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1. Introduction
Town centres and High streets are important hubs of social interaction and cohesion, and can be a central part of successful local economies in the role of key service centre - offering a base for small business and jobs.  They are often at the core of community life, offering spaces to meet and interact and access to facilities and services that people require.  It is important that town centres are functioning, well-maintained assets that are nurtured to support the needs of the residents, businesses and visitors in their wider hinterland.

They are a visible barometer of how well, or how badly, a local economy is doing.  Unfortunately, they are facing serious challenges from other shopping offers, in the form of out-of-town shopping centres and the growth of online and mobile retailing. They therefore need to offer an experience that goes beyond retail - the High Street should be a destination for socialising, culture, health, wellbeing, creativity and learning, with schools, doctors and dentists, and offices along with shops. Our High streets should be social places that make creative use of public spaces, with a vibrant evening economy.
The Council’s priorities have been influenced by the needs of local communities, and the issues identified by local people throughout the Borough.  The Council’s priorities have been set for the period 2015-19.

The Council has previously prioritised Town Centres as a key growth area.  The following areas will form the basis of the refocused approach:

1. Proactively engage and support businesses

2. Encourage thriving and vibrant towns 

3. Facilitate quality buildings, facilities and services 

4. Support attractive and welcoming town centres

2. National and local context
Two years ago, the government undertook the Portas review, and provided funding to help the Portas Pilots and town teams adapt their high streets to changing consumer behaviour.  Maryport and Wigton benefitted from this.

In 2012, the Government teamed up with the National Association of British Market Authorities (NABMA) to set up the Love Your Local Market Campaign, with the aim of helping new market traders starting up businesses, and celebrate and promote our local markets. This is ongoing activity.
Allerdale’s market towns are vulnerable to downturns in the economy due to their isolated location and the poor infrastructure in the County. Activity needs to address the longer-term, in addition to more reactive shorter-term initiatives that respond to problems as they arise.  
The Local Plan will seek to support town centres and protect them from inappropriate development that could undermine their vitality.
Some key facts that illustrate why this is a priority theme and why we have identified our aims and objectives:

· Workington is the principal shopping centre in Allerdale, and the highest ranking town in West Cumbria. The Washington Square shopping centre redevelopment in 2004 facilitated the reestablishment of the town as a major shopping destination.  The current main concern is vacant units throughout the town centre, including long term within the Washington Square development.

· The lack of high street names in Maryport sees a significant leakage – particularly to Workington.  However, recent regeneration initiatives have focussed on improving the physical appearance of the town, which has several other key assets to offer to visitors, including the Harbour, Wave Visitor Centre and other attractions, a number of independent retailers and good accessibility.

· Cockermouth has undergone significant recent improvements to the built environment, including those as a direct result of the 2009 floods.  Like Maryport, Cockermouth has a significant number of independent retailers, as well as Cittaslow and Gem Town designation and a programme of successful annual events such as the Taste Cumbria festival.
· Wigton is a small settlement, but plays an important role in serving the wider catchment in rural north Allerdale.  It has few high street names, but a strong base of independent retailers and a low commercial vacancy rate. There is scope to improve the quality of the physical environment although significant recent improvements have been made.
· Keswick's history throughout the 20th century was one of increasing reliance on tourism.  At the beginning of the 21st century, more than 60 per cent of the population were employed in hotels, restaurants and distribution. Keswick is an extremely popular visitor destination and has made recent strides to in developing its retail offer, although the balance of shops within the town centre is dominated by outdoor shops, cafes, restaurants and gift shops. 
· Silloth is a port town, sitting on the shoreline of the Solway Firth, andis one of the finest examples of a Victorian seaside resort in the North of England. Silloth is a popular visitor destination at peak times with recent improvements having been made to Silloth Green.
· Aspatria rests on the north side of the Ellen Valley, overlooking a panoramic view of the countryside, with Skiddaw to the South and the Solway Firth to the North.
3. Aims, objectives and measures of success
Aims and objectives:
Town Centres are very much a part of stimulating economic growth within the Borough.  There is continued recognition of the importance Small and Medium Sized Enterprises (SMEs) play in the economy.  The emerging Council Local Plan gives the town planning context to future development.  Part 1: Strategic and Development Management Policies was published in July 2014.  Part 2: Site Allocations is currently being consulted upon.

Diversity of the offer is often a driver of footfall, but our towns should not become homogenous, rather their diversity should reflect the nature of the surrounding area and provide a centre that serves the needs of the local community – for example, a niche shop may be totally inappropriate to the buying habits of the local population.  A High street with a wide range of uses is less vulnerable to technological or fashion changes that could lead to the loss of particular markets, and the presence of a public amenity such as a library can be just as important in drawing footfall as a café or fashion store. Economic activity is not just shopping or retail turnover and value. It will include other High street business activities (e.g. professional services such as solicitors or architects) as well as the use of buildings for residential lettings and the existence of leisure trades such as pubs and clubs.

The Council employs 2 Town Centre Area Managers who between them cover the 7 main towns in Allerdale, and help to co-ordinate and prioritise the delivery of Council services across town centre areas. They work closely with local stakeholders on a wide range of projects and initiatives under the following 4 headings:
· Proactive business engagement and support 

· Thriving and vibrant

· Quality buildings, facilities & services

· Attractive and Welcoming
Measures of success:
· More people

· More businesses

· More events
These will be quantified through the number of empty and derelict properties tackled; satisfaction with town centres; business occupancy levels and cleanliness of streets and public spaces.

4. Our approach 
The Council should plan positively, to support our town centres to generate local employment, promote beneficial competition within and between town centres, and create attractive, diverse places where people want to live, visit and work.

Activity needs to address the longer-term, in addition to more reactive shorter-term initiatives that respond to problems as they arise.  Solutions should look more holistically at the towns – not just the retail offer, and the look and feel of the town – but also at SMEs, lifestyle businesses and the manufacturing sector. In this respect, infrastructure support in terms of transport and broadband will be important to support sector diversity in the future.

To encourage greater economic activity in a town there is a need for investment in, and the creation of, places where people choose to take part in a wider range of interesting activities.  This is the joint responsibility of a number of public, private and community organisations that make up a town.

The Council is developing the Town Teams in each of the 7 towns, acting as standalone community organisations able to work alongside the Council to the benefit of their individual towns.  It is also building on activity to develop the uniqueness of each town, and to market that uniqueness.

Town Centre managers can actively develop a Customer relationship role with new and existing businesses, to be the first port of contact within the Council and to have an ongoing liaison role.
The Local Plan (site allocations DPD) will set out land for allocation as preferred employment sites to:

· permit choice to help businesses start up, giving the flexibility to grow and move on

· provide a good supply of premises, in order for Allerdale to meet economic aspirations

· satisfy the specific requirements of different types of employment, in terms of location, impact and business need.
The Council already has existing Strategy Documents as follows:

· BEC Blueprint, Economic Growth & Investment Plan / AIP Commercial Strategy

· Local Plan and related documents

· Asset Management Plan
· Housing Growth Plan, Housing Strategy

In addition, alignment to external strategies including the LEP’s SEP and ESIF, Cumbria Tourism and Lake District National Park.
The Economic Growth Team has already been developing its influencing role (Facilitate, Enable or direct intervention) and our Town Teams are working with the LEP & BEC, Highways Teams, District and County Councils etc. for project activity.  Involvement in ATCM, NABMA, RDPE LAGs, LDNPA Partnership strategy development ensure co-ordinated activity is undertaken in Allerdale.
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