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1. Introduction  
 

High Streets and city centres have become the focus for much debate due to a general decline in 

their fortunes.  The debate has shifted to look at the role and function of the high street and city 

centres beyond just the retail offer, to view them as places where people work, live and spend 

leisure time, moving away from retail towards more community focused and business based uses. 

 

Cheshire West and Chester Council undertook its own debate at full Council into the future of High 

Streets in the Borough.  As a result of that debate a motion presented to Council was referred to the 

Executive which agreed to set up a Cross-party Working Group on a “Task and Finish” basis in order 

to consider the motion in more detail (Terms of Reference can be found in Appendix 1). 

 

This report presents the findings, conclusions and recommendations of the Town and City Centre 

Member’s Working Group. 

 

2. Background  
 

The following motion was presented to Council: 

 

- To lobby central government to create a new ‘umbrella’ use class encompassing payday 
loan, quick credit and analogous premises in planning regulations which would ensure that 
there would always have to be an application for change of use before taking over any 
premises that was previously used for something else. This could be used to separate 
specific types of premises from others currently in the same use class, according to local 
circumstances and concerns. 

 
- To ask Central Government to look at allowing permitted development to be set at a local 

authority level would allow for the consideration of individual local issues, and could lead to 
a boost in development overall. 

 

- To work with the current regeneration and development boards to ensure that every retail 

centre in the Borough has a clear strategy to enable it to have a sustainable future with 

economic growth that all members of society can benefit from. 

 

In considering the key areas of focus for the Member Working Group, it was agreed to concentrate 

on the issues that we as a Local Authority might influence and act on rather than debate the detail of 

how we might influence national policy and the regulatory framework.  As such it was considered 

more appropriate to focus our investigations on the third motion presented to Council.  

 

The Member Working Group agreed at its inaugural meeting that it wanted to: 

 

- Take evidence from a range of experts and partner organisations on the state of our High 
Streets in each of the four Locality areas.  It also wanted to learn more about the issues 
around certain themes that have an impact on the high street, including the administration 
of Business Rates, the management of car parking and the economic value of the night time 
economy. 
   



- Better understand the key issues and challenges facing its key Towns Centres and high 
streets and the work being undertaken to try and address them.  

 
- Learn about the range of plans and visions for the future of town centres and to understand 

the role of Cheshire West and Chester in helping to develop them.  
 

- Investigate and identify opportunities to support our high streets to identify measures and 
policies that could be adopted and implemented by CW&C and its partner organisations to 
assist the high streets.  

 

The following Lines of Inquiry were agreed at the outset to help guide those presenting evidence 

to the Working Group: 

 

- Are the Town centre/high street plans encompassing a complete community hub solution 
incorporating; health, housing, education, arts, entertainment, business/office space, 
manufacturing and leisure, whilst developing day time, evening time and night time cultures 
where shops are just a part of the total plan? 
 

- Is too much focus being placed on High Street shops and not enough on helping town and 
city centres to attract and retain a wide range of jobs?  (We have to stop just thinking about 
shops and start thinking about how best to support different city centres as places to do 
business)! 

 
- UK’s high streets as no longer viable, local authorities should give up trying to revive town 

centres and concentrate their efforts on revitalising shopping in struggling areas on just one 
or two prime streets. Local authorities should be given greater freedom to return retail 
premises on the UK’s high streets into residential properties. 

 
- There is a raft of recently published studies focusing on the plight of the High Street. These 

recognise the need to mobilise action to address the general decline of the high street. Is 
this good practice material and advice being taken into account in the development of 
strategies and plans for our town centres? 

 

Work programme  

 

An outline timetable and work programme was agreed by Members at the beginning of the process, 

setting out the locations (Towns in each locality area) to be examined, a date when the group was to 

meet and who was to be invited to present to the working group.  Flexibility was built into the 

programme so that any new issues that emerged during the earlier meetings might also be 

investigated.   

In terms of Geography the working group wanted to focus on the four Localities and Regeneration 

Board areas.  It therefore seemed logical to align meetings with the locality areas.  

Meetings were conducted on an informal inquiry basis with short informative presentations made to 

the Working Group to engage Members followed by questions and answers.  Members were able to 

use their local knowledge and experience to draw down key lines of inquiry to: 

 

- Identify some of the underlying issues, blockages, frustrations,  

- What is currently being done to address these,  



- What further measures need to be undertaken,  

- Identify any innovative ideas that could be tested. 

 

 

3. Policy Context  
 

The national picture is a good reflection of the challenges we face in West Cheshire. Our approach 

has been to provide a focus on regeneration and economic growth.  We have in place three 

regeneration programmes in Chester, Ellesmere Port and the Weaver Valley that includes towns like 

Northwich and Winsford.  We also have a focus on our market towns, such as Neston and Frodsham 

through the rural regeneration programme and board.  We recognise that investment in these key 

Towns and their high streets goes beyond the retail offer, and as such the cultural, business and 

housing needs of the borough are also being considered.  

Nationally there is a shift in policy towards a greater acceptance of the need for flexibility to be 

applied in the use of Town and City Centres this recognises that changes have to be made to both 

planning and other regulatory policy.  In August 2013, the then Planning Minister Nick Boles said he 

planned to grant local authorities greater freedom to return retail premises on the UK’s high streets 

into residential properties to try and combat the housing shortage.  He wanted to see councils 

concentrate their efforts on revitalising shopping in struggling areas on just one or two prime 

streets. 

The Government’s latest consultation on reforms to the planning system (July 2014), proposes a 

change to the Use Classes in respect of uses found on the high street and the introduction of new 

permitted development rights.  

More recently, the Policy Exchange (Think Tank) released a report stating that Britain should 

abandon its “Town Centre First” policy that has governed the planning system for two decades and 

instead allow boarded-up high streets to be converted into housing, flying in the face of the 

recommendations from Mary Portas.   

Mary Portas set out a list of 28 recommendations for Improving Britain’s high Streets. When 

assessed by a Select Committee for the Department of Communities and Local Government along 

with an assessment of the success of the first 12 Portas Pilots, the findings were not good!  Mary 

Portas response to the poor performance was that “no amount of money or energy can combat that 

fatal flaws in the system which I recommended Government address; business rates, parking 

controls, building usage, empty properties and out-of-town planning”. 

The “Centre for Cities” looked at the economics of town and city centres.  It concluded that “by 

focusing too much on high street shops and not enough on helping city centres attract and retain a 

wide range of jobs, policymakers are failing to help our cities adapt to a changing economy and 

potentially national economic growth”. 

In September 2013 the CBI and EC Harris released a report calling for a package of measures for the 

public and private sectors to work together to unlock local growth, overhaul business rates and 

rejuvenate the UK’s towns and cities.  This included a one-year business rates holiday for firms 

moving into empty properties. 

Bill Grimsey, the former Chief Executive of Wickes and Iceland, released a report on “The vanishing 

High Street”.  It laid out 31 recommendations, including six suggestions for reforming business rates 



for shops and moving away from retail and towards more community-focused features such as 

health, housing, education, arts, entertainment, business/office space, manufacturing and leisure 

facilities.  He believes that empty shop spaces should be used for schools, libraries and other social 

functions. “High Streets have to become places where people live, work, socialise.  Shopping will 

become secondary”. 

The latest National retail data suggests that:  

- In May 2014 the proportion of shops vacant on high streets in Great Britain was 13.4%.  This 

compares with a rate of 14.1% in February 2014 and a vacancy rate of 14.6% in August 2012. 

- One third of high streets are officially classified as “degenerating or failing” 

- Spending in town centres has plummeted over the past decade, it will amount to just 40% of 

total retail spending by the end of last year. 

- Shoppers are turning their backs on large “big barn” supermarkets.  A new industry study 

predicts a huge shift towards shopping for food and groceries online with a 126 per cent 

increase in sales over the next five years to £14.6 billion. 

- Geographical expansion is no longer the only way established retailers are able to extend 

bran reach and extend sales.  The value of internet sales as a proportion of retail sales rose 

from 2.7% in 2007 to 11.1% in 2013.  By 2020 sales through stores are expected to decline to 

66%, down from 86% today. 

- The “big barn” supermarkets continue to have the largest market share, however, it appears 

their phenomenal growth is now over.  Tesco, for example, has cancelled plans for 100 new 

stores in what it calls the “end of the space race”. 

- Convenience stores have also seen a rise in high street openings, as supermarkets continue 

to tap into what is now one of the biggest growth areas in groceries. 

The Members working group has been kept updated and informed of emerging policy and research 

on the future of the high street.   Using an executive summary of the main issues members have 

been able to cross-reference the emerging findings with new policy proposals from Government.  

Our key findings and conclusions compare well with the overall national view of town and city 

centres towards securing their future viability, with one of the key messages being that each Town, 

City Centre and High Street is unique and as such the measures needed to ensure their future 

success have to be shaped to meet their individual local distinctiveness.  

The working group has also used the opportunity to submit comments to the Local Plan Part 2 

consultation.  Comments were submitted that related specifically to the vitality and viability of Town 

Centres.  Details of the submission made by the Working Group are to be found in Appendix 3. 

 

4. Main Findings of the Working Group  
 

A summary of the evidence presented to the Working Group is set out in Appendix 2.  This gives an 

overview of the issues raised from our discussions and provides a thread to show how we formed 



the key findings of the report that are now set out below.  The following 44 key findings across the 

four Locality and Regeneration Board areas have been arrived at by the Working Group.   

 

 

 

Northwich and Winsford  

1. Neighbourhood Plans provide an excellent community driven vehicle to help identify the key 
issues and challenges facing a local area.  Winsford’s Plan demonstrates how a 
comprehensive approach can be taken to drill down to the high street and develop more 
detailed Town Centre/high street proposals.   This has helped in bringing forward recent 
plans for the regeneration of the shopping mall in Winsford. This approach can also be 
adopted elsewhere in the Borough, such as Northwich, where a clear focus needs to be 
placed on its Town Centre. 

 
2. Local communities (residents, retailers, and businesses) have a central role in developing 

plans to help Town and City Centres to survive, however they also need guidance and 
support in bringing them forward. Local Authorities have a leadership role.  

 
3. Building on the work of Neighbourhood Plans there may be opportunities to develop more 

detailed “Town Centre Business Plans”.  These might include a breakdown of capital and 
revenue costs and benefits.  It might also consider in more detail opportunities to bring a 
greater diversity of community based uses into the Town centre and high street, such as 
health, leisure and housing etc.  

 
4. As Locality Teams continue to gather strength a greater level of integrated working needs to 

be undertaken with the four Regeneration Teams to help meet local community priorities, 
needs and aspirations for the High Street.  Ongoing community working is needed to ensure 
revenue and capital programmes are being delivered in line with and the local vision for the 
future of the high street.   

 
5. Continue to diversify land uses and buildings in Northwich Town Centre this supports the 

view made by Bill Grimsey that “attempts simply to revive the high street are bound to fail 
because they go against the grain of social change”.  This recognises the changing nature of 
the high street, moving away from purely retail and towards more community-focused uses.  
Policy should also now recognise this.  That is policy in the Local Plan, to policy that 
influences providers of where to locate key facilities such as health, education and leisure. 

 
6. If proven to be a success, consideration should be given to allowing Business Improvement 

Districts (BIDs) more powers, allowing them to take greater control and responsibility for the 
high street. 

 
7. Heritage should be seen as an asset to Town Centres and the high street rather than a 

blockage that stifles progress.  Working alongside conservation experts mutual benefits can 
be gained to bring buildings back into a strong commercial or community use.   

 
8. In terms of car parking, flexibility might be introduced to fit the needs of local areas, 

recognising that the local environment (townscape and layout of the town) plays a part in 
defining its uniqueness.  Issues like car parking may need to be viewed within the envelope 
of the local area and where appropriate and possible put in place bespoke approaches to car 



parking policy.  It should “not act as an unnecessary disincentive, particularly to shoppers” 
(DCLG).  
 

9. The future viability of our markets needs to be reviewed as part of any general master-
planning or visioning work for Town Centres.   Winsford’s Market is valued and so must be 
supported where possible, our role as the Local Authority is to help by undertaking a more 
detailed analysis of demand and gain a better understanding of the customer’s needs.     
 

10. Overall, the Regeneration Team has developed a successful programme of investment for 
Northwich Town Centre.  Securing a package of measures to help support the long-term 
viability of the Town Centre.   The benefits of having a long-term master-plan are highlighted 
by the work undertaken in Northwich.  It’s suggested that Master-plans should be developed 
for all the major town centres. 

 
11. Banks, investors and land agents need to be able to see the wider community benefits of 

existing retail developments and be able to recognise the need for change and adaptation in 
line with the changing role of the high street.  Local Authorities can help by entering into 
discussions with the key agents best able to influence and deliver change to bring wider 
community benefits. 

 
12. Cheshire West and Chester Council is taking a pro-active approach in helping local 

businesses. Allowing businesses to spread payment of Business Rates over the year and 
writing to customers to make them aware of the Business Rate Discount is helping to keep 
small businesses and retailers on the high street. 

 
 
 

Ellesmere Port  

13. Ellesmere Port provides some excellent examples of how to use innovative approaches to 
bring vacant premises back into use on the high-street. The approach has been developed to 
fit the particular challenges and needs of the local area, by:-  

 
- Using a non-for-profit approach to put in place a rolling investment legacy to allow for 

re-investment in the High Street. 
 

- Addressing the particular issues facing local residents such as training and employment, 
debt, housing, alcohol abuse, by ensuring the use of the refurbished premises are 
relevant to specific local needs.  

 
14. The approach undertaken at Ellesmere Port has been shaped to meet the specific needs of 

its High Street and its residents.   Although the model might not be appropriate to use in all 
the other parts of the Borough there are initiatives and examples of good practice that 
would translate well to other towns in the Borough.  In particular offering pepper-corn rents 
on a time-limited agreement to help bring shops and buildings back into use, and 
encouraging and facilitating the conversion of retail properties to create residential space 
over shops. 

 
15. Where there is a strong local community reliance and connection with the High Street, it is 

vital that the Council puts in place mechanisms to develop an on-going dialogue with the 
local community to ensure the plans and policies for the high street address local needs, not 



only in terms of the retail offer, but to also go beyond retail, to address some of the 
underlying social issues that impact on the community, including access to housing, debt and 
alcohol and drug abuse.   

 
16. “Conferences” is the term used by the Ellesmere Port Localities Team to describe how 

information is gathered from residents and the local community this could be termed as 
having “community conversations”, as the approach is very informal and allows the 
community to contribute towards gaining achievable solutions and improved outcomes, 
enabling them to influence the services which affect their everyday lives. 

 
17. Car parking policy needs to be guided by local circumstances.  It is suggested that the level of 

charging should reflect and be matched to the retail and other services (leisure, cultural etc) 
offer and the size of the centre.  For example in the case of Chester, it is classed as a Sub-
Regional Centre,  there is a high flow of visitors, charging can be justified as the offer from 
the City Centre is diverse and will continue to attract high volumes of people. It can also be 
justified as this deters commuters from clogging up car parks, displacing visitor footfall.  

 
18. Our approach to charging in Town and City Centres, could be guided and be better informed 

by a measure of what the car parking space might be worth, based on the size and offer 
from that centre.  

 
19. One of the issues identified is the need for more short-term time limited car parking spaces 

closer to the heart of retail centres, to give visitors the opportunity of parking for a very 
short period of time, to allow them a short visit without having to pay a great deal for the 
privilege. There is merit in the Council exploring the option of reviewing car parks within the 
Borough to identify where there are opportunities to reduce the number of long-stay spaces 
located close to shops/banks and services that attract short visits; transferring them to 
short-stay.    
 

20. With the evolving role of Localities teams, some consideration might be given to the part 
played in the development of parking policy within each locality. There might also be scope 
to undertake through the Locality teams a cost benefit analysis of local charging.    

 
21. The role of Voluntary Sector is highlighted in Ellesmere Port.   The voluntary sector is able to 

fill the gaps that can’t be fully filled by the public sector alone, to put in place and run 
support services for the local community. There is however still a role for Local Authorities in 
helping to identify funding and ensure where possible, services are better targeted to meet 
local needs.  

 
22. Ellesmere Port provides a strong example of where the High Street can act as a community 

hub and provide community based services, moving away from the traditional retail based 
offer that cannot be supported by the market. Where possible CW&C Council should 
continue to offer support to the voluntary sector to help bring empty properties back into 
use particularly where they help to address local issues and deliver wide ranging community 
benefits.  
 

23. The market in Ellesmere Port is a key component of the retail offer enjoyed by those that 
come and shop in the Town Centre.  The value of the Market needs to be acknowledged and 
where possible supported by the Council by undertaking a more detailed analysis of demand 
and gain a better understanding of the customer’s needs. 
 



24. The local needs of residents are being better met by the transformation of retail premises on 
the High Street to wider community uses.  The next step is to identify opportunities in the 
Town Centre to bring together key public services, to improve public access to those 
services, improve service delivery and strengthen the role of the Town centre as a 
community and public service hub.  

 
 

Chester  

25. Chester provides an example of how funding opportunities might be stretched to create 
additional benefits.  This is similar to Northwich and can be used to best advantage in other 
Towns and High Streets in the Borough where bids are being planned to access external 
funding.  

 
26. The need for a formally agreed plan that has been developed in consultation with the 

broader community, including retailers, businesses, employers, residents and visitors. This 
provides a long-term blue print, rather than undertaking a piecemeal approach that 
develops areas of the city in isolation of an overall master-plan.  

 
27. As with many other Town Centres, Chester’s historic buildings are not ideally designed to 

meet the needs of modern retail industry.  Constrained by their physical layout and design, 
the cost of refurbishing buildings to meet today’s retail expectations can be prohibitive. 
There are also conservation and archaeological limitations placed on the building preventing 
certain development.  
 

28. The Rows are unique to Chester and provide an opportunity to draw in both visitors and 
funding (Heritage Lottery Fund).  Work is currently underway to maximise the opportunities 
for Chester’s City Centre presented by its historic environment.  Consultants have now been 
appointed to develop a strategy and plan for the Rows.  As with other Towns and City 
Centres, Chester is able to define what makes it distinctive from other Cities and to use this 
as one of its unique selling points.   

 
29. Landlords such as the Council are finding it difficult to secure long-term tenure 

commitments from tenants.  This reflects the continued lack of confidence in the retail 
sector.  Some signs are however starting to emerge of a return of confidence. 

 
30. City Centres need to be able to adapt to meet market shifts, Chester is addressing the need 

to adapt through a major development scheme at Northgate.   New major development 
schemes able to attract a strong anchor store are seen as the catalyst for the survival of 
town and city centres.  In addition, changes in the way the City centre operates are also 
needed to go hand-in-hand with the introduction of new development; changes for example 
in the overall offer to improve the leisure and entertainment offer including the 
development of a new theatre, ensuring the city fully meets the needs of visitors and 
doesn’t close down just after 6pm, recognising also that there is a growing business sector 
that would make use of the City Centre after working hours.  
 

31. Chester’s Market has the potential of improving its offer to the shopper and visitor.  There is 
recognition that markets attract visitors, the Christmas market is proof of this.  As with other 
Markets in the Borough there is now an urgent need to better understand the needs of 
customers by undertaking a more detailed analysis of demand. 

 



32. There is concern that the night-time image of Chester is being portrayed in a bad light by the 
media. Crime and disorder in the City Centre is not as a bad as some may perceive.  
Extending opening hours of shops and promoting Chester’s cultural and leisure offer is one 
of the ways that perceptions might be changed. 

 
33. As a City that hosts a vibrant night time economy, the provision of public toilets is 

considered to be essential.  The provision of a permanent rather than temporary facility is 
favoured. 

 
34. Business Improvement Districts provide businesses with the opportunity to agree a single 

independent dedicated body responsible for managing improvements in Chester City Centre.  
This model is not however unique to Chester.  Northwich is also developing a BID, other 
Towns in the Borough might also consider undertaking one.  

 
35. The development of the BID has highlighted the need for an all-inclusive policy approach to 

the development and management of the City Centre.  For Chester the role of the City 
Centre manager is closely associated to the BID, having a wide operational remit and 
providing a visible presence to assist businesses and customers.   The added value of having 
in place a Town centre manager as the “eyes and ears” of the High Street is recognised and 
should be replicated where possible in other key Towns in the Borough.  

 
36. There is a negative impact on the City Centre of anti-social behaviour linked with alcohol 

abuse.  Cheshire West and Chester has taken a pro-active approach by adopting a 
“Cumulative Impact Policy” to manage the number of restaurants, hot food take-aways, 
pubs and clubs. 

 
37. As part of the local business community nightclubs, public houses and restaurants will be 

able to suggest how the resources raised through the Business Improvement District might 
be spent to benefit the City Centre.  
 

38. Chester’s business community has demonstrated a willingness to work alongside the Local 
Authority and other public services to help grow the local economy and address issues like 
anti-social behaviour.    

 

Rural  

39. Town centres and high streets cannot fully rely on the market to offer all the solutions to 
assist in their survival.  The commercial market is a leveller, but it fails to help areas in need 
of assistance.  This is where public bodies are able to assist, with public intervention Town 
Centres and High Streets can be helped by providing the initial support needed to put in 
place an Action Plan and the capacity needed to drive through the delivery of an agreed 
vision and strategy.  In Towns like Neston, it is the Town Council that has stepped into this 
role.   
 

40. Town Councils have the opportunity to manage assets that are not in their ownership, in 
most instances the asset will be owned by the Local Authority.  A Community Asset would 
offer benefits to local residents and if located in the High Street or Town Centre would help 
to broaden the service offer to better meet the needs of the local community.  

 
    



41. The Borough Council has a great deal of expertise and professional advice (Planning, land 
and property) that could be offered to Town Councils and other organisations/groups that 
are aiming to support Town Centres.    
 

42. A need for better use of Marketing and promotion to raise the profile of Towns. Marketing 
Cheshire should be approached to ask for assistance in developing a marketing and 
promotion strategy for the Town.  Investigate the use of Local Distinctiveness in the 
promotion of the Market Towns.  

 
43. A mechanism such as a Neighbourhood Plan is essential in helping to engage with local areas 

in order to better understand local needs. To address some of these, joint working between 
the Borough and Town and Parish Councils is providing the right platform to find solutions, 
such as local public realm schemes.  

 
44. Investing in the Public Realm and building a strong sense of Civic Pride is part of the 

underlying approach helping to secure the future vibrancy of market towns.  
 

 

5. Conclusions  
 

From the key findings the Town and City Centre member’s working group has formed the following 

conclusions. 

 

General Conclusions  
 

1. Each Town, City Centre and High Street in the Borough would benefit from having in place 

a Plan that sets out a Vision for its future.  We saw how a wide range of Plans are helping 

Town and City Centres to identify the challenges and issues they face by gathering local 

knowledge and gaining local consensus on how they might be addressed.  By setting out a 

clear vision based on local priorities and identifying measures to address the key issues, 

plans provide an overarching approach that offers a way forward for Town and City Centres 

that is pro-active and cohesive, rather than reactionary and disjointed.   

 

We heard from a number of localities that have developed a wide range of plans, including 

Neighbourhood Plans,  Master Plans, Town Centre Business Plans and larger City Centre 

Plans such as Chester’s 1 City Plan.  The value of having a plan in place should not be 

underestimated and as a Local Authority we should continue to offer support where possible 

to help local communities develop their own plans or to develop in partnership with other 

organisations, plans that can be future proofed to meet the needs of the local areas.  

 

Government’s view is that “Town centres need to be diverse, accessible, modern and 

attractive. Above all, the key to success is local leadership and diversity. Every area needs to 

come up with their own plan for the future of their town centres, with local authorities 

working hand in hand with local businesses to transform their town centres.” (DCLG, 

Supporting High streets and town centres 2014).  

 



2. Our Local Communities and Businesses are central to the future survival of our high 

streets, town and city centres.   We found that Local Communities and Businesses are 

increasingly taking up the challenge offered through a range of community and locally based 

initiatives, to take on greater levels of responsibility for the future of their high streets, town 

and city centres.  In a number of towns the business community is leading on the 

development of Business Improvement Districts (BIDs), and elsewhere local communities are 

engaging more with the public sector to help identify local needs.  Voluntary groups and 

organisations are also expanding their involvement to run projects in support of the local 

community.   

 

We are witnessing an enthusiasm and shift towards a greater willingness by the business 

and local community to take on more of a central role in helping to shape the future of their 

locality, enabling them to take greater control and responsibility for the high street.  We 

have seen how this is helping to target and best meet local needs. Our role as a Local 

Authority is to try and encourage and harness this local energy to ensure it delivers some 

positive local outcomes.  This means using our resources and expertise to work in 

partnership with these groups and where possible help to deliver shared priorities (for 

example in Ellesmere Port tackling alcohol abuse and debt and in Chester recognising the 

cost of alcohol abuse to the local economy).  

 

Another example of where the community is taking greater control is through the 

management of assets such as buildings.  Some Town Councils are for example able to corral 

capacity in the local community to manage local assets, whilst at the same time ensuring the 

uses for those buildings are shaped to meet local needs.   

 

 

3. Our Town and City Centres must be viewed as “Community Hubs” and not just places 

where we shop.  We can no longer see high streets as being the sole preserve of retail.  We 

are already seeing a shift in uses on our high streets, with more space being converted to 

accommodate housing, business/office space, entertainment and leisure. The night-time 

economy also plays an important role and should be viewed as part of the overall plan for 

the future survival of our town centres.  

 

From our discussions held with policy makers and practitioners involved with the future 

development of our Town and city centres, we were told that retail can no longer be viewed 

in isolation, particularly when seeking to support growth.  In planning the future of our Town 

and City Centres we need to look at the wider business environment of which retail is just 

one part. 

 

Our approach to policy, particularly the detailed land use policy which the Borough Council is 

able to shape in Part 2 of the Borough’s Local Plan should recognise the changing nature of 

the high street, moving away from purely retail and towards more community-focused uses, 

developing a much stronger community offer.  

 

4. Local Innovation and Creativity needs to be encouraged and supported in our Town and 

City Centres through our Localities and Regeneration Teams.   Each Town, City Centre and 

High Street is forming its own unique approach to addressing their challenges and issues. We 



have heard about the strong community focused approach towards addressing the high 

vacancy rates in Ellesmere Port to a co-ordinated and collaborative business approach in 

Chester in pulling together a Business Improvement District (BID). 

 

Although different, all the Towns and high streets share a common approach in 

demonstrating innovation and creativity in their approach to tackling their individual issues. 

A “Can-do Culture” has been found in many places which should continue to be supported 

by us as a Local Authority, recognising the strength of local action.  

 

We have learned that there is no one single package of measures that can be delivered using 

a single Borough wide approach.  The reality is we have to recognise the diversity and local 

distinctiveness of our towns and high streets and be prepared to listen to the local 

communities and businesses to get a sense of local priorities.  Our Localities and 

Regeneration Teams are best placed to be able to drill down below the Borough-wide level, 

ensuring innovation and creativity is supported locally in each Town and High Street. 

 

5. As a Local Authority we have a central role to play in supporting our Town and City 

centres. There is a need for public intervention in Town and City Centres, leaving them to 

sort themselves out will not work.  We recognise that local areas are best placed to 

comment on the issues that impact on the viability and vitality of town centres, but they do 

not have the capacity, expertise and resources to deliver actions that will help to address 

them.  

 

We are fortunate in having mechanisms to allow us to engage and support the local 

community and to deliver locally-based projects. The Localities and Regeneration Teams 

work jointly to support the high street. Each locality has its own examples of how projects 

are being taken forward and supported by CW&C.  Ellesmere Port for example has a High 

Street Programme of empty shop refurbishment and reuse, Chester has major development 

proposals to strengthen the cultural and retail offer, maximising the opportunities of its 

heritage offer such as the rows and finally Northwich, which is now delivering a number of 

key capital regeneration projects.   

 

We have seen how joint working across the Localities and Regeneration teams is helping to 

support the high street.   The working group has been impressed by this joint working and 

would like to see a continuation and strengthening of the co-ordination of the community 

engagement and local delivery roles. 

 

6. Each high street, town and city centre is unique and as such the measures we adopt to 

address any underlying issues need to be shaped accordingly to meet those individual 

circumstances.  From visits to towns and high streets in the Borough the working group has 

viewed the broad range of centres including City Centres, Town Centres, District and local 

centres and small parades, each with their own local distinctiveness,  characteristics and 

hosting their own unique mix of services and uses.   

 

Accessibility was found to vary across the Towns, City Centres and High Streets of the 
Borough.  Access to services and retail premises vary in a number of ways, from the 



provision of convenient car parking and good public transport links, to ensuring our centres 
are more accessible for everyone, including older and disabled residents. 

 

In recognising the broad mix of uses, the working group also came to appreciate that some 

caution needed to be applied to how we interpret and use data on the performance of town 

centres, with the vast majority of available data providing an overview at the national level 

being based on retail indicators. In our view the performance of our high streets and town 

centres should not be solely based on the retail offer.  Other aspects should also be taken 

into account and measured, such as the cultural, leisure, social and broader service offer to 

the local community.  

 

Theme Specific Conclusions    
 

7. Night-time Economy - In aiming to transform the night time economy in our Town and City 

Centres action is now needed to deliver a broader offer.  There is a great deal of criticism of 

our Town and City centres for not offering a vibrant and diverse night time economy. Largely 

targeted at the larger Town and City Centres like Chester, a number of measures have been 

put to the working group that might help to deliver some uplift in the local economy. 

 

People should be given an incentive to visit town centres after 6.00 pm, introducing more 

leisure attractions is one approach.  We need to have a good understanding of what the 

customer wants, which for Town Centres like Chester means an extension of shop opening 

hours beyond 6.00pm and a strong cultural and restaurant and café offer, providing a range 

of visiting opportunities with more flexible opening hours to fit around peoples busy 

lifestyles, the biggest challenge is making the towns family friendly.  We should be making 

the most of the unique historic environment, developing interesting open public realm 

spaces, using for example lighting to make spaces more attractive and feel safer in the 

evening.  

 

There is a negative impact on the City Centre of anti-social behaviour linked with alcohol 
abuse.  Cheshire West and Chester has taken a pro-active approach by adopting a 
“Cumulative Impact Policy” to manage the number of restaurants, hot food take-aways, 
pubs and clubs. 

 

 

8. Property Ownership – As a Local Authority we should be able to help to identify owners of 

high street properties that are a cause of concern or interest.  Absent and invisible owners 

are identified as a key blockage and a source of frustration in attempts to try and fill vacant 

retail space or in trying to encourage investment in buildings that are pulling down the 

overall quality of the built environment and attractiveness of the High Street.   

 

Some of the main frustrations reported to the working group includes absent landlords, and 

the complexity of multi-ownership.  Pulling together a list of landlords might be considered 

to help bring forward regeneration plans.   

 

9. Car-parking – Car Parking Policy needs to be guided by local circumstances to complement 

and enhance the attractiveness of our high streets and town centres. This might cover 



issue like charging, provision of long and short stay parking and signage.  Recognising the 

diversity and uniqueness of our high streets with no one centre being the same, we suggest 

policies need to be aligned and are relevant to local conditions.  We saw this to be 

particularly relevant in the management of car parking.   

 

It is suggested car parking policy is shaped to meet local circumstances and that the views of 

the local community and businesses are taken into account.   

 

We suggest a need for more short-stay time limited car parking spaces based on proximity to 

the heart of retail centres.  Providing visitors a short stay option when making a short visit to 

use services on the high street would be beneficial to local businesses. There is merit in the 

Council exploring the option of reviewing car parks within the Borough to identify areas to 

reduce the number of long-stay spaces located in close proximity to shops/banks and 

services that attract short visits. 

 

Clear and accurate signage and information on car parking spaces is one of the issues that 

was highlighted for Chester, but might also be investigated in other Towns in the Borough.  

 

10. Business rates – Business rates should be administered to offer the maximum level of 

flexibility to help support small businesses and independent retailers.  Cheshire West and 

Chester Council is taking pro-active steps to help local businesses by allowing them the 

option to pay in instalments over the financial year and informing them of the Government’s 

Business Rate Discount of up to £1,000 to all occupied retail properties with a rateable value 

of £50,000 or less.    

 

11. Markets – Markets are a complicated issues and can greatly differ in terms of their size, 

quality and offer;  in recognising the needs of local residents and visitors our role as the 

Local Authority is to provide assistance the first step is to undertake a detailed analysis of 

demand to obtain a better understanding of customer’s needs,  this is being addressed 

through a specific report on our market Towns is now being undertaken by Cheshire West 

abd Chester.    Markets are valued but often lack the investment needed to bring them into 

line with what the customers want.  In all the Towns visited by the Working Group that host 

a market, it was recognised that the biggest opportunity lies in strengthening their offer.  

Specialised markets, such as Christmas and artisan markets demonstrate the potential of 

markets in drawing people into town and city centres.  

 

6. Recommendations  
 

 

The following recommendations are made by the Town and City Centres Member’s Working Group: 

 

1. Recommend that each Town and City Centre in the Borough has in place a plan that sets out 

a vision for its future.  Our role as a Council is to offer help and assistance to ensure this 

happens.  

 



2. Recommend that we encourage and provide support to businesses and local communities 

that wish to establish a Business Improvement District (BID) or are willing to take on the 

management of local assets on the high street to help meet local needs.  

 

3. As a Council and in context of the challenges facing our high streets, we must ensure our 

town and city centres are not recognised only as places where we shop. We recommend 

that this broader view of our town and city centres and the need for greater flexibility is 

reflected in the detail of our Local Plan and other policy areas we have responsibility for 

across a range of services, including policy on car parking, markets, licencing and council 

owned assets.   

 

4. The recent restructuring of Council Services that has established a Places Strategy Service 

together with a Localities Service, provides an opportunity to strengthen a place-based 

approach to how the Council serves local areas across the Borough.  We recommend both 

Services take up the findings and conclusions of this working group to ensure an integrated 

service and multi-agency approach is put in place to support town and city centres. 

 

5. The Council’s Cumulative Impact Policy for Chester is helping to prevent a proliferation of 

fast-food takeaways, bars and clubs.  Other Towns Centres should also be able to benefit 

from such a policy we therefore recommend this approach be rolled out across the Borough 

where appropriate.  

 

6. Recommend that where Business Improvement Districts or similar business and community 

based groups are in place their views will be given weight and taken into account in the 

formation of Council policy that impacts of the Town and City centres, such as local car 

parking policies. 

 

7. Recommend the four Regeneration Boards consider the findings, conclusions and 

recommendations of this report in shaping future proposals for their Town and City Centres. 

 

 

7.  Issues for consideration when Future Proofing Town and City Centres. 
 

 

From the evidence presented to the working group we have drawn up the following list of measures 

(set out as questions) that may be used as a reference point when considering the future needs of 

our High Streets.  

 

- Is there a healthy level of footfall?  Does not have to be linked to a retail destination, might 

include travelling to work, visiting the Cinema or going for a meal or coffee.  

 

- Where are people travelling from to access the services and facilities in town centres?  This 

will help to better understand the socio-economic variables of people using the high street. 

This should help to plan for the needs of the customers using the centre. 

 



- How do people access the Town centre?  To help understand the level of public transport 

provision and if this needs to be improved, leading to possible consideration of measures 

that could help improve access. 

 

- Is car parking provision meeting the needs of visitors?  Safe car parking provision that offers 

convenience and ease of access to the high street continues to be an important 

consideration, in more detail this includes its management, charging the provision of long 

and short stay and disabled parking spaces in close proximity to the centre. 

 

- What is the strength of the overall retail offer?  A good range of retailers will offer a greater 

choice of goods and services that will help the town centre or high street remain 

competitive.  

 

- What is the Cultural and Leisure offer?  It is important not to view Town and City Centres 

purely as places where people come to shop.  The vibrancy of our Towns is just as much 

dependent on the cultural and leisure offer as they are on retail.  This includes the staging of 

events and festivals that help to draw people into the town.  

 

- Is there a regular market?  A Market can be a major attraction to a Town, particularly 

specialist markets.  The artisans market in Northwich has proven to be very popular.  

Continental markets, Farmers markets and Christmas markets all have an attraction that 

help bring people into the town from a wider catchment area.  

 

- Is there a strong local partnership approach to the management of the town centre?  Local 

Authorities no longer have the capacity or resources to be able to support town centres.  A 

large range of local partnerships now exist including retail/business and community groups 

and private-led Business Improvement District partnerships.  These groups are working 

alongside Local Authorities to deliver shared priorities.  

 

- What is the retail vacancy rate on the High Street?  Seen as a negative trend as part of the 

general decline of retail on the high street, but could also be viewed as an opportunity as 

part of the transition towards the re-balancing of uses, with a possible increase in the 

community, cultural and leisure offer. 

 

- Is there a strong night time economy and what is its value to the local economy?  Views on 

the value of the night time economy will vary depending on who you ask. If well managed it 

can form a central part of both the service and cultural offer.  

 

- Are there opportunities for land use and planning to encourage investment in the 

rejuvenation of the high street?  Finding ways to allow for greater flexibility in the 

movement between Use-Class-Orders or setting up dedicated zones to encourage enterprise 

may be considered by the Local Authority.   

  

 

 



          

Terms of Reference       

Cheshire West and Chester Town and City Centres Working Group 

 

Background  

Following the Council meeting held on 17 October 2013 it was agreed that the Executive appoint a 

small cross-party working group to consider the following Motion in more detail: 

This Council notes:  

The continuing challenge in rejuvenating our high streets  and the need for comprehensive 

high street strategies for all our town and city centres, the current restrictions on local 

authorities to influence and change their high streets and the proliferation of payday loan 

and other quick credit stores in our retail centres. 

 This Council agrees: 

 1. To lobby central government to create a new ‘umbrella’ use class encompassing payday 

loan, quick credit and analogous premises in planning regulations which would ensure that 

there would always have to be an application for change of use before taking over any 

premises that was previously used for something else. This could be used to separate 

specific types of premises from others currently in the same use class, according to local 

circumstances and concerns. 

 2. To ask Central Government to look at allowing permitted development to be set at a local 

authority level would allow for the consideration of individual local issues, and could lead to 

a boost in development overall. 

 3. To work with the current regeneration and development boards to ensure that every 

retail centre in the Borough has a clear strategy to enable it to have a sustainable future 

with economic growth that all members of society can benefit from. 

 4. To devise a comprehensive market strategy and effective market forum to support our 

town centre markets to prosper. 

Purpose 

The Town and City Centres Working Group remit is to advise the Executive on its key findings following 

an investigation of the issues set out in the Council’s motion arising from the debate on Town and City 

Centres. 

The Working Group is tasked with reporting progress and findings to the Executive.  It will consider 

current policy, evidence and view best practice to make recommendations to the Executive.   

Membership 

  

Membership is limited to five elected Members allocated on a 5:4 cross party-basis.  Members have 

been selected by the Political Groups on the basis of their personal qualities, experience and 

representative roles. 

 



Cllr Charles Fifield (Chairman) 

Cllr Graham Heatley  

Cllr Gaynor Sinar 

Cllr Adrian Walmsley  

Cllr Keith Board 

 

Cllr David Armstrong 

Cllr Ben Powell (Deputy Chairman) 

Cllr Alex Tate 

Cllr Andy Williams  

 

Role of the Working Group   

- Through the examination of evidence, consultation and debate to better understand the 
impact of current policy on the Borough’s Town and City Centres. In particular to focus on 
the :-  

-  
o need for comprehensive high street strategies for our town and city centres, 
o current restrictions on local authorities to influence and change their high streets 

and,  
o proliferation of payday loan and other quick credit stores in our retail centres. 

 
- Listen to and consider evidence from a range of experts and partner organisations, including 

the four Regeneration Boards on the state of our Town and City Centres. To work with the 
current regeneration and development boards to ensure that every retail centre in the 
Borough has a clear strategy to enable it to have a sustainable future with economic growth 
that all members of society can benefit from. 

-  
- Use the evidence collected to report to the Executive and make recommendations on the next 

steps and the role of the Council towards addressing the key issues identified in the continuing 
challenge in rejuvenating our high streets.  

- Identify measures and policies that can be adopted and implemented by CW&C and its partner 
organisations to assist Town and City Centres.  Including the creation of a comprehensive 
market strategy and effective market forum to support the Borough’s town centre markets in 
order to help them to prosper. 

- Seek advice on how to influence policy that has an impact on Cheshire West & Chester’s Town 
and City Centres, and in particular to :-  

 
o seek advice on how to lobby central government to create a new ‘umbrella’ use class 

encompassing payday loan, quick credit and analogous premises in planning 
regulations which would ensure that there would always have to be an application for 
change of use before taking over any premises that was previously used for something 
else. To separate specific types of premises from others currently in the same use 
class, according to local circumstances and concerns. 
 

o Seek to ask Central Government to look at allowing permitted development to be 
set at a local authority level would allow for the consideration of individual local 
issues, and could lead to a boost in development overall. 

 



- Identify areas of key research that might be undertaken to help better inform the Task Force 
and its findings. 

 

Operational Specifications 

- The Working Group will meet on a “task and finish” timetable (To be agreed by Executive or 
the working group membership prior to its inaugural meeting.)  
 

- Membership is representational and as such members may appoint a deputy to attend on 
their behalf. 

 
- Secretariat and officer technical support will be provided by the Growth and Prosperity 

Directorate.  Agenda and papers to be circulated at least seven days prior to each meeting 
 

- Progress will be reported to Cheshire West and Chester Executive on a regular basis. 
 

 

TOWN AND CITY CENTRE MEMBER’S WORKING GROUP  

 

SUMMARY OF ISSUES 
 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

1. Focus on Winsford and Northwich 
 

 

Winsford Neighbourhood Plan - Alan Warburton (Town Clerk Winsford Town Council) 

 

A Neighbourhood Plan has been developed for the Town of Winsford.  It captures the key issues 

facing the Town including its high streets and the main shopping and retail area, it also sets out a 

long-term vision.    

 

Neighbourhood Plans provide an excellent opportunity for communities to identify and capture the 

key issues they face and seek to find solutions to meet a long-term vision.  They are community led 

and as such give a local perspective to issues as viewed by local people.  Neighbourhood Plans are 

welcomed and should continue to be encouraged and supported by the Council.  As demonstrated 

by Winsford’s Neighbourhood Plan the issues facing the high street and its’ predominantly retail 

centre have not only been articulated, but solutions are also suggested to address them. 

 

Each Town and City Centre and high street will have different characteristics and face different 

challenges.  Winsford suffers from a poor image, an outdated 60’s shopping centre and a limited 

range of shops, particularly independents. On the positive, it is well located, has little competition 

from out-of-town retail centres, good access and is clean and safe. 

 

Winsford Town Council has a positive outlook for its Town Centre.  It has been able to articulate a 

long-term vision that seeks to put in place a mix of ingredients that it is hoped will bring vibrancy 



back to the high street.  This involves attracting a new food store and a greater variety of shops and 

an integrated Market. Plans also include physical changes to the layout of the Town, making more 

use of the river. There are also aspirations to improve the night-time economy and to encourage a 

greater mix of uses, other than just retail.  

 

Some quick-wins have also been suggested, to address some of the issues that are specific and 

unique to the local area, for example signage and a shopping trolley management system. 

 

Housing and population growth need to be factored in when planning our Town and City Centres.  

Winsford has little local competition, which with an increasing population will mean mounting 

pressure on existing stores, particularly food stores.  It is the job of the Local Plan to ensure sufficient 

supply of land is available and policies are in place to allow for additional retail capacity to help meet 

future needs.    

 

Winsford has demonstrated how existing buildings can be refurbished to better meet current needs 

and at the same time improve their physical appearance.  Similar work could be undertaken in other 

parts of the Town, it also serves to demonstrate to other Town Centres how high streets can be 

revitalised as an alternative to demolition.  

 

 Issues/ Findings 

 

- Neighbourhood Plans provide an excellent community driven vehicle to help identify the 
key issues and challenges facing a local area.  Winsford’s Plan demonstrates how a 
comprehensive approach can be taken to drill down to the high street and develop more 
detailed Town Centre/high street proposals.  This approach can also be adopted 
elsewhere in the Borough. 

 

- Local communities (residents, retailers, and businesses) have a central role in developing 
plans to help Town and City Centres to survive, however they also need guidance and 
support in bringing them forward. Local Authorities have a leadership role.  

 

- Building on the work of Neighbourhood Plans there may be opportunities to develop 
more detailed “Town Centre Business Plans”.  These might include a breakdown of 
capital and revenue costs and benefits.  It might also consider in more detail 
opportunities to bring a greater diversity of community based uses into the Town centre 
and high street, such as health, leisure and housing etc.  

 

 

Winsford Localities - Aleta Steele (Locality Partnership Manager – Northwich & Winsford) 

 

Four Locality Teams are now in place to help identify and align local priorities with local delivery 

opportunities, to build and strengthen good community relations, develop networks, and help local 

members to engage via the Locality Boards.   

 

The Council’s Locality model is now able to support Town Centres and High Streets.  Each local area 

approach will be different depending on the issues that need to be addressed and the measures that 

can be applied. 

 

Issues / Findings 



 

- As Locality Teams continue to gather strength a greater level of integrated working 
needs to be undertaken with the four Regeneration Teams to help meet local 
community priorities, needs and aspirations for the High Street.  Ongoing community 
working is needed to ensure revenue and capital programmes are being delivered in line 
with and the local vision for the future of the high street.   

 

 

 

Focus on Winsford (Roundtable Discussion)  

 

Its’ s recognised that bringing jobs into the Town Centre helps to support the retail sector, increasing 

the size of the market that retailers can sell to. 

 

Markets hold a traditional and historic place in many Towns. Winsford’s market is similar to many 

others around the country in that it no longer provides a wide range of goods that might be found in 

the small rural markets on the continent. A question hangs over the future of our markets in terms 

of being “fit for purpose” their viability and how they serve the changing needs of the high street. 

 

Assets should provide a good financial return for investors, but there also needs to be recognition of 

the potential community gains to be made when making an investment that can brings vibrancy 

back to the town centre and help secure its long-term future.  Winsford is one of the towns where 

potential needs to be realised by landowners, landlords and tenants alike. 

 

Winsford has a healthy footfall, but the level of spend is relatively low. A new anchor store could 

help to readdress this, helping to bring people in from a wider catchment area. 

 

Weaver Valley Regeneration Programme - Catherine Fox (CW&C – Regeneration Team) 

 

Northwich like many other town centres faces some fundamental infrastructure issues such as 

access.  The road network is not ideal and presents some key challenges for traffic flow and access to 

services.  The reality is that major investment in infrastructure will not be available in the short to 

medium term and as such other approaches need to be investigated to improve access.   

 

Central to the success of Northwich has been securing an anchor store.  For Northwich this is in the 

shape of a Waitrose super-market.  This will bring people into the town helping to increase footfall.  

In addition, the night-time economy is also being encouraged and supported with the development 

of a Cinema.  A new leisure facility is also underway ensuring a strong mix of uses, all helping to 

support the future vibrancy and viability of the Town Centre. 

 

Good design is suggested as a further ingredient in helping to secure the future success of Town 

Centres, encouraging civic pride and making Towns a place where people want to visit.  There has 

also been an opportunity in Northwich to gain additional funding from the “Heritage Lottery Fund” 

by linking the retail offer to the built environment, helping to safeguard the heritage of Northwich. 

This is one of the key areas where we as a Local Authority hold the expertise to offer assistance.  

 



Northwich has an additional challenge regarding its image.  This is common to a number of towns 

which suffer as a consequence as people choose to travel longer distances to shop or access a range 

of services.   

 

 

Focus on Northwich (Roundtable Discussion) 

 

Northwich is a good example of a Town where the vision for its regeneration is now being delivered 

led by an agreed Master Plan.  A place where “things are happening” describes the range of 

development projects now being delivered. 

 

The Business Improvement District (BID) for Northwich aims to generate a levy from businesses 

totalling in the region of £180,000 per annum.  This funding can then be used to help support the 

business area and the high street. This is one example how local businesses are able to work 

together to identify issues and to address them collectively through their own resources.  

 

Car parking is a key issue for all Town and City Centres. In Northwich, it is suggested that about of 

30% of spaces are occupied by people working in the Town Centre, this includes people that work in 

the retail sector.  It is suggested that more spaces closer to the Town Centre should be reserved for 

short-stay only to allow people to make short visits to shop.   

 

Issues / Findings 

 

- Continue to diversify land uses and buildings in Northwich Town Centre this supports the 
view made by Bill Grimsey that “attempts simply to revive the high street are bound to 
fail because they go against the grain of social change”.  This recognises the changing 
nature of the high street, moving away from purely retail and towards more community-
focused uses.  Policy should also now recognise this.  That is policy in the Local Plan, to 
policy that influences providers of where to locate key facilities such as health, 
education and leisure. 

 

- If proven to be a success, consideration should be given to allowing Business 
Improvement Districts (BIDs) more powers, allowing them to take greater control and 
responsibility for the high street. 

 

- Heritage should be seen as an asset to Town Centres and the high street rather than a 
blockage that stifles progress.  Working alongside conservation experts mutual benefits 
can be gained to bring buildings back into a strong commercial or community use.   

 

- In terms of car parking, flexibility might be introduced to fit the needs of local areas, 
recognising that the local environment (townscape and layout of the town) plays a part 
in defining its uniqueness.  Issues like car parking may need to be viewed within the 
envelope of the local area and where appropriate and possible put in place bespoke 
approaches to car parking policy.  It should “not act as an unnecessary disincentive, 
particularly to shoppers” (DCLG).  

 

- The future viability of our markets needs to be reviewed as part of any general master-
planning or visioning work for Town Centres.       

 



- Overall, the Regeneration Team has developed a successful programme of investment 
for Northwich Town Centre.  Securing a package of measures to help support the long-
term viability of the Town Centre.   The benefits of having a long-term master-plan are 
highlighted by the work undertaken in Northwich.  It’s suggested that Master-plans 
should be developed for all the major town centres. 

 

 

Business Rates - Jerry Faulkner (CW&C – Senior Manager Revenue & Benefits) 

 

For many businesses, business rates seem to be unfair, failing to reflect current rental values.  As 

business rates are based on rental valuations made on the 1st April 2008 many valuations particularly 

outside of London do not accurately reflect the current market.  There are no plans however to 

undertake a review until 2017. 

 

Cheshire West and Chester Council is taking pro-active steps to help businesses by allowing 

businesses to pay in instalments over the financial year, pro-actively informing them about the 

Government’s Business Rate Discount of up to £1,000 to all occupied retail properties with a 

rateable value of £50,000 or less.  (The discount will not impact on the finances of the Council).   

 

If businesses feel they are being overcharged and want to purse a revaluation or tribunal via the 

Valuation Office, this is seen as being a long drawn-out process and as such many are put off from 

taking this route. As a Council we do not become involved in Rate Reviews however officers are 

happy to talk to individual businesses to offer advice. 

 

Investment and Finance is often seen as a blockage in allowing shopping centres to be more flexible, 

to change and adapt to market needs. As Banks often have a hold on the finance they are seen as 

creating some of the blockages. 

 

Issues / Findings 

 

- Banks, investors and land agents need to be able to see the wider community benefits of 
existing retail developments and be able to recognise the need for change and 
adaptation in line with the changing role of the high street.  Local Authorities can help by 
entering into discussions with the key agents best able to influence and deliver change 
to bring wider community benefits. 

 

- Cheshire West and Chester Council is taking a pro-active approach in helping local 
businesses. Allowing businesses to spread payment of Business Rates over the year and 
writing to customers to make them aware of the Business Rate Discount is helping to 
keep small businesses and retailers on the high street. 

 

 

2. Focus on Ellesmere Port 
 

Ellesmere Port Regeneration Team  - Jochem Hollestelle (Town Centre Improvement Manager) 

 

The High Street in Ellesmere Port faces a number of challenges, the most visible being the number of 

empty shops, a 24% vacancy rate was recorded three years ago along the Whitby Road. Some of the 

premises have been vacant for over 5 years.  



 

The Regeneration Team is working with a number of partners to bring these premises back into use.  

One of the innovative approaches being used to refurbishing buildings is to enter into an agreement 

with the landlord to sell the building at an agreed price, releasing the building to be refurbished on a 

non-for-profit basis.  Once refurbished the value of the building increases and allows the funds to be 

raised to pay the original owner and re-invest the up-lift gained into other projects.  Tenders for the 

refurbishment work has so far been won by “access2employment” an organisation that provide 

training and employment, this provides some added value training local people in a trade and at the 

same time providing employment opportunities.  

 

The range of new uses for the refurbished retail premises on the high street are varied, providing 

services that meet the needs of the local residents. These uses go beyond the retail offer to provide 

support and assistance to tackling some of the wider social issues facing Ellesmere Port, including, 

access to housing, alcohol and drug abuse, access to training and employment and tackling debt. 

 

As a result the High Street now hosts the Fab-Lab (to provide access to technology to inspire 

enterprise and training), Trinity (to promote health and wellbeing), and soon to open a new Credit 

Union office with a shared use for residential low cost accommodation, an alcohol free bar, that will 

also offer advice on alcohol and drug abuse, and Business incubator units based on a social 

enterprise model to provide flexible workspace for up to 25 people. 

 

It was suggested that the public sector has a short-term role in the support it provides to the High 

Street.  That it can deliver short-term interventions, but it is then left up to other factors such as the 

market to help sustain its vibrancy and use into the future.  It is suggested that securing investment 

is one longer-term solution.  

 

An observation made that retail shops as well as other uses such as cafes and restaurants tend to 

cluster together in certain locations, for example in Ellesmere Port there is a high number of 

discount shops. Clustering similar uses brings a number of benefits including choice for the 

consumer and a strengthening and broadening of the offer from the retailer.  

 

 Issues/ Findings 

 

- Ellesmere Port provides some excellent examples of how to use innovative approaches to 
bring vacant premises back into use on the high-street. The approach has been developed to 
fit the particular challenges and needs of the local area, by:-  

 

o Using a non-for-profit approach to put in place a rolling investment legacy to allow 
for re-investment in the High Street.  

 

o Addressing the particular issues facing local residents such as training and 
employment, debt, housing, alcohol abuse, by ensuring the use of the refurbished 
premises are relevant to specific local needs.  

 

- The approach undertaken at Ellesmere Port has been shaped to meet the specific needs of 
its High Street and its residents.   Although the model might not be appropriate to use in all 
the other parts of the Borough there are initiatives and examples of good practice that 
would translate well to other towns in the Borough.  In particular offering pepper-corn rents 
on a time-limited agreement to help bring shops and buildings back into use, and 



encouraging and facilitating the conversion of retail properties to create residential space 
over shops. 

 

 

Ellesmere Port Localities Service - David Tai (Locality Partnership Manager – Ellesmere Port) 

 

Residents and the local community play a pivotal role in helping to shape the future of the high 

street by expressing their views on current problems and challenges and providing some insight to 

what they would like to see happen to their high street.  

 

One of the ways in which residents and the local community are engaged is through regular resident 

conferences.  Hosted by the Council’s Locality Team the conferences provide the opportunity to 

gather the views of the retailers, businesses, residents and customers of the high street. There is 

also a key stakeholder group, to help provide a cross-representative steer.  

 

Some of the key messages about the high street drawn from the community include the aspiration 

to see the high street became a central hub and for it to grow.  That there needs to be a diversity of 

shops.  The market in Ellesmere Port is valued and more needs to be made of Civic Square. 

 

People are also happy to express what they don’t like about the High Street (for example too many 

payday loan and cash-for-gold shops) but they are also able to articulate what they would like to see 

that would help to improve the overall offer of the High Street.  Suggestions include an outdoor café 

(meeting place), making the street scene more uniform to create a more cohesive and attractive 

physical environment. 

 

The views of young people are also valued, the main ask taken from pupils in a schools survey was 

for a “place to Chill”, followed by the need for jobs and apprentice opportunities. 

 

Although Cheshire Oaks Retail outlet is in close proximity to Ellesmere Port, the local community do 

not necessarily identify with it.  The commercial impact on local retail is considered to be minimal, 

but there is a view that opportunities are being missed to try and link Cheshire Oaks with Ellesmere 

Port in terms of its identity. People recognise that Ellesmere Port provides a different offer, some 

would say largely around discount shopping.   

 

Tackling alcohol abuse is one of the key priorities for the community based locality team.  It is 

recognised that the way to address this goes beyond curtailing the number of places where alcohol 

can be brought.  One positive move is the introduction of an alcohol free bar on the high street the 

aim is offer people an alternative to alcohol when going out to socialise.  Nonetheless the closure of 

local public houses is also seen as having a negative impact on the high street, as buildings fall into 

disuse and the further disappearance of places where people might meet and socialise.  

 

Issues/ Findings 

 

- Where there is a strong local community reliance and connection with the High Street, it is 
vital that the Council puts in place mechanisms to develop an on-going dialogue with the 
local community to ensure the plans and policies for the high street address local needs, not 
only in terms of the retail offer, but to also go beyond retail, to address some of the 



underlying social issues that impact on the community, including access to housing, debt and 
alcohol and drug abuse.   

 

- “Conferences” is the term used by the Ellesmere Port Localities Team to describe how 
information is gathered from residents and the local community this could be termed as 
having “community conversations”, as the approach is very informal and allows the 
community to contribute towards gaining achievable solutions and improved outcomes, 
enabling them to influence the services which affect their everyday lives. 

 

Car Parking in Town and City Centres Vanessa Griffiths (Head of Regulatory Services) David Thomas 

(Strategic & Integrated Transport) 

 

Car parking policy and charging varies so as to best meet and fit local circumstances.  Retailers often 

see car parking charges as an evil, arguing that it turns potential customers away.  Free car parking is 

not however a panacea that ultimately helps to increase footfall.  A good example is Chester, where 

if all day free car parking was introduced the likely scenario is that car parks would become clogged-

up very quickly by commuters working in the city, displacing shoppers.   

 

In terms of value for money, private car parks tend to be more expensive than those run by the Local 

Authority.  It is suggested that the issue in terms of management is not about ownership, but more 

about control. 

 

There is no one single one-size-fits-all approach to parking provision.  Car parking can help to bring 

people into Towns, linking it into the retail offer. Examples of parking controls and incentives such as 

providing free car parking after 3 are proving to be a success.   Therefore in considering how we 

might help to support the High Street and the local economy, car parking needs to be recognised as 

one of the levers we have at our disposal. 

 

Car parking is mainly viewed in terms of the regulatory and charging powers we have.  It however 

also needs to be viewed alongside and in tandem with other traffic management and access 

measures, such as Park and Ride, bus and trains, car clubs.   These are considered in the strategies 

produced by the Council such as the Local Transport Plan, Local Plan and Chester Car Parking 

Strategy. 

 

Car parks in many towns have evolved rather than having been planned.  This is due to the historic 

layout and design of many of our towns and the resulting lack of land for car parking.  There is also 

ongoing pressure on car parks to be redeveloped and to be brought back into use. Consideration 

might need to be given to making additional car parks where there is under-provision.  Areas of 

Towns could be considered to make this provision where there is a high vacancy rate, or where there 

are concerns regarding future viability with for example a shift in the retail core.   

 

Charging and getting the charging right is seen as being very tricky.  There is a fine balance to be 

struck between the need to raise revenue and the need to ensure we retain and attract visitors and 

shoppers. Although car park charging is not popular, there needs to be a strong reason for not 

charging. Time limited car parking is something that could be given greater consideration.  Matching 

the needs of the local centres and the town centres to shape car parking. For Local Authorities it is 

often a difficult task having to weigh-up costs and benefits.   

 



Issues/ Findings 

 

- Car parking policy needs to be guided by local circumstances.  It is suggested that the level of 
charging should reflect and be matched to the retail and other services (leisure, cultural etc) 
offer and the size of the centre.  For example in the case of Chester, it is classed as a Sub-
Regional Centre,  there is a high flow of visitors, charging can be justified as the offer from 
the City Centre is diverse and will continue to attract high volumes of people. It can also be 
justified as this deters commuters from clogging up car parks, displacing visitor footfall.  

 

- Our approach to charging in Town and City Centres, could be guided and be better informed 
by a measure of what the car parking space might be worth, based on the size and offer 
from that centre.  

 

- One of the issues identified is the need for more short-term time limited car parking spaces 
closer to the heart of retail centres, to give visitors the opportunity of parking for a very 
short period of time, to allow them a short visit without having to pay a great deal for the 
privilege. There is merit in the Council exploring the option of reviewing car parks within the 
Borough to identify where there are opportunities to reduce the number of long-stay spaces 
located close to shops/banks and services that attract short visits; transferring them to 
short-stay.    
 

- With the evolving role of Localities teams, some consideration might be given to the part 
played in the development of parking policy within each locality. There might also be scope 
to undertake through the Locality teams a cost benefit analysis of local charging.    

 

 

Example of a Community-based initiative to re-use buildings on the High Street. Christine Jones 

(Trinity Centre Co-ordinator) 

 

Trinity is a refurbished Methodist Chapel, which today houses a multiple number of community uses 

based around local needs to improve Health, Education and Well-being into the heart of the local 

community. In undertaking the project, securing funding was challenging, but achievable.  

 

The success of the building is largely down to the delivery of locally relevant services that the local 

community can use. 

 

The building is now primarily used as a Café serving in-house prepared healthy food.  It also offers 

classes to teach people how to prepare healthy meals to help address poor diets.  Other classes are 

run to address and encourage and improve health and fitness.  A food-bank has also recently been 

set-up and is proving to be extremely busy, with a reported ten-fold increase in people using it in the 

last year alone. 

 

Issues/ Findings 

 

- The role of Voluntary Sector is highlighted in Ellesmere Port.   The voluntary sector is able to 
fill the gaps that can’t be fully filled by the public sector alone, to put in place and run 
support services for the local community. There is however still a role for Local Authorities in 
helping to identify funding and ensure where possible, services are better targeted to meet 
local needs.   



 

- Ellesmere Port provides a strong example of where the High Street can act as a community 
hub and provide community based services, moving away from the traditional retail based 
offer that cannot be supported by the market. Where possible CW&C Council should 
continue to offer support to the voluntary sector to help bring empty properties back into 
use particularly where they help to address local issues and deliver wide ranging community 
benefits.  
 

 

 

3. Focus on Chester  
 

Chester Regeneration Team - Chris Capes, Roz Munslow, David Anderson. 

 

The “One City Plan” sets out the vision and strategy for the development of Chester City Centre over 

the next 15 years.  It will form an evidence document within the emerging Local Plan and as such it is 

seen to provide the one single co-ordinated strategy to guide future development and growth. 

 

Chester is fortunate in being able to articulate via an agreed plan how it might adapt to meet the 

challenges brought about by change and in particular its response to meeting the needs of a vibrant 

historic city centre. 

 

The “One City Plan” focuses on both individual themes as well as a range of distinctive townscapes.  

One of the unique assets of the City Centre is the Rows which defines the main retail offer. The Rows 

face a particular challenge from a weakening offer, the need to retain and preserve its historic value, 

and at the same time ensuring a viable economic use. The role of the plan has been to go beyond 

the identification of the headline concerns to drill down to some of the more underlying issues that 

can be targeted such as poor access, increasing vacancy rates and so called “dead-areas”. 

 

A broader insight is provided into Chester supported by an evidence base that underpins the Plan.  

This highlights data on the use of buildings, like for example the percentage given over to retail, how 

this is distributed and the high mixture of tenures within any one building.  In terms of the 

demographics, there is an increase in the number of people aged over 50 relocating to reside in the 

City Centre.  

 

The Plan also identifies a number of possible solutions such as introducing further public realm and 

interpretation schemes alongside the identification of potential sources of funding.  With its historic 

core Chester is well placed to access Heritage Lottery Funding which is now also being used to 

spread the benefits beyond just the preservation of the historic fabric of buildings and the 

townscape, to include economic and community benefits through an improved retail, visitor and 

leisure offer. 

 

Land and buildings in the City centre are in mixed public and private ownership, Cheshire West and 

Chester is just one of the landlords alongside the Cathedral, Governor Estates and other private 

owners.  There is a relatively low vacancy rate on Council property, with higher levels reported with 

those in private ownership. Reported that some further assistance is being given to help businesses 

through Business Rate Relief.  

 



New major retail development in Liverpool (Liverpool 1) and the growth of Cheshire Oaks has 

impacted on Chester’s share of retail spend.  To counter this Chester is now aiming to bounce back; 

a comparison with Solihull’s success is made in the delivery of a major new retail development 

proposal at Northgate. The ambition is for Chester to become the 4th largest retail centre in the 

Northwest.  The fear is that without the Northgate development Chester’s retail offer will continue 

to fall into decline. 

 

Good design and ensuring the City has attractive gateways is identified as a key ingredient that has 

also been highlighted in the One City Plan. Some lessons could also be taken from Liverpool, such as 

extending the opening hours of shops to attract more people and spend into the City to support an 

early evening economy that also includes leisure and entertainment. It is hoped that additional 

demand will emerge from the business district development at the railway station.  

 

Issues/ Findings 

 

- Chester provides an example of how funding opportunities might be stretched to create 
additional benefits.  This is similar to Northwich and can be used to best advantage in other 
Towns and High Streets in the Borough where bids are being planned to access external 
funding.  

 

- The need for a formally agreed plan that has been developed in consultation with the 
broader community, including retailers, businesses, employers, residents and visitors. This 
provides a long-term blue print, rather than undertaking a piecemeal approach that 
develops areas of the city in isolation of an overall master-plan.  

 

- As with many other Town Centres, Chester’s historic buildings are not ideally designed to 
meet the needs of modern retail industry.  Constrained by their physical layout and design, 
the cost of refurbishing buildings to meet today’s retail expectations can be prohibitive. 
There are also conservation and archaeological limitations placed on the building preventing 
certain development.  

 

- Landlords such as the Council are finding it difficult to secure long-term tenure 
commitments from tenants.  This reflects the continued lack of confidence in the retail 
sector.  Some signs are however starting to emerge of a return of confidence. 

 

- City Centres need to be able to adapt to meet market shifts, Chester is addressing the need 
to adapt through a major development scheme at Northgate.   New major development 
schemes able to attract a strong anchor store are seen as the catalyst for the survival of 
town and city centres.  In addition, changes in the way the City centre operates are also 
needed to go hand-in-hand with the introduction of new development; changes for example 
in the overall offer to improve the leisure and entertainment offer, ensuring the city fully 
meets the needs of visitors and doesn’t close down just after 6pm, recognising also that 
there is a growing business sector that would make use of the City Centre after working 
hours.   

 

Chester Localities Service - Jane Makin (Locality Partnership Manager) 

 

When reporting on Chester’s night-time economy the media has tended to reflect Chester in a bad 

light, distorting the true picture of the City.   It is portrayed as a frontier town particularly on race-

days, suggesting high levels of violence and anti-social behaviour. Recent programmes on crime and 



disorder have focused on the problems the City centre has with men urinating in public spaces, 

something that has been termed as “heritage crime” due to the damage caused to the fabric of 

Chester’s historic buildings.  

 

In attempting to address some of the issues facing the night-time economy our response as a Local 

Authority has been to focus on behavioural change, this has had some limited success.  The view 

from the working group is the need for a greater level of provision of facilities to address the 

problem of public urination, with a consensus view for the need of a permanent facility. Limited 

Local Authority funding precludes the introduction of new public facilities.  There is some scope to 

provide new facilities in new developments in the City Centre.  There is also some scope to look at 

contributions through the Business Improvement District (BID) and the potential of making saving 

through group procurement and using advertising to attract additional funding. 

 

There are a number of tools and powers available that can be used by Local Authorities to help 

manage the night-time economy.  Some like the “Early morning restriction Order” has never been 

used; a “late night levy” is possible but not considered to be of any benefit in Chester. Cumulative 

Impact Policy has been adopted by this Authority and is in place to help prevent the proliferation of 

restaurants, hot food take-aways, pubs and clubs.   

 

Issues/ Findings 

 

- There is concern that the night-time image of Chester is being portrayed in a bad light by the 
media. Crime and disorder in the City Centre is not as a bad as some may perceive.  
Extending opening hours of shops and promoting Chester’s cultural and leisure offer is one 
of the ways that perceptions might be changed. 

 

- As a City that hosts a vibrant night time economy, the provision of public toilets is 
considered to be essential.  The provision of a permanent rather than temporary facility is 
favoured. 

 

Chester Business Improvement District - Peter Lewis (Chester City Centre Manager) 

 

Businesses in Chester City Centre are being asked whether they would like to have a Business 

Improvement District (BID) established.  If there is a 51% vote in favour of the BID (eligible 

businesses and rateable value), businesses will be asked to pay an additional contribution on their 

Business rates which will then be pooled and used to pay for a range of agreed schemes to benefit 

the local area.  

 

This is one of the ways in which the local business community is able to pool resources and work 

alongside the public sector to deliver local improvements to benefit the business community; to 

deliver public realm schemes, tackle crime, develop promotions, provide business support and 

additional cleaning.  The BID also gives local businesses a stronger voice, opening opportunities for 

the public and private sector and a range of stakeholders to work together. 

 

Chester if fortunate in having a City Centre Manager, who has a broad remit and a range of mainly 

operational responsibilities from dealing with anti-social behaviour to welcoming tourists visiting the 

City. 

 



 Issues/ Findings 

 

- Business Improvement Districts provide businesses with the opportunity to agree a single 
independent dedicated body responsible for managing improvements in Chester City Centre.  
This model is not however unique to Chester.  Northwich is also developing a BID whilst 
other Towns in the Borough might also consider undertaking one.  

 

- The development of the BID has highlighted the need for an all-inclusive policy approach to 
the development and management of the City Centre.  
 

 

Night-time Economy View - Nick Harding (Cruise nightclub) 

 

In comparison with other Cities Chester is dominated by independent nightclubs and bar operators.  

This allows for a level playing field in terms of competition, as only the larger nationally based 

operators can afford to consistently sell alcohol cheaply. Independent operators in Chester have 

been able to mutually agree a £1.50 minimum limit.   Locally based independent operators are also 

more likely to have a longer-term view and stake in the local area and therefore more likely to try 

and address local issues. 

 

Independent operators are investing in CCTV to improve safety.  They also clean-up local streets 

near to their premises and work alongside other operators to help maintain a clean environment.  

 

The high consumption of alcohol can be partly contributed to the ease of access to cheap alcohol 

bought from the super-markets.  People will often drink heavily before going out and generally 

spend less on drinks in drinking establishments (pre-loading). The impact of alcohol on the behaviour 

of people is often blamed on the nightclubs and pubs. There is a sense that some of the blame 

placed on nightclubs and pubs is disproportionate to how much is actually purchased and consumed 

on their premises. It is suggested that greater responsibility should also be shouldered by the Super-

markets. Equally there is also a need to shift some of the blame directly back onto the individual.  

 

Some of the general points raised by operators include:-  

 

- Chester is considered to offer high quality venues.  
- The high student population is a cause for some concern for a number of reasons. 
- People drinking in nightclubs have on average only 1.3 drinks.   

 

 Issues/ Findings 

 

- There is a negative impact on the City Centre of anti-social behaviour linked with alcohol 
abuse. Independent operators are looking to the Council to try and stop the selling of cheap 
booze, by placing pressure on certain operators.  

 

- As part of the local business community nightclubs, public houses and restaurants will be 
able to suggest how the resources raised through the Business Improvement District might 
be spent to benefit the City Centre.  

 

 

 



4. Focus on Rural   
 

 

Neston Town Council’s view on Neston – Katy Pierce (Acting Town Clerk and Town Centre 

Manager).  Martin Barker (Neston Town Council, Town Centre Committee) 

 

Overall footfall into Neston has increased with the development of a Sainsbury’s super market, 

however despite the success of bringing people into Neston this increase has not spilled over to the 

rest of Neston. Out of Town competition is one of the reasons put forward for a decline in footfall 

along the high street, resulting in an increase in vacant units and raising the question of whether 

retail remains a viable use for some of the premises and whether parts of Neston might be better 

suited to alternative uses such as community or leisure. 

 

In recognises the challenges facing the Town and its high street, Neston Town Council has taken a 

pro-active approach.  It has appointed a Town Centre Manager, formed a Town Centre Committee 

and is now developing an Action Plan.  

 

Plans for the Town include expanding the use of the Town hall to become a social/community hub, a 

space for social interaction where people can meet and access a number of local services to meet 

local needs.  Support might also be offered to small local businesses, to encourage business start-ups 

and locate small businesses into empty premises.  The need has been identified to promote Neston 

and to bring vibrancy and trade back into the Town.  Some help is however required from partner 

organisations such as Cheshire West and Chester council as the Town Council feels it can’t act alone. 

Areas suggested where Cheshire West and Chester might provide assistance include helping to 

advise on how to incorporate Health, business planning and data and research material to provide a 

better insight into the area.  

 

Neston is now forming a plan on how it might develop in future.  This involves defining its core area 

and what uses might be acceptable on the edges, for example considering the impact and viability of 

a change of use from retail to housing or commercial.  In developing these options to form plans for 

the future its suggested assistance could be gained from the expertise held within the Borough 

Council to help put in place Development Briefs or Local Development Orders and help in identifying 

landlords, site assembly and property and land advice. 

 

Despite the difficulties facing the retail sector on the high street and strong market competition 

from out of town retail, there continues to be a focus in Neston on retaining the retail offer. There is 

a strong belief that the future survival of retail is dependent on retailers ability to adapt to be able to 

use today’s digital technology.  There is a reluctance on the part of retailers that needs to be 

addressed.  

 

Marketing and promotion is recognised as a strong tool that can help to support Market Towns.  

There is however uncertainty regarding the assistance available to the Town Council from other 

partner public bodies such as Marketing Cheshire. The Town Council has a number of ideas, 

including the offer of incentives and the development of a programme of specialist market days and 

possible themes that promote the Town as destination such as “Cycle Town” or “Coastal Town”. Use 

of clear signage and public art also raised.  

 



The general consensus regarding the impact that a new Sainsbury’s food store has had on Neston is 

positive.  An initial loss of some retailers was reported, but there is a view that they might have 

disappeared from the high street due to a gradual decline of footfall regardless of the new food 

store. The draw of the food store is bringing people to shop in Neston, however the challenge now is 

to draw them to venture a little further into the high street. 

 

Other issues raised include the need to retain free car parking in Neston and the need to improve 

routes into Neston, particularly for pedestrians who live nearby and are able to access the high 

street.   

 

Issues/ Findings 

 

- Town centres and high streets cannot fully rely on the market to offer all the solutions to 
assist in their survival.  The commercial market is a leveller, but it fails to help areas in need 
of assistance.  This is where public bodies are able to assist, with public intervention Town 
centres and High Streets can be helped by providing the initial support needed to put in 
place an Action Plan and the capacity needed to drive through the delivery of an agreed 
vision and strategy.  In Towns like Neston, it is the Town Council that has stepped into this 
role.      

 

- The Borough Council has a great deal of expertise and professional advice (Planning, land 
and property) that could be offered to Town Councils and other organisations/groups that 
are aiming to support Town Centres.    
 

- A need for better use of Marketing and promotion to raise the profile of Towns. Marketing 
Cheshire should be approached to ask for assistance in developing a marketing and 
promotion strategy for the Town.  Investigate the use of Local Distinctiveness in the 
promotion of the Market Towns.   

 

Rural Localities Service – Ewan McHenry (Localities Manager Rural) 

 

The town and village high streets in Cheshire West are relatively diverse, with some having a very 

vibrant and often distinct offer and others barely providing some of the basic services.  In general 

the towns and villages have not been impacted on by the recession.  Parking and congestion along 

the high street is one of the more common issues that are reported to the Localities team.  Most 

towns and villages are not designed to accommodate cars and as such issues of parking arise. Helsby 

is the only village to date that has taken action to apply parking restrictions.  

 

The development of Neighbourhood Plans has helped towns and villages to identify the key issues, 

some of which are based around the provision of services and the future role of high streets.   A 

mechanism is essential to engage with local areas to better understand local needs, as each town 

and village will have different issues and priorities. To address some of these, joint working between 

the Borough and Town and Parish Councils is providing the right platform to find solutions, such as 

local public realm schemes. 

 

Through the Localism Act, local communities have a number of community rights at their disposal 

that allows them more time to pull together a bid for a building in their local area that is about to be 

put on the open market but might be used for community use.  Neighbourhood plans and 



community right to build also provide a greater level of local self-determination based on local 

consensus in areas such as land and development. 

 

Although rural areas are considered to be affluent, there are pockets of deprivation that suffer from 

poor access to services.  Part of the problem lies with the decline of service provision that at one 

time might have been found on the town and village high street.  Suggested, the role Local 

Authorities is today largely one of enabler and co-ordinator in helping to address the issues facing 

rural areas.  

 

Although the ingredients for a vibrant high street may differ for each Town and Village high street, 

serving the needs of local people is central. For some this might mean having a Coffee shop where in 

other locations a food store would be more essential. Vibrancy levels should not therefore be 

measured by the number of coffee shops. Local enterprise can also play a large part in helping to 

introduce new business ventures on the high street.  Support is however needed through either 

advice or financial assistance.  

   

Issues/ Findings 

 

- A mechanism such as a Neighbourhood Plan is essential in helping to engage with local areas 
in order to better understand local needs. To address some of these, joint working between 
the Borough and Town and Parish Councils is providing the right platform to find solutions, 
such as local public realm schemes.  

 

Rural Regeneration Team - Chris Capes, Ellie Morris (Rural Regeneration Managers) 

 

Neston has been able to benefit from an injection of resources from a Section 106 planning 

agreement linked to the development of a new Sainsbury’s food store.  To ensure the best targeting 

resources to meet local needs a local steering group was established to develop an action plan.  

 

The aim of the steering group was to improve the quality of Neston’s offer. Public realm schemes 

were identified as making the biggest difference.  A design guide is now in place that clearly 

identifies the overall vision for public realm schemes in the Town.  The approach has been to try and 

gain a greater sense of local ownership and to build civic-pride.  

 

 Issues/ Findings 

 

- Investing in the Public Realm and building a strong sense of Civic Pride is part of the 
underlying approach helping to secure the future vibrancy of market towns.  

 

 

Local Plan Part 2  
The following points have been drawn from the emerging issues identified by an internal Member’s 

working group tasked by the Executive to look at the future of Town and City Centres. The Chairman 

of the working group has requested these are considered as evidence as part of the current Local 

Plan consultation towards the development of policies for Part Two of the Local Plan.  

- Consideration for change of use to residential for ancillary upper floor areas in the primary 
and secondary shopping areas and for the entire building in tertiary areas. 



  

- Consideration for change of use / demolition of existing redundant buildings for use as car 
parking in designated parts of Town and City Centres. 

  

- Consideration for relaxation of change of use restrictions to promote leisure / food and drink 
related uses in certain parts of town centres. 

 

- Consideration for relaxation of change of use restrictions to allow local community uses in 
designated parts of Town and City Centres  
 

- Consideration of proposals requiring development permission under the Community Right 
powers to allow communities to bid for community uses or build/refurbish building in 
designated parts of Town and City Centres. 

 

These points are made in response to Questions 32 and 33 of the Local Plan consultation which 

state:-  

Question 32 

How should detailed policies and allocations/designations in the Local Plan (Part Two) 

ensure town centres maintain vitality and viability whilst seeking to protect the core retail 

function? 

Question 33 

Are there any other issues that should be addressed through the Local Plan (Part Two) or 

Supplementary Planning Document in relation to town centres? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 


