place Policy Position, an overview of the wider policy challenges affecting town economies was presented.  Within this, the focus was on a lack of policy recognition for the wider economic role and diversity of towns and the lack of differentiation between them within sub-regions.
A theme throughout this presentation, has been that future solutions are dependent on combining the strategic understanding of government, with a local spirit of self-reliance and enterprise that is right for the time.  Some of the practical innovations by the retail community from AMT’s bank of good practice case studies have been shared.  These focused on improving the collective town marketing and fit with the concept of town high streets being promoted and developed as if they were a department store.  
Through a detailed look at the retail study of East Riding, it was evident that the self-reliance of the communities needs to be combined with an understanding of how they inter-act.  This can be used to inform coordinated marketing between towns as well as supportive planning by local authorities.
The implication from a brief analysis of PPS4, was that this provides a sufficient armoury of policies for local authorities to plan positively for retail development within and between towns -including protection of the High Street.  The real test will be in its implementation including resistance to out-of-town development and working with towns to better fulfil the roles (position in the retail hierarchy) and function (local distinctiveness) revealed by area-wide retail studies.  

The presentation concluded by considering the use of the Towns Centre Benchmarking scheme being promoted by amt-i and its application in monitoring change within and between towns and fulfilling the requirements of PPS4.  The concept of a national typology of small towns was introduced as a possible mechanism for aiding the wider comparisons between towns in order to transfer practical solutions and plan positively in fulfilling identified role sand functions relative to the populations they serve. 
Appendix 1:  EAST RIDING OF YORKSHIRE:  TOWN CENTRES AND RETAIL STUDY
Background
· Commissioned by East Riding of Yorkshire and carried out by England & Lyle; completed in February 2009

· Advises the Council (ERYC) on planning policy for town centres and retailing and proposes a development strategy for town centres. It also considers Issues and Recommendations for each market town centre.
· The focus is on the market towns in the East Riding (Beverley, Driffield and smaller market towns) and other large centres (Bridlington, Goole).
Shopping Patterns

Shopping patterns in the East Riding were analysed based on a household survey which shows where people mostly shop for different types of goods. The survey results were combined with expenditure estimates to analyse expenditure flows by zone and the turnover of centres. Estimates were also made of leakage of spending out of the East Riding to external centres, mostly to Hull but also York. The centres in the East Riding take a large market share of spending by local residents – more than 80% of spending in convenience goods but only 40% in comparison goods. This reflects the nature of shopping patterns – people tend to visit larger centres for higher order shopping. But the local market towns have a vital role in meeting day-to-day and weekly shopping needs.

Hierarchy of Centres

The analysis of shopping patterns enables the catchment areas of centres to be defined, taking account of both convenience and comparison goods shopping. There are overlaps between some of the catchment areas, reflecting the different roles of centres in the retail hierarchy. For instance, the catchment areas of Beverley and Bridlington overlap in the Driffield area. Driffield residents tend to shop mostly within Driffield but they also look to Beverley and Bridlington for both convenience and comparison goods. Beverley has the most extensive catchment area, taking in Driffield, Hornsea, Cottingham and Market Weighton, particularly for comparison goods. Goole has a relatively self-contained catchment, with almost no overlaps with the catchments of the other large centres. The catchment areas of the smaller centres are relatively limited geographically.

The Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS) for the Yorkshire and Humber Region defines the hierarchy of settlements in the region. In the East Riding it identifies Beverley, Bridlington, Goole and Driffield as Principal Towns. The Town Centres and Retail Study supports the classification of Beverley, Bridlington, Goole and Driffield as Principal Towns in the retail hierarchy. These towns are defined in the study as Principal Town Centres. A number of smaller centres, mostly market towns, have more localised catchment areas and are defined as District Centres. These District Centres perform the role of local service centres as defined in the RSS.

Role and Function of Centres

Beverley and Bridlington have a significantly larger retail offer than Goole and Driffield but all four town centres have an important role for shopping and services across a wide area. The largest District Centres in terms of shopping and service provision are Pocklington, Cottingham, Hessle and Hornsea. The other market towns of Withernsea, Market Weighton, Hedon and Howden are slightly smaller.  

The study shows that there are strong relationships between centres within the East Riding and between the East Riding and external centres, notably Hull and York. The influence of Hull extends into the neighbouring areas of the East Riding but it declines with distance from Hull. People living in the north western part of the East Riding (Pocklington / Market Weighton) look towards York for their major shopping needs.

Issues and Recommendations

The study also includes Issues and Recommendations for all the market towns. Separate Issues and Recommendations reports have been prepared for each town centre in the context of the hierarchy and the roles and functions identified within the study.

The reports include an assessment of the baseline situation in each town, using health checks to assess their vitality and viability. The role and function of each centre is identified. Role is about the position of the centre in the hierarchy; function is about local distinctiveness. Recommendations are made in terms of economy, environment, community, culture & heritage, development and transport. 

The study notes that market towns are often in competition with other. They have overlapping hinterlands and catchments. This is certainly the case with the market towns in the East Riding. Therefore initiatives in one town could increase its attraction relative to other neighbouring towns. A comprehensive strategy is needed so that improvements in one market town do not have unintentional consequences for other towns. 

The study also recommends that the performance of the market town centres should be monitored on an annual basis using key indicators so that any trends can be identified and acted upon promptly.  The specific areas to be monitored include:
· Changes in the number and type of town centre units 

· Number and type of multiple retailers and independent shops

· Vacancies

· Car parking

· Pedestrian footfall 

· Physical appearance of properties.
Most of the indicators recommended are the same as the key performance indicators advised by Action for Market Towns in its benchmarking approach.
Appendix 2:  PLANNING POLICY STATEMENT 4 -PLANNING FOR SUSTAINABLE ECONOMIC GROWTH
POLICIES RELEVANT TO MARKET TOWNS 

Objectives 
The policies for economic development in PPS4 apply to rural areas as well as urban areas.

The main uses to which the town centre policies in PPS4 apply are wide-ranging and include retail development, leisure, entertainment facilities, the more intensive sport and recreation uses, offices, and arts, culture and tourism development.

The Government wants to build prosperous communities by improving the economic performance of urban and rural areas, promoting the vitality and viability of town centres and raising the quality of life in rural areas.

Relevant Policies

The key policies that apply to market towns are as follows (these are edited versions of the relevant policies):

Policy EC3: Planning for Centres
Local authorities should set out a strategy for the management and growth of centres at the local level. They should set flexible policies for centres which are able to respond to changing economic circumstances, and define a network and hierarchy of centres that is resilient to anticipated future economic changes, to meet the needs of their catchments.
Policy EC4: Planning for Consumer Choice and Promoting Competitive Town Centres

Local authorities should proactively plan to promote competitive town centres and provide consumer choice by supporting a diverse range of uses and planning for a strong retail mix so that the retail offer meets the requirements of the local catchment area, recognising that smaller shops can significantly enhance the character and vibrancy of a centre. 

Local authorities should also;

· support shops, services and other important small scale economic uses including post offices, petrol stations, village halls and public houses in local centres and villages 

· retain and enhance existing markets and, where appropriate, re-introduce or create new ones, and

· take measures to conserve and, where appropriate, enhance the established character and diversity of town centres.

Policy EC6: Planning for Economic Development in Rural Areas

In rural areas, local authorities should identify local service centres (which might be a small town, a single large village or a group of villages) and locate most new development in or on the edge of existing settlements where employment, housing, services and other facilities can be provided close together

Policy EC12: Determining Planning Applications for Economic Development in Rural Areas
In determining planning applications for economic development in rural areas, local authorities should support development which enhances the vitality and viability of market towns and other rural service centres.
Appendix 3:  TOWN CENTRE HEALTH CHECK PERFORMANCE INDICATORS

Action for Market Towns has developed a practical approach to measuring the performance of town centres in market towns, enabling towns to be compared using a range of key performance indicators. This ‘benchmarking’ approach has been applied successfully in towns throughout England.

The benchmarking approach is suitable for application by local authorities in monitoring the performance of town centres, particularly in small towns. Local authorities are required by national planning guidance to monitor the health of their town centres. The former PPS6 on Planning for Town Centres advised that local authorities should keep under regular review the vitality and viability of centres. A number of health check indicators were listed for measuring vitality and viability and monitoring the health of town centres over time. 

The new PPS4 on Planning for Sustainable Economic Growth continues this requirement to monitor the vitality and viability of centres in Policy EC9. It strengthens the advice to local authorities to use their Annual Monitoring Reports to keep the health of town centres under review. Annex D of PPS4 updates and extends the list of Town Centre Health Check Indicators.

The publication of PPS4 and its requirement to include the health of town centres in Annual Monitoring Reports is an opportunity for AMT to market the Benchmarking approach more widely among local authorities. Most local authorities have commissioned retail studies from retail planning consultants, and some authorities may decide to use the same consultants to carry out this type of monitoring work. However, the cost of using consultants will be significantly higher than the cost of using the AMT benchmarking approach. For local authorities with market towns it should be more cost-effective and more relevant to apply the benchmarking approach. 

Market Town Benchmarking includes 12 key performance indicators. The following table compares these indicators with the PPS4 health check indicators. Of the 13 indicators in PPS4, 8 are covered by the Benchmarking indicators. The other 5 indicators comprise items on which local authorities will already hold information or should easily be able to obtain information about. The benchmarking indicators should be sufficient to meet the requirements of the PPS4 indicators defined in Annex D. Benchmarking could be marketed more widely to local authorities on the basis of PPS4.

	PPS4 INDICATORS (ANNEX 4)


	AMT BENCHMARKING: KEY PERFORMANCE INDICATORS



	A1 Diversity of man town centre uses
	Total number of commercial units;

Comparison/convenience retail split

	A2 Amount of floorspace outside centres
	

	A3 Capacity for growth/change in centres
	

	A4 Retail representation
	Key attractor/multiple trader representation

	A5 Shopping rents
	Retail rents

	A6 Vacancies
	Number of vacant units

	A7 Commercial yields
	Prime retail property yields

	A8 Land values and length of time key sites have remained undeveloped
	

	A9 Pedestrian flows
	Footfall counts

	A10 Accessibility
	Car parking availability and usage

	A11 Customer and residents’ views and behaviour
	Business confidence;

Visitor satisfaction;

Shoppers’ origin

	A12 Perception of safety and occurrence of crime
	

	A13 Town centre environmental quality
	


� See Your Town as a Department Store feature on the special ‘Prosperous Places’ section of the AMT website at �HYPERLINK "http://towns.org.uk/2009/07/22/prosperous-places-campaign"�http://towns.org.uk/2009/07/22/prosperous-places-campaign� 


� AMT’s Prosperous Places Policy Position Statement is available to members at �HYPERLINK "http://www.townbenchmarking.org.uk"�http://www.townbenchmarking.org.uk� 


� The Town Benchmarking scheme is managed amt-i.  Details are available at �HYPERLINK "http://www.townbenchmarking.org.uk"�http://www.townbenchmarking.org.uk� 


� John Shepherd, Rural Evidence Research Centre, 2009.  A Typology of the Smaller Rural Towns of England available to AMT members at �HYPERLINK "http://premium.towns.org.uk/knowledge-hub/knowledge-hub/typology-of-small-towns/http://premium.towns.org.uk/knowledge-hub/knowledge-hub/typology-of-small-towns"�http://premium.towns.org.uk/knowledge-hub/knowledge-hub/typology-of-small-towns/http://premium.towns.org.uk/knowledge-hub/knowledge-hub/typology-of-small-towns�









