
1.	 Effective Management

We will work to see a strong partnership in every town that is a co-ordinated, proactive and energetic 
initiative designed to ensure that our town and city centres are desirable, attractive and competitive places. 
This mechanism for co-ordinated action is fundamental if any of these Manifesto proposals are to be 
delivered.

We will support locally-developed initiatives working across centres of different scales, which will naturally 
be varied in terms of their remit and activities. They have time and again demonstrated their increasing 
effectiveness in promoting the vitality and viability of a centre and maintaining its key role at the heart of its 
community.

Town and City Centre Partnerships have demonstrated their ability to bring scarce resources together in a 
focused manner. Now, with the squeeze on local authority spending, the Town Centre Manager (TCM) post 
or funding toward partnership arrangements is under threat precisely when their local leadership is the 
very thing that is needed to galvanise support in the delivery of the Big Society. 
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Step 1   - Effective Management

If you do one thing….
Establish or get involved in your local Town 
Centre Partnership or other vehicle for 
coordinating action. To find out who currently 
coordinates such activities in your area check out 
www.atcm.org/networks or email 
office@atcm.org

“We encourage shopping centre managers to 
work with their town centre colleagues and 
urge others to do the same. Teamwork and 

partnership is the key to success.”  

Michael Green, CEO, BCSC
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Step 2   - Planning for Success

2.	 Planning for Success

We believe a successful town centre generates an abundance of opportunities for growth, local 
employment, wealth and social interactions that are invaluable to the nation. Town centres are a focal 
point for a huge range of activity; the ‘service centre’ for each local community. This goes way beyond just 
retailing and includes public services, arts, culture and commercial and office-based businesses as well 
as educational institutions, tourism, hospitality and leisure (including the night time economy) and much 
more.  

These commercial and community offerings are what makes our town centres ‘service’ centres for the 
entire community in an accessible and sustainable manner. This is why we advocate the retention of 
the Town Centres First policy in England & Wales and believe the Government has afforded itself the 
opportunity, through the National Planning Policy Framework, to introduce something more modern, 
integrated and sustainable. 

We recommend that a Town Centres First policy fit for the 21st Century should:

•	 Recognise the importance of economically-successful town centres as key drivers of the sub-regional 
and local economy by building on their economic advantages of the clustering of activities; the synergy, 
complementary and competition this produces, and their comprehensive infrastructure. Maintaining 
and building on the economic advantages of town centres is vital to retaining their competitiveness. 

•	 Retain main town centre uses within the town centre, allowing local authorities to insist upon 
the sequential test for proposed developments which contradict this. The sequential test must be 
positioned as a gateway examination before a more detailed impact assessment. 

•	 Allow flexibility for the temporary, short-term change of use for vacant units in a way which benefits 
potential tenants, property owners and the local council. 

•	 Require an impact assessment for each development that passes the sequential test, with local 
communities being given the power to participate.

If you do one thing….
Once a partnership has established a dialogue with 
stakeholders it is essential to draw together all the 
various aspirations into a simple statement of the agreed 
common vision and goals for the partnership. (The vision 
being the description of the reality your partnership 
wants to create).

“Food retailers aim to increase trading 
space by almost 50% as biggest store 
opening programme in history gets 

under way.”  

Guardian, December 2011
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Step 3   - A Plan-Led Approach with Statutory Town Centre Strategies

3.	 A Plan-Led Approach with Statutory Town Centre Strategies

The foundation of a strong evidence base gives local authorities the capacity to prepare an assessment 
of the local economy, which will lead to better strategic planning for the centres. These plans, devised 
by the local planning authority in partnership with the private sector and the community, should aim 
for sustainable economic development - encouraging investment in town centres - rather than this 
development being led by private interests.

Every local authority should formulate a strategic, plan-led approach to economic development. These 
must incorporate statutory town centre strategies. Key stakeholders and local communities should be 
involved in their creation.

Strategic plans need to identify gaps and deficiencies in the capacity to accommodate growth (of certain 
areas, whether commercial, residential or industrial) to meet the needs of its users. These plans must also 
include a strategy for the town centre, as well as for its associated district and neighbourhood centres. 
These should be developed through town centre partnerships, including businesses, landlords, commercial 
developers and, most importantly, the local community and consumers of the full range of services. These 
proposed Neighbourhood Plans may very well allow this to happen with institutions, such as Business 
Improvement Districts, being able, for the first time, to action the plan in partnership with the other key 
stakeholders.  

We want to see the voice of business being heard loud and clear. Across the world, some of the most 
dynamic and successful initiatives have become so because of the input from a well-established and wide-
ranging partnership. The various stakeholders in these partnerships do, in many cases, provide essential 
funding for the initiative, but they also provide knowledge, insight, expertise, enthusiasm, motivation and 
an ability to deliver across a broad spectrum. These are stakeholders who want to be agents of change 
and who are willing to commit time and effort to make that come about. This is our understanding of an 
effective partnership.
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If you do one thing…
Formulate a strategic, plan-led approach to 
town centre development; a town centre 
Business Plan. Key stakeholders and local 
communities should be involved in its creation. 
This will provide the road map which shows 
how the partnership is going to achieve the 
vision and its goals.

“The City of Edinburgh Council believes that a 
coordinated approach and clear strategy is the 
only way to protect our unique heritage whilst 

developing the city centre economy”.

Sue Bruce 
Chief Executive, Edinburgh City Council
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Step 4   - Business Improvement Districts

4.	 Business Improvement Districts

We will work with Government and key stakeholders to ensure an expansion of the BIDs model. 
The ATCM has worked with Governments for some years to bring about the introduction of Business 
Improvement Districts (BIDs) in England, Wales and Scotland and operates the National BIDs Advisory 
Service through UKBIDs. This funding mechanism allows for a local levy to be raised from businesses in a 
specific area in order to fund improvements and activities agreed by the businesses themselves. Though 
BIDs can operate in any commercial area, town and city centre, management initiatives have been at the 
forefront in developing UK BID proposals. The key difference from other funding approaches is that once 
a majority of businesses within an area vote in favour of a BID, all businesses in the area are committed to 
contribute throughout the life of the BID, a maximum of five years. More BIDs will enable many town and 
city centre management initiatives to deliver on their Strategic Plans effectively and with more certainty. 
More resources, local knowledge and greater business engagement will also be brought to bear over a 
guaranteed period of time.

Since the introduction of BID Regulations in 2004 in England and Wales and 2007 in Scotland, BIDs have 
become a recognised driver for change in a number of towns and cities. This model provides the local 
business community with the opportunity to be proactive and self-reliant through an effective delivery 
mechanism. Already we are seeing the development of thematic BIDs and the expansion of many BIDs 
products and services and the way that they are applied.

We want to see government support for the BID development process, as occurs in Scotland, across the 
UK to ensure that it is easily accessible to all locations wishing to develop a BID and to establish a greater 
understanding of how the BID model can provide additional services and play a more central role in 
delivering sustainable trading environments, increased employment and more cohesive communities.
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If you do one thing….
Make sure you engage in the process. It is 
essential for BIDs to understand what the 
issues are and what projects would make 
a difference.

“There is a real opportunity to build on 
this model as a strategic partnership in 

the development and delivery of visionary 
strategies for town and city centres.”  

Jacquie Reilly, Director, UKBIDs
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Step 5   - Creating a Culture Where Small Business Can Thrive

5.	 Creating a Culture Where Small Business Can Thrive

Mentoring and support can be critical for many start-ups and young businesses. Recent studies of job 
growth in the United States and Canada have consistently demonstrated that most net new job growth is 
attributable to existing businesses. Business Engagement is shown to be the most important aspect of a 
TCMs work, according to an ATCM Survey.

While town centres are often the heart of communities, small businesses are the lifeblood of the town 
centre itself. They are pivotal to many local economies through the diversity of their offer and the footfall 
they can bring to the high street. For example, well managed specialist markets can provide the high street 
with a distinctiveness and uniqueness, attracting visitors to the town centre and creating local supply 
networks from which many other businesses can benefit from.

Independents may not trade on particularly large margins so the squeeze of decreasing footfall and 
increasing operating costs will put many out of business. Some will not have the resources or knowledge to 
deal with a complex system of rates and rents either. Also, they find it difficult to generate financial support 
and equally difficult to accept help.

We want to see a national effort to understand the needs of small businesses in a rapidly changing 
economy which would include face-to-face engagement to understand their needs. Town Centres Managers 
are ideally placed to carry out this work and we will work to encourage Governments to recognise the 
social and financial value of this sector.

Mentoring and support can be critical, especially for start-ups and young businesses. The provision of 
practical and accessible support, advice and guidance in specific areas has proved to be of huge benefit.  
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If you do one thing….
Talk to your Town Centre Manager and get 
involved in local networking. This wills everyone 
to maintain awareness of communal progress 
and to secure support for future activities. If you 
haven’t got a TCM or partnership, demand one!

“Successful town centres are eco-systems where 
businesses of all kinds can thrive. That means 

encouraging new investment, but also supporting 
existing businesses. Local authorities are being given 
more powers to promote strong retail environments, 
and these have to be used creatively and responsibly 

to drive sustainable growth.”  

James Lowman 
CEO, Association of Convenience Stores
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Step 6 - Knowing Your Location

6.	 Knowing Your Location

Every town centre needs to have the capacity for capturing data by collection of a small number of Key 
Performance Indicators (KPIs) via the local authority, which will provide the foundation for better decision-
making.

These KPIs should be designed to perform three distinct functions:

•	 To measure the performance of the town centre over time

•	 To measure the success (or otherwise) of the strategy developed as part of the town centre 		
	 initiative

•	 To understand how the world is changing

Through regular examination of change over time, the indicators allow Town Centre Managers and others 
to assess the health and performance of the town centre. The aim of the performance indicators should be 
to inform decision making and strategic planning and to monitor the impact of town centre management 
work - not to assess the town centres relative position within the UK.  However, benchmarking with similar 
locations is a useful and productive exercise.

We will work towards the establishment of a nationally accepted data set to enable good decision making 
and measure progress. 

8

If you do one thing….
Establish a system to capture both 
quantitative information about your centre 
but also understand what people think 
and feel about how it works and how it is 
performing.

“The Strategic Framework for Tourism in England outlines 
how tourism and the visitor economy can grow, creating 
jobs locally.  Destination and Town Centre management 
organisations working together can help understand the 

potential and provide real opportunities.”

James Berresford, CEO, Visit England



7.	 An Attractive & Safe Environment

We will work with our members to ensure public spaces are well managed. The role public spaces play in 
supporting vibrant town centres is significant and the quality of the public realm will have a major impact 
on how well used they are used. Planning, designing and managing the public space is critical. The way 
that public space is managed and paid for needs to be re-thought and issues such as Asset Transfer and Tax 
Increment Financing (TIFs) as well as the role of BIDs fully explored.

Shopkeepers and other business have a part to play too. In Europe a shopkeeper would, as a matter of 
course, keep the pavement clean outside their business and take pride in that.

We will encourage a well-managed local programme of activity and events that entertains and informs 
the public by encouraging the use of the streets and venues by community or performance groups and 
local businesses. We also support the contribution that food and other street markets can make to our 
centres. This activity can tap into volunteering and promote civic pride.

We want to see properly funded Business Crime Initiatives. Low-level crime not only makes the life of 
staff a misery but drives away shoppers. Through local partnerships between police, retailers and local 
authorities, and backed up by the courts, a zero-tolerance approach to crime and disorder is vital. Various 
factors combine to help town centres create a sense of safety and security for business and visitors at 
all times of the day and night. These are combated through CCTV, Shop Watch, Pub Watch etc., effective 
data sharing and professional management. These schemes are major contributors to the public purse by 
delivering huge savings to the Health Service and the Police.
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Step 7 - An Attractive & Safe Environment
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If you do one thing….
Go to www.100-highstreet.co.uk where 
you will find top tips to rejuvenate the town 
centre.

“How safe do your visitors and staff feel in 
your town? By working together, to make 

business crime reduction a key objective, we 
can make your town a safe and attractive 

place to visit.”  

Lord Dear, Chairman, ABCP



8.	 Meeting Customer Needs

We will ensure that our town centres can operate effectively 24/7. Many town and city centres now 
operate for 18 hours, if not the full 24 hours. There has been a huge change in lifestyles since the days 
when town centres were dedicated mainly to shopping between 9am to 5pm. The last wave of new 
development in town centres has ushered in a new mix of leisure, entertainment and shopping. This shows 
just how vital the leisure economy and more flexible hours are to the future survival and vitality of town 
centres.  

The evening and night-time economies are now vital ingredients in the appeal of town centres. However, it 
is a volatile sector. Get it right and town centres will enjoy an income from tourism, visitors and leisure. But 
get it wrong and the reputation and image of the centre can plummet overnight – sometimes taking years 
to recover. And, of course, the relationships with residents in city centres need to be carefully managed. 
Usually, residents are not the problem, but poorly-managed businesses and trading environments are. The 
ATCM’s Purple Flag programme offers a detailed examination and, if successful, independent accreditation 
of the way a place is managed after dark.

We want to see great customer service and shops open when customers want them to be. The critical 
advantages of the high street over e-tail should be personal service and good advice, yet too many retailers 
don’t achieve this. People and people skills should be the number one priority for all retailers during these 
difficult trading conditions. All successful retailers now realise that if their businesses are to thrive in a 
competitive, multichannel operation, management and employees alike must have the skills that they need 
to steer the business to success. 

We will initiate a campaign to change shops hours. ‘Alive After 5’ is the ATCM’s answer to this. Our 
research indicates that retailers would generate more sales and profits by changing hours to suit customer 
needs.

Last but not least, public toilets are not always available where or when you need them, there is often a 
queue at women’s toilets and facilities for disabled people, children and for changing babies are not always 
adequate. Public toilet provision is at the discretion of local authorities and there is currently no legal 
requirement for councils to provide any toilets at all; in fact 40% of public toilets have closed in the last ten 
years.  
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Step 8 - Meeting Customer Needs

If you do one thing….
Do some research to find out exactly what 
the public think about your centre.  

“It’s all about customer experience. Do customers 
have a really positive experience when visiting 

town centres, or is it easier and more pleasant for 
them to travel elsewhere or use alternative retail 

formats?’’  

Andy Godfrey
Public Policy Manger, Boots Group



9.	 Access

Improving the Parking Experience

There is no such thing as “free parking”.  There is always a cost to someone, somewhere.  The provision of 
totally free town centre parking for all town centre users is impossible.  Not only that, but local authorities 
depend on the money from municipal parking.  At the same time, Councils need to recognise the 
fundamental requirement for safe and affordable parking to encourage people back into shops and other 
town centre facilities by using Park Mark (r) and the Safer Parking Schemes etc.  If there are charges, some 
income should be ring-fenced to benefit town users and businesses as appropriate.  

Getting to the town centre, through its accessibility, to take advantage of the services offered (civic as well 
as economic, social and cultural) is easier because they are the natural hubs for all modes of transport; 
walking, cycling and all forms of public transport, not just for car owners.  Contrast this with out-of-town 
retail and business parks where, without a car, you are effectively disenfranchised.

We will work with partners to better understand the role of parking and prosperity.
The relationship between “value for money” parking and town centres is not well understood, and must be 
fully explored and explained.

Town Centres could learn from shopping centres in this respect – the relative balance between day and 
night parking; the cross-subsidisation of activity for the greater good; and ensuring changes are cost-neutral 
– all can help improve the vitality of town centres.

We will lobby local authorities to consider car parking promotions and incentives to make town centres 
accessible to all.

We will work with partners to improve the safety, cleanliness and appearance of car parks to make them 
more attractive to visitors.
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Step 9 - Access
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If you do one thing….
Have a car parking strategy for both public 
and private provision. This is a very important 
economic lever and far too important to be 
developed without taking into consideration 
the whole economic situation.

“Remember that car parks are for people. The 
more you do to make parking attractive to the 
people you do want in them, the less attractive 
they are to the people you don’t want in them. 

Safer Parking attracts customers.”  

Kelvin Reynolds
Dir. of Operations and Technical Services, BPA



10.	 Incentivising Growth

While the efforts of Government in terms of extending rate relief to small businesses are to be 
commended, historically the high rentals which SMEs are exposed to means many have not benefited 
from this relief. The current system isn’t a ‘Small Business Rate Relief’ system but a ‘Small Business Rate’ 
relief scheme. If you are an SME with high rates i.e. in a town centre, it doesn’t help. It is also true to say 
that many businesses will not have the resources or knowledge to deal with a complex system of rates and 
rents; hence we believe there is a need for mentoring support for this crucially important sector within our 
town centres.

We also want incentives for our town centres to pursue strong growth. Cities which are economically 
strong should be encouraged to prosper via incentives to grow the local business rate. We hope that the 
Localism Bill will genuinely give local government a stronger financial stake in the local economy. If local 
authorities are allowed to grant discretionary business rate discounts, as is currently available for charities, 
this would be a major step forward, provided a locally agreed plan for development and management is in 
place.

Sensible financial incentives, such as retaining a proportion of business rates growth, will encourage 
local authorities to undertake sound economic development which, in turn, will allow them to build their 
revenue streams. The necessary mechanisms must be put in place to ensure all economic development is 
sustainable and not based purely on short-term gains. If this is done, there will be a natural inclination for 
local government to give our high streets a greater priority. Awarding councils the flexibility to vary and 
retain the business rate provides a powerful incentive to foster the right local conditions for businesses to 
prosper and jobs retained or created.

All this means re-thinking our relationship with commercial property. We have identified a growing 
number of instances where retailers have vacated prime retail space because a change in market 
circumstances no longer makes the unit viable, but due to long-term contracts they are still fiscally bound 
to the property. The current rates and rental system makes it more profitable for landlords to keep the 
property empty rather than find a new tenant or seek temporary occupation during tough economic 
conditions which are likely to be followed by a fall in the market value of the property. Where property 
owners are engaged and working with town centres businesses, they have become excellent additions to 
the local partnership. However, due to the complexity of commercial property ownership, in too many 
instances the landlord is difficult to identify or contact, never mind engaging with them.

We would therefore like to see a review of the Landlord & Tenant Act 1954 to ensure it meets the 
contemporary and future needs of property ownership and tenancy across the country.

We will encourage active management of vacant retail premises also. Nationally, we must establish 
better engagement with property owners who have been distant and divorced from the current troubles 
on the high street. There are numerous, innovative examples that show how town centre partnerships 
are facilitating new cultural or educational uses for vacant retail premises. In a few places vacant units are 
being used for promotional posters or maps; while other centres are developing initiatives to enable local 
businesses or start-ups to be supported in void units. Third Sector partners can and are being involved in 
some instances as well.
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Step 10 - Incentivising Growth

If you do one thing….
Don’t think it’s someone else’s 
responsibility to do something. Pick up the 
phone, write an email or a letter to your 
local council, your MP, your chamber of 
commerce…….or contact us at the ATCM. 

“Businesses benefit from council 
investment in their local infrastructure and 
the local authorities deserve to benefit in 

turn where there is genuine growth.”  

Tom Ironside, British Retail Consortium
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Reach: The only organisation working with 700 centres

Value: The cost is from just £100 a year

Networking: Our links are unrivalled 

Advocacy: Through the All Party Parliamentary Group to key stakeholders

Information: Research, Good practice Guides and webinars 

At ATCM, we recognise that there has never been a greater need to demonstrate value for money 
and to ensure membership provides you with the support you need.

•	 We are the only professional organisation representing all town centre stakeholders 		
	 working with 	over 700 centres including Town Centre Partnerships, BIDs and Evening 		
	 Economy Partnerships. 
•	 One membership fee gives you triple membership of ATCM and UKBIDs and the 			 
	 International	Downtown Association. 
•	 Our relationship with MPs and policy makers has never been stronger
•	 Our web based Knowledge Bank and constant stream of bulletins, briefings and newsletters 	
	 ensures you have the up to date information you need to keep your finger on the pulse. 
•	 Our networking groups including a new Property Group, Regional Meetings, BIDs Network 	
	 Exchange, Key Cities Group and Street Operations Group provide you with over 75 		
	 opportunities each year to meet and share ideas with other people doing a similar 		
	 role to you. At a time when funding for training is at a premium, using the combined 		
	 intelligence of 500 practitioners through	informal networking is terrific value for money! 
•	 Our products and tools are designed to get job done most effectively. From our free tools 	
	 such as the First Impressions, Board Member Audit and our free guides including 100 Ways 	
	 to Improve the High Street through to our Purple Flag accreditation process. 

A Manifesto for Town Centres and High Streets
association of town centre management

5 Reasons to Join ATCM and UKBIDs Membership

“...town centres are like old friends that we don’t 
have a lot in common with any more... We try to 

keep the friendship going for old times’ sake, but at 
heart we want that friend to be a bit more in tune 

with who we are today.”  

Mary Portas

Post: 	 Association of Town Centre Management
	 1 Queen Anne’s Gate, Westminster, 
	 SW1H 9BT

For more information about ATCM 
activities and how to become a 
member please contact us at: Email: 	 office@atcm.org

Tel:  	 0300 3300980
Web:	 www.atcm.org 	
	 www.ukbids.org 
	 www.purpleflag.org.uk



ATCM is supported by:

A Manifesto for Town Centres and High Streets

Written and produced by the ATCM

Manifesto design by RobinandFox

Post: 	 Association of Town Centre Management, 
	 1 Queen Anne’s Gate, Westminster, SW1H 9BT
Email: 	 office@atcm.org
Tel:  	 0300 3300980
Web:	 www.atcm.org
	 www.ukbids.org
	 www.purpleflag.org.uk
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