The Rebranding of Town Centre Management

ATCM’s Initial Response to the Portas Review
· Portas Review alludes to rebrand of Town Centre Management

· Legislation allowing ‘Super-BIDs’ proposed

· Comprehensive pilots on high streets introducing all recommendations put forward

· ATCM to work with team of national trade associations and government to implement report findings

Seven months ago, the Department for Business Innovation and Skills made an important and surprising announcement – that the Prime Minister and Deputy Prime Minister had commissioned an independent review into the health of our high streets. Important because the recession has accelerated decline in many of our town and city centres, and surprising because a celebrity would be the figure-head for the review. Mary Portas, popularly known for her TV programme the Queen of Shops, had accepted a challenge which has baffled policy-makers in the UK for over two decades – how to reverse high street decline. 
No one can dispute Mary’s capacity for straight talking or independence. It’s equally hard to criticise the mantle she holds as a visionary in retail and visual merchandising. However, to assess the multiple, complex and overlapping issues that affect the health of the high street, to break them down, make sense of them and put together an action plan for regeneration, you need a larger skill set than just retail. You need to be an economist, a sociologist, a town planner, a data analyst and a legal expert. You need to know about local business ecosystems and money flows and deduct what the relationship they have with national economic policy. The key challenge for Mary would be whether, over the course of the review, she could shake off the term ‘celebrity’ and become famed for being an expert in high street regeneration.
We believe she has done a great job in negotiating that learning curve. There is very little in the 28 point plan that we disagree with and a lot we can take heart from. Top of Mary’s list of recommendations is the creation of a ‘town team’ charged with establishing ‘a visionary, strategic and strong operational management structure for high streets’. The rationale for this is that delivery of many of the other recommendations is predicated on the existence of credible management structures. The town team is clearly a synonym for town centre management, maybe even a rebranding. Mary believes that where town centre management has real buy-in and investment from stakeholders it can be a great force for good, but just like town centres themselves, schemes are patchy and have evolved organically over the years with varying levels of investment, credibility and consistency. Mary’s belief is that this must change, and we agree.
Also on the agenda for Mary is the evolution of BIDs. The second recommendation calls for successful BIDs to grow in their influence and be granted more power and responsibilities. One such responsibility is to be general equal power to local authorities to exercise compulsory purchase orders to bring empty and/or strategic property up to scratch. The use of a BID which focusses on more than just ‘grime and crime’ is seen as something complimentary to the town team and not an alternative to it. This is in contrast to areas where town centre management schemes have been disbanded because of a belief that BIDs can and should carry the burden on their own. Mary’s belief is that successful BIDs should have the power to do more – a ‘super BID’, which can take on a more strategic role. We have been at the forefront of BID development and believe that the firm foundation BIDs have established provides a robust model which is now ready to play a greater role in supporting town centre development.
The third recommendation is an extension of recommendation two and asks for legislation to be tweaked so that property owners can contribute to BIDs. The wording of this however, suggests that this contribution should be far more than just financial, alluding to a vision in which landlords are brought round the table to have input into planning and long-term strategy. This engagement is further supported by recommendation 23 which suggests a public register of landlords should be established.
There are other sensible recommendations in the report: support for market traders and retail entrepreneurs; reduction in red tape for high street businesses; inclusion of the high street in neighbourhood planning; careful consideration given to planning policy; and comprehensive pilots in town centres which adopt all the recommendations in the report. This last point is particularly interesting and has already got stakeholders discussing which areas might benefit from an all singing, all dancing pilot.
Where the report may be weak is that many of ATCM’s members have been advocates of most of these recommendations for years. Little of what is said in the report is new or especially radical. What the report lacks is the ‘how we get there’. The vision of the town team has been an ATCM utopia since the organisation was founded. If you need to have an incredibly complex skills set to be in town centre management and have a large role to play to the commercial and social health of our local and regional centres then you must be given due recognition through credibility and investment. This role should be one which stretches from the strategic to the operational, supported by a defined career structure. We already knew that, where we need help is finding the mechanism to allow this to happen all over the country. Many of the other recommendations are the same. Those which are not already being fulfilled are because there are currently hurdles, and those hurdles are not addressed in the report. 
Does this mean that Mary Portas will fail to meet the ambitious heights she has set herself? Not necessarily. Even if she knows where we must go but does not have that answers yet for how we get there, things will be a little different for the town centre management industry. They are different because the views and opinions which ATCM has publically expressed for 20 years have just been replicated loud and clear by someone unashamedly independent. Furthermore, she has a captive audience, the Prime Minister, Deputy Prime Minister and the general public. ATCM calling for greater investment in town centre management as a potential route to strengthening the economy will always make progress but this will be limited. Independent individuals and organisations calling for the same thing will resonate further because the opinions expressed are seen as objective, providing a powerful opportunity for ourselves and our members to showcase the benefits of town centre management. That is exactly what this report does, it opens a window of opportunity for ATCM to increase it engagement with policy-makers at the very highest levels and shape the country’s macro-economic policies by kick-starting our local economies. A key strength of the Portas Review is how that message is delivered. Whether we are comfortable with the rebranding or not, Mary has packaged her recommendations in a way that can capture the imagination of the general public without straying too far from the essence town centre management.

The Government has said it will publish a response in the spring of 2012, possibly around the time the budget is published. ATCM will meet with the regional chairs and gather feedback from members regarding the response so we can decide on a definitive position which the entire organisation is happy with. We will then work with like-minded organisations and policy-makers to ensure the Treasury is listening to the chorus of calls for investment in town centre management. We have been provided with a platform to put town centre management on the map, and will do so with our members.
Last but not least Mary has stated that she does not want to walk away from this project but wants to ensure the Government follows through on the recommendations. The help will be needed if we are to maximise the potential provided by the High Street Review. 
Summary of the Portas Review’s Recommendations

1. Put in place a “Town Team”: a visionary, strategic and strong operational management team for high streets 

2. Empower successful Business Improvement Districts to take on more responsibilities and powers and become “Super-BIDs” 

3. Legislate to allow landlords to become high street investors by contributing to their Business Improvement District 

4. Establish a new “National Market Day” where budding shopkeepers can try their hand at operating a low-cost retail business 

5. Make it easier for people to become market traders by removing unnecessary regulations so that anyone can trade on the high street unless there is a valid reason why not 

6. Government should consider whether business rates can better support small businesses and independent retailers 

7. Local authorities should use their new discretionary powers to give business rate concessions to new local businesses 

8. Make business rates work for business by reviewing the use of the RPI with a view to changing the calculation to CPI 

9. Local areas should implement free controlled parking schemes that work for their town centres and we should have a new parking league table 

10. Town Teams should focus on making high streets accessible, attractive and safe 

11. Government should include high street deregulation as part of their ongoing work on freeing up red tape 

12. Address the restrictive aspects of the ‘Use Class’ system to make it easier to change the uses of key properties on the high street 

13. Put betting shops into a separate ‘Use Class’ of their own

14. Make explicit a presumption in favour of town centre development in the wording of the National Planning Policy Framework 

15. Introduce Secretary of State “exceptional sign off” for all new out-of-town developments and require all large new developments to have an “affordable shops” quota 

16. Large retailers should support and mentor local businesses and independent retailers 

17. Retailers should report on their support of local high streets in their annual report 

18. Encourage a contract of care between landlords and their commercial tenants by promoting the leasing code and supporting the use of lease structures other than upward only rent reviews, especially for small businesses 

19. Explore further disincentives to prevent landlords from leaving units vacant 

20. Banks who own empty property on the high street should either administer these assets well or be required to sell them 

21. Local authorities should make more proactive use of Compulsory Purchase Order powers to encourage the redevelopment of key high street retail space 

22. Empower local authorities to step in when landlords are negligent with new “Empty Shop Management Orders” 

23. Introduce a public register of high street landlords 

24. Run a high profile campaign to get people involved in Neighbourhood Plans 

25. Promote the inclusion of the High Street in Neighbourhood Plans 

26. Developers should make a financial contribution to ensure that the local community has a strong voice in the planning system 

27. Support imaginative community use of empty properties through Community Right to Buy, Meanwhile Use and a new “Community Right to Try” 

28. Run a number of High Street Pilots to test proof of concept

Full report can be found at http://www.bis.gov.uk/news/topstories/2011/Dec/portas-review
