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Many of London’s town centres are often described as ‘failing’ or in ‘decline’, particularly in outer London 
boroughs. Online shopping, the change in consumers’ habits and economic uncertainty after the 2008 
crisis - and now following Brexit - have long threatened the health and success of town centres in the 
capital. There have been a number of Mayoral initiatives to revive high streets and town centres, but what 
impact have they had and can more be done to create “good growth” in town centres?  

Town centres and good growth  
“London’s town centres are a key spatial priority of the London Plan, providing access to a range of services 
and enabling all parts of London to make a greater contribution to London’s economic success”.1 They are an 
important focus of retail, employment, leisure and services that benefit local communities and visitors. 

The principle of ‘Good growth’ is expected to be at the heart of the Mayor’s plans for development and 
regeneration of town centres. He wants it to play a role in providing service for and accommodating 
London’s 1 million new residents. On 1 February 2017, the newly-appointed London Economic Action 
Partnership (LEAP), at its first board meeting, announced four potential different programmes that would be 
funded through the Growth Deal 3, including a ‘Good Growth Fund’, of which the details have not been yet 
made public. 

In A City for All Londoners, there is no clear definition of what ‘Good Growth’ means. However, the chapter 
on ‘Good Growth’ introduces a series of factors that can contribute to it in different areas: 

 Job and housing: Access to ‘good’ homes and jobs with a target of 50 per cent of new housing built
across the city being affordable, with increased density and support to small businesses

 Green growth: Clean air, easy access to green space and cleaner energy

 Culture: Protection of different groups, creative workspace, heritage and the night-time economy

 Infrastructure for people and communities: planning childcare facilities, community spaces,
healthcare facilities, school places and facilitating social integration

 Transport: Low-emission travel, increased transport capacity and reliable roads2

What constitutes ‘good growth’ according to the Mayor seems rather open and it is likely that it is going to 
remain a guiding principle rather than a detailed set of metrics for new policies on growth and regeneration. 
Therefore, the Regeneration Committee could identify what the principles necessary for good growth 
could be and set out a series of indicators that could lead towards this. The committee could assess the 
impact of current and past Mayoral regeneration funding initiatives for town centres to see whether they 
have led or they are leading towards ‘good growth’.  

The committee’s output will  feed into the Mayors  reviews of the London Plan and the Economic 
Development Strategy to be published before the end of the year.  

The challenges London’s town centres are facing 
In the last ten years, several reports have drawn attention to the poor health of town centres. In a 2014 
Mayoral report, the performance of London’s town centres was assessed as “very mixed”: International and 
Metropolitan centres have generally strong rents and low vacancy rates while District centres have higher 
vacancy rates, particularly in Outer London.3 In March 2017, Ipsos showed that footfall in UK town centres 
fell by 12.5 per cent in February compared to 6.5 per cent in February 2016. Footfall fell in every region 



Regeneration Committee June 2017 

Can Regenerating London’s Town Centres Deliver Good Growth? 

 

Page 2 of 4 

across the UK for the first time since September, with the worst decline month-on-month in London and the 
South East with a 16.2 per cent decline.4  
 
London’s town centres face a number of threats and challenges:  

 The changing patterns in consumer retail and the rise of online shopping 

 A loss of variety of traditional town centre use 

 The latest Government’s revaluation of business rates 

 Local parking measures and restrictions 

 More demanding customers 

 Economic uncertainty, particularly after Brexit5 
 
These challenges have had a strong influence on town centres. They have started to change their form and 
function in response to these forces, and the real challenge now is how to manage the change,6 with a 
pronounced shift towards more leisure oriented functions, particularly cafes and restaurants, and the night-
time economy, alongside retailing, offices, housing and civic and community functions.7  
 
Measuring the health of London’s town centres 
Footfall is a commonly used measure of the popularity of a town centre and an indicator of potential 
spending power. Shop vacancy is another ‘high visibility’ indicator of how well a high street is doing.8 There 
are many different indicators of the success of a town centre that have been used in various studies and 
reports by various organisations. 
 
For example, for the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, there are four Key Performance 
Indicators to judge whether a town centre is ‘succeeding, failing, stable or in transition’: 

 Footfall 

 Consumer and business satisfaction 

 Diversity 

 Economic activity9 
 
These four indicators all act as proxies for measures of the vibrancy of the local economy. Comparable 
economy-related indicators are used for the GLA’s London town centres health checks, with additional 
indicators linked to security and environment. For the Association of Town and City Management, the need 
indeed is to adopt a holistic approach that does not focus only on a single factor such as retail. Town centres 
can be thought of as living ecosystems where retail is not the only factor affecting their performance as 
attractive places in which to live, work, play, visit and shop.10  
 
The Government and the GLA action to manage town centres’ changing role 
Government and the GLA have had a long-standing concern to ensure that town centres are managed and 
able to adapt to changing roles and challenges.  
 
The Government approach to the regeneration of town centres has focused on various Local Growth Deals, 
which provide funds to local enterprise partnerships or LEPs (partnerships between local authorities and 
businesses) for projects that benefit the local area and economy. The Growth Deal 3 announcement was 
made alongside the 2016 Autumn Statement.11 Various programmes, such as the Business Improvement 
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Districts, 12  and measures, such as a 10-minute grace period to drivers for parking in high streets (2015)13 or 
the ability to install ‘click and collect’ lockers without the bureaucracy of getting planning permission 
(2015),14 have tried to encourage more shoppers to use their local high streets and town centres. 
 
Various programmes have also been managed by the GLA: 

 the Portas Pilots (£280,000 in 2012) 

 the Outer London Fund (£50m, 2011) 

 the Mayor’s Regeneration Fund (£70m, 2011) 

 the High Street Fund (£9m, 2014) 

 the London Regeneration Fund (£20m, 2015) 

 the Growing Places Fund (£110m, 2013 to 2015) 
 
Most of these Government- and GLA-led programmes have either focused on ‘growth’ or ‘regeneration’. The 
understanding is that regeneration is supposed to enable growth in a process where local communities and 
authorities have the power to implement and deliver the projects that have been granted Government or 
GLA funding.15 The Mayor’s Civic Crowdfunding Programme, part of the High Street Fund, is a great example 
of such an approach. 
 
Proposed terms of reference 
The Committee has not yet agreed the terms of reference for its investigation. The following are suggested: 

•To assess the successes and failures, in a number of case studies, of Mayoral regeneration initiatives as 
they impact on town centres across London 

•To identify what ‘good growth’ should look like, what it should aim to achieve and what are the factors 
that might assist or hold back such growth 

 

Methodology 

This investigation will use a combination of methods: 

 Desk research: Particular attention will also be given to the 2014 Mayoral report on accommodating 
growth and the three evaluation documents available on BIDs, Portas Pilots and the Outer London 
Fund. In these documents, comparative quantitative data on the vitality of town centres collected 
before and after the completion of the evaluated projects will help assess the impact and success of 
the projects. The desk research will also include background research into regeneration initiatives for 
mapping out regeneration funding across London. 

 A series of site visits to town centres in different parts of London which have been impacted by 
Mayoral regeneration initiatives. The site visits could be supplemented by focus-groups organised in 
each of the selected town centres. Both site visits and focus-groups will enable members to gather 
first-hand qualitative and quantitative information on the health of town centres and the impact of 
past and current Mayoral regeneration projects. The site visits would start with Wembley and Harrow 
and Wealdstone in June, followed by other town centres in July and August (potentially Romford, 
Ilford, Woolwich and Edmonton). 

 A formal meeting of the Committee will be held on 11 July 2017 to discuss the key issues of this 
investigation with a range of invited guests. This will include the health of town centres across 
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London, past and current programmes for the regeneration of town centres, their success and their 
failure and what can contribute to ‘good growth’. This meeting will provide the Committee with an 
overview of the main topics and issues in the investigation and will be a useful source of evidence for 
the final report. 

 Additional views from stakeholder groups that use London’s town centres will be sought through a 
variety of mechanisms that may include questions posted on the Committee’s website or discussions 
with relevant groups as part of future site visits.  
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