
The financial crisis is having a big impact on 
traditional urban shopping areas, with major 
winners and losers emerging. At the beginning 

of the year stores such as HMV, La Senza, Habitat, Past 
Times, Barratts, Peacocks and its subsidiary Bonmarché 
all had to call in the administrators, whereas Next and 
especially John Lewis emerged as strong performers. 
Reduced consumer spending is damaging many small, 
specialist chains which are struggling to cover rent bills 
and debt repayments. It has also hit the retail giant 
Tesco, which reported its worst figures for decades. 

Why is it so bad?
The problems facing the high street are not new. 
Competition from out-of-town retail parks has been 
a factor since the 1980s — now internet shopping is 
adding to the pressure. Since 2000 the number of shops 
in market towns and city centres has fallen by 25,000. 
Up to 9,000 more are expected to close in the next 
3 years. At the same time, the number of shops and 

supermarkets in out-of-town retail parks has increased 
by 1,800. Another factor is the increasing rent and rate 
payments shops face. 

What is being done?
Retail guru Mary Portas has carried out a government-
backed review aimed at halting the decline of the 
English high street. She says ‘There are some towns 
where it is dead, the horse has bolted,’ and that here it 
is time to give up on the traditional model and rethink. 
However, she emphasises that ‘many failing high 
streets remained ripe for rejuvenation given a proper 
assessment of what consumers wanted from them’.

The main recommendations of The Portas Review:
•	 improve the management of high streets with new 
‘town teams’
•	 provide affordable town-centre car parking
•	 have a ‘town centre first’ approach in planning
•	 introduce disincentives for landlords who leave 
shops empty
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Planning and buddying
Her most radical proposals concern planning. She says:
•	 the controversial draft National Planning Policy 
Framework (NPPF), should ensure that shopping 
developments are built in towns unless there is a good 
reason otherwise
•	 the secretary of state should ‘get much tougher’ 
about out-of-town planning applications. Since 2008 
the government has challenged only one of 146 out-of-
town developments

The report also calls for a ‘national market day’ to 
allow budding shopkeepers to operate market stalls, 
and a national register of car parking charges. It 
demands a ‘bonfire of red tape’, and a ‘buddy’ system 
under which large chains mentor local shopkeepers. 

The government is due to respond in the spring. 

Bay watch
Another key issue is free parking at weekends and in the 
evening. Eight cities (Birmingham, Manchester, Stoke, 
Hereford, Oxford, Chichester, Salford and Nottingham) 
have recently scrapped free Sunday parking — despite 
the outcry that this will damage business. 

Local authorities say they need to raise revenues 
and prevent bar and shop workers clogging up spaces, 
especially in the evenings. Some commentators have 
called this ‘pray and display’ as it penalises Sunday 
worshippers.

In contrast, Westminster Council in London has 
scrapped its proposals for weekend and evening parking 
charges following opposition from local businesses 
and Boris Johnson, mayor of London.

Conclusion
Understanding High Street Performance, a government 
report published at the same time as The Portas Review, 
suggests that a third of high streets are ‘degenerating or 
failing’. Retail spending in town centres has fallen to 
42%, from 49% in 2000, and is projected to fall to 40% 
by 2014. A further report published in February 2012 
by the Local Data Company said that 14% of the UK’s 
high street shops are empty — in Grimsby the figure 

is 28%. There is a view that town centres have to be 
‘destinations’ — more than just shopping areas. 

On the other hand, companies such as Next now 
allow people to order online and collect from local 
stores, and this could lure shoppers back to the high 
street. The high cost of driving and an ageing population 
could also make local shopping more attractive.

Activities
1 What do you think are the main reasons 

for the decline of the high street in general, 
and of particular stores? Are there common 
factors involved: the rise of internet shopping, 
expensive car parking, out-of-date products?

2 The fear of shop closures combined with 
ecological awareness has led to new 
initiatives in towns such as Lewes in Sussex, 
Stroud in Gloucestershire and Totnes in 
Devon. Find out what these towns have in 
common, and evaluate their success.

3 Is your own high street a home town or a 
clone town (see nef weblink below)? 

Weblinks to follow up
Examine the nef (New Economics Foundation) report, 
Re-imagining the High Street at  
www.tinyurl.com/7e7898d
See the new Barnsley market for yourself:  
www.tinyurl.com/6tg4kk3
See one community market scheme in south London: 
www.tinyurl.com/7xj2yy4
Learn about the Lewes pound, and its impact on 
shopping: http://thelewespound.org
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