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GREATER MANCHESTER TOWN CENTRE PROJECT
CONCLUDING REPORT
This project has been designed to develop innovative, realistic and investable propositions for addressing the challenges and opportunities facing Greater Manchester’s eight principal town centres: Altrincham, Ashton, Bolton, Bury, Oldham, Rochdale, Stockport and Wigan. 
Conclusions from the project point to the need for a combination of strategic interventions within each of our town centres, developed as a single programme and carefully sequenced to ensure greatest impact. Investment and other forms of support at the Greater Manchester scale can help to speed this process, enabling town centres to restructure in response to changing markets and consumer demand. This should focus on opportunities for transformational change that enable town centres to play a fuller role in the wider economy. 

It is essential that we develop a clear, criteria based strategy for investment; both within town centres and to support clear prioritisation of investment from GM resources. That strategy should have, at its heart, a revolving fund, capable of recycling return from early investment at local and sub-regional levels over the long term.
1. BACKGROUND 

The current town centre project builds on the Business Leadership Council’s (BLC) Town Centre Study, produced in 2010. This provided a detailed analysis of how each town centre was positioned and its performance, concluding that the eight principal town centres have been making a diminishing contribution to the Greater Manchester (GM) economy due to a number of factors, such as:

· “The continued development of out of town office, retail and leisure facilities.

·  The increasing prominence of the regional centre as one of the key economic drivers in the north west.

·  A decline in the quality of the retail offer.

· A decline in the attraction of town centres for office/commercial employment.

· A decline in attraction of town centres for leisure activity.

· Increasing dependence on the public sector for:

· Investment in offices and employment;

· Housing development in and near town centres;

· Income and benefit support for shoppers; and

· Development of new retail and leisure.

· An erosion of the ability of town centres to compete for mobile investment in new generations of productive business.”

Since the publication of the BLC study, the creation of the GM Combined Authority (GMCA), a Local Enterprise Partnership (LEP) and a GM Investment Fund (GMIF) provides new opportunities across this agenda. In particularly, the aim of the GMIF is to help deliver the next phase of economic growth. Investment loans are designed to be short to medium term (three to five years) with repayment enabling funds to be re-cycled. The interest in providing investment for town centre projects is in supporting wider transformation, releasing the potential of town centres to contribute to GMs growth and wider economy.
2. AIMS
The current project develops the BLC study by updating earlier analysis in light of recent developments (both local and national) and looking in more detail at the types of solutions required in each town centre. In particular, it seeks to identify investment opportunities that will support the town centres to restructure in response to changing consumer demands and exploit opportunities for transformational change over the longer term. As such, the project has focused on the following aims:

1. Analysing the sectoral and spatial issues facing each town centre: an in-depth baseline analysis of each town centre, this involved background research on key economic trends as well as commissioning bespoke retail analysis to look at changing consumer trends and their likely impacts.

2. A constructive challenge session between local decision makers and external reviewers: an independent panel of experts was brought together and, along with officers from different GM organisations, undertook a half day visit to each town. This involved meetings with local decision makers and a tour of the town centre itself. The review team were specifically looking to test the thinking and evidence informing the strategy for each town centre, critique the vision or strategies in place, and identify any new opportunities.
3. Recommending key strategic interventions that Districts need to undertake/commission to maximize opportunities: the results from each review visit were written up into a formal report for each town centre. These were tested and verified through a short ‘feedback visit’ to each District and provide:
· a common understanding of the key threats facing that town centre; 
· a view on the viability of the strategic plan being pursued, including questions of priority

· a view on what, including other elements if relevant, is needed to ensure the medium-term viability of that town centre; 

· reflections on capacity and leadership to realise a viable strategy;
· any investible proposition that arises from the work; & 

· routes to delivering the recommendations.

4. Identifying schemes that could be supported by the GM Investment Framework: investment priorities that could be supported by the GMIF have been highlighted by the reviews, within the context of the wider strategic plan for each town centre. Recommendations in this report suggest how they can be prioritised. 
5. Identifying common themes and issues to inform the wider investment strategy: not restricting itself to identifying potential winners in terms of the GMIF, the project has also sought to identify and bring forward further strategic interventions for future investment strategies, based on issues common to several town centres. Addressing these strategic interventions as part of a comprehensive, market facing investment strategy will help to minimise the impact of the recession within individual town centres and maintain viable and vibrant areas; but it also has significance at a GM scale – transforming the offer that our town centres provide, based upon an evidenced understanding of their unique characteristics and the changing demands of both consumers and the wider market.
A key element throughout each step has been the use of high level, private sector expertise, through a panel of independent specialists in commercial property, retail property, retail analysis, place-marketing, planning, regeneration and economic development. This ensures that both the analysis and recommendations are independent, rigorous and market facing.
3. THE CHANGING ROLES OF GM TOWN CENTRES
Our town centres lie at the heart of communities but are facing a series of fundamental challenges. The growth of e-commerce and large out-of-town retailers mean that the retail sector is going through a revolution. Adapting to these changes in consumer demand is a challenge for all town centres, and some are responding more quickly than others. Within Greater Manchester, the effect of the regional centre and out of town centres (like the Trafford Centre) have combined with a national down turn in retail spending to accentuate the lack of scale and limited retail offer in some town centres, making it more challenging. 
3.1 Starting positions and recent trends within Greater Manchester
Looking at the traditional retail functions, it is clear that GMs eight principal town centres are each operating from different starting positions in terms of the scale of their offer and recent trends. Table 1 illustrates some of these differences in terms of:
· Catchment area: the primary catchment area is the area from which a town centre draws very high market shares (ie 50% of its fashion/clothing spend). 

· Retained market share: the proportion of spending from the catchment area retained by a centre (based on fashion/clothing spend). 
· Retail offer and scale: the venuescore figure rates towns and shopping centres in terms of the presence of leading multiple retailers and so is a useful indicator of the scale of retail offer, although this does exclude independent retailers. 
· National rank: town and shopping centres are also ranked nationally (and within the region) in terms of their retail offer, showing how they change in relation to each other over time. 
Table 1: Traditional town centre indicators for retail
	 Source: Javelin Group
	Altrincham
	Ashton
	Bolton
	Bury
	Oldm
	Rochdale
	Stockport
	Wigan

	Primary catchment 
size
	109,000
	136,000
	175,000
	176,000
	179,000
	90,000
	280,000
	120,000

	Retained market share
	28%
	20%
	46%
	36%
	26%
	27%
	29%
	59%

	Venuescore 
(presence of multiples)
	110
	129
	212
	174
	149
	124
	166
	176

	UK / NW Rank* (1 = largest)
	227 /  24
	183 / 20
	66 / 5
	108 / 11
	147 / 17
	203 /  23
	118 / 18
	104 / 10


*red moved down; green moved up, amber stable (average over last 10 years)
Bolton, Bury and Wigan have the largest town centre based retail offer within GM. They have also remained largely dominant within their primary catchment areas in recent years, maintaining a status as the main shopping destination for households who live close by. Bolton and Bury (along with Oldham) have also improved their position on the national retail ranking in recent years, whereas Wigan has remained stable in its position as the 104th retail centre in the country. 

The smaller retail centres of Altrincham, Ashton and Rochdale are less dominant within their immediate catchment area and, although Ashton has remained stable on the national rank of retail centres, Altrincham and Rochdale (along with Stockport) have moved down the retail hierarchy over the last ten years.
For all eight GM town centres, it is the Trafford Centre and regional centre which account for most of the spend leaking from their primary catchment area. This is a well identified trend, as more affluent residents are likely to be drawn to these locations and presents a particular challenges for smaller centres with a more limited retail offer.

3.2 The burning platform
However, no area can afford to be complacent about the retail future of its town centre. A retail revolution occurs once every 30-50 years and another appears to be happening now, with the growth of e-commerce and multi-channel shopping.  Between 2003 and 2010, e-commerce accounted for nearly half of all retail sales growth with the majority of the other half coming from the supermarket sector. As such, town centre retailing is now in one of the most disrupted phases in its history.

Growth in e-commerce is at the expense of traditional town centre shopping, visible with major retailers regularly announcing the downsizing of their store base or entering administration and many key names disappearing from our high streets  The Javelin Group (of retail analysts) estimate that this trend will result in 21% less retail space and 31% fewer stores in town centre venues by 2020.  Average space productivities and gross margins will decline among the stores that remain, requiring retailers to make changes that will include migrating to more cost-effective formats, venues and channels. 
3.3 Risks facing GM Town Centres
These more recent trends re-enforce the tendency for comparison retail to become increasingly centralised in a few, larger centres. Analysis from Javelin predicts that many large, multiple retailers will be seeking to establish “fewer but better stores” - better located, better ranged and better supported by multi-channel capabilities. In line with this, it is anticipated that the larger regional centres will continue to attract consumers, with larger shops stocked with a full range of products offering a ‘theatre style’ retail showroom experience. 
Smaller centres, on the other hand, will fulfil the role of convenience, offering collection points for sales placed online. 
This may mean that top and lower tier venues find themselves with a purpose. It is likely that the mid-tier town centres will be under most stress and threat, particularly where the existing retail offer is relatively small. Based on analysis from the Javelin Group, Table 2 lists the position of GM town centres on Javelin’s Battlefield Britain Index – a measure of the long-term risks from current consumer and retail trends. This is based on a scorecard of factors, measuring variables such as current retail offer, leisure offer, rents and characteristics of the population in the catchment area.
Table 2: national rank of town centres at risk from consumer trends

	Source: 
Javelin Group
	Altrincham
	Ashton
	Bolton
	Bury
	Oldham
	Rochdale
	Stockport
	Wigan

	Battlefield Britain Ranking
(1 – 196, where 1 is most at risk)
	32
	5
	41
	37
	20
	13
	30
	137


From Javelin’s Battlefield Britain analysis, 7 out of the 8 Greater Manchester town centres fall into the ‘at risk’ category. Only Wigan is identified as not at risk – although this is an important factor, it assumed to be largely due to the fact that Wigan is much more isolated than other GM centres. Smaller town centres, especially those across the north-east of the conurbation, are particularly at risk from retail and online shopping trends – Ashton, Rochdale and Oldham are all within the top 20 most at risk town centres within the country on Javelin’s analysis.
The impact of multi-channel shopping is predicted to be greatest in the southern regions of UK, where the combination of affluence, age, lifestyles and population concentration all combine to deliver the perfect environment for ecommerce.  This means that GM has chance to adapt before the full multichannel effect is felt across the city-region and identify how each town centre can best address the competition from e-commerce, out of town centres and the trends towards greater centralisation in retail. Although this will entail interventions to maintain and protect retail, much of the effort required will involve maximising the wider roles of a town centres as focal points for public services, transport, learning, cultural activity and job opportunities as well as shopping.
4. RESULTS OF THE GM TOWN CENTRE REVIEWS
Eight individual reports have been developed, summarising the conclusions of the review exercise for the eight principal town centre within GM. The reviews highlight the extent to which all eight Districts are seeking to strengthen the position of their town centre, responding to the challenges being faced with a range of initiatives and examples of innovative, good practice that deserve wider application. However, the reviews also point to the need for further measures in all eight centres, concentrating upon individual strengths and challenges for each town centre; key issues in ensuring that each town is viable; investment priorities; and key recommendations that set out the strategic initiatives that the conclusions of the review team is require.
Importantly, the reviews have also started to define a GM wide role or distinctiveness that each town centre has the potential to fulfill over the long-term. This focuses on identifying the distinctive role or purpose for each town centre in the light of current market demands and their impacts upon that particular place. It is this role that is most likely to attract new investment and drive growth over the long term. 

Full reports for each town centre are attached at Annex One along with a glossary of terms.  The headlines are summarised here, with highlights of innovative practice and the direction of change needed over the long term.
Altrincham should develop a role as a modern market town, attracting visitors from Cheshire as well as locals so it can thrive alongside the Trafford Centre. Leadership is strong and beginning to deliver change, the Council has developed an innovative and effective partnership with the private sector which now needs to focus on:
· Improving access and movement around the town centre.

· Protecting the remaining mainstream retail offer and encouraging a complementary independent offer. 

· Refurbishing the market, to focus on higher quality of goods and specialist food based retailers, and renewing the role of the wider market quarter.

· Development of the residential offer.

Ashton-Under-Lyne should seek to maintain its role in serving the primary catchment area, providing a focus for shopping, access to transport, education and skills, so enhancing local quality of life. The recently produced Development Prospectus is rightly ambitious, identifying the transformative impact that re-locating Tameside College within the centre could have. As such, key issues include:

· The need to consolidate activity and investment, focussing on the successful markets, the two managed centres and Northern Core.
· Maximising the impact of students with the relocation of the college campus into the town centre.
· Managing competition from the close proximity of Snipe Retail Park and Ashton Moss.
· Reliance on public sector investment and property take-up in the short term (ie transport interchange, college, office take up in St Petersfield).

· Improving the public realm, particularly as Metrolink project is completed.
Bolton should become the focus for in-town office and commercial development for the north of the conurbation. It has already created a strong ‘Knowledge Quarter’ with the University, College and others, raising footfall and helping to support other amenities. This places the town in a strong position to address a number of key issues around:

· Realising the potential for larger scale office use, proving the demand for refurbished and new office/commercial space
· Consolidating retail, bringing retail activity into a smaller core based around the market and shopping centres
· Developing town centre housing, turning interest into schemes

· Establishing incubator and flexible work space, maximising the impact of the knowledge quarter by facilitating new businesses and jobs.
Bury has a clear strategy for the retail and visitor elements of the town centre economy, demonstrating successful strategic planning and execution over a long period. It needs to maintain the visitor offer and join up its individual attractions to create an offer of GM significance. Strong leadership is needed to unite the town’s shopping centres. Key issues include:

· An opportunity to attract more independent evening and leisure businesses around Market Place, strengthening the Bury brand

· The need for a more entrepreneurial role for the council in shaping the future of the Millgates centre
· The need to unite the different areas of the town centre, with some physical public realm improvements and a degree of master-planning
· Residential opportunities, with more family based options being possible.

Oldham town centre is at the heart of the District’s wider investment prospectus, with a significant amount of direct financial investment already committed and a bold approach by the Council to create investor confidence by under-writing critical town centre schemes. The Council needs to manage the building phases of its investment commitments and develop the leisure and cultural role of the town. Key issues include:

· Shaping the future of the Spindles shopping centre to complement the scheme to create a cinema in the old Town Hall
· Managing the threat from out of town retailing, such as that posed by expansion of the Alexandra Retail Park

· A need to invest in the public realm with more coherence and legibility in terms of movement particularly in light of Metrolink’s arrival
· Bringing vitality and distinctiveness through exploring options around housing, particularly targeting groups such as students and Asian families.
Rochdale needs to attract more visitors, from both within and outside the Borough. The town centre has a unique approach to business support through an independent town centre management company and innovative High Street Foundation that has 135 members. Proposals to create a riverside, heritage-themed town centre would be unique for GM and demonstrate the ambition that is required. Key issues include:

· The need for a more distinct visitor offer which could focus around the Toad Lane and Town Hall area as well as the potential of the River Roch re-opening at the Butts

· Defining the rationale and strategy for growth in visitors and tourism, both from within the Rochdale district and further afield
· The potential to deliver Town Centre East retail/leisure/hotel scheme, and careful consideration of its relationship with existing shopping centres
· Bringing forward private residential, particularly on the edge of the centre.
Stockport should be the focus for in-town office and commercial development for the south of the conurbation and the Grand Central development will be key to this being realised. The Council has a pro-active strategy for achieving change, purchasing both land and individual buildings so that it can make strategic interventions to help de-risk schemes and attract private investment. Key issues include:

· The development of a stronger identity with a more vibrant focus including creation of a critical mass of independent business around Underbanks and Market Place

· The office and commercial quarter has scope to expand particularly in the light of Grand Central

· Accessibility, particularly linkages across the A6 and to the office quarter

· The need for a long term plan for the Merseyway centre, which performs relatively well but needs a stronger long term vision.

Wigan provides a vibrant and broadly based retail, leisure, education and service role for this part of the city region. The quality of day to day town centre management and the Wigan Life Centre (shared service facility) are best in class examples of how public services can be used to strengthen a town centre. Wigan’s location presents an opportunity to look beyond GM boundaries and attract customers and investment from parts of Lancashire and Merseyside. Key issues include:

· The future of the Galleries Shopping Centre, a new role with a stronger connection to the Innovation Zone needs to be supported in the short term
· Transport, the business case for transport schemes needs to be agreed and priorities set for the town centre
· Edge of centre sites, ensuring new uses don’t undermine town centre businesses
· Raising ambition, creating a stronger identity for Wigan, attracting customers from a higher income base and wider catchment beyond GM. 
5. DEVELOPING THE GM RESPONSE
The reviews demonstrate that there is no single solution to driving change within our town centres. The restructuring and shrinkage of traditional town centre retail means we must look to consolidate these town centre functions within a smaller footprint, whilst attracting a range of other forms of activity to drive footfall and bring new customers, visitors and investment. A combination of interventions will be required to meet these emerging demands, including up to date spatial planning policies that reflect the changes in demand for land within town centres, provision of more value-driven and flexible work spaces, incubation or supported business premises, housing, education, public realm investment and co-locating leisure or cultural attractions to create a bigger destination. As well as direct support to nurture and grow independent business.
We also need to identify a clear division of responsibilities between individual Districts and the GMCA, identifying the interventions that are best led at the District level and those that can be done better together. This will maximise the benefits of interventions at both scales to attract new private sector investment into the eight town centres.
5.1 The role of Districts
GM Districts are the authorities charged with improving the economic and social well-being of their areas, including town centres. They have the relevant powers to intervene and support the operation of the town centre in ways that can attract new investment or growth – for example powers to acquire and manage land, to invest in or manage common infrastructure, and to set spatial policy and make planning decisions. Districts also have the spending powers and funds (subject to other priorities) and the understanding of how economic or social dynamics operate within their town centres. 
As such, Districts should ensure that they maximize their role through a broadly based, up to date and viable strategic town centre plan encompassing retail, housing, leisure, commercial and cultural dimensions. These plans will each have a very different focus, shaped by local priorities and the different assets in each centre. However, a strategic approach to all town centres will include a number of common elements, encompassing:

· Vision: creating confidence through a credible, widely owned and long term vision, defining the different roles of the centre over the next 10 -20 years, its ambition for the future and its relationship to other centres within GM, with a clear set of priorities to deliver the vision.

· Leadership: high level leadership from local authority Leaders and Chief Executives as well as meaningful private sector engagement at all levels, coordinating decisions or activities to maintain progress towards the vision.

· Consolidation: as traditional retail retracts, such activity needs to be increasingly focused on a smaller footprint to retail vitality at the heart of the centre.

· Reviewing spatial strategies: ensuring that spatial planning is fit for purpose in the light of town centre restructuring, with policies to strengthen the retail core, re-configure and re-use obsolete areas by defining new uses.

· Renewing the town centre first approach: a re-emphasis to ensure that new retail, leisure and commercial investment is channelled into town centres, as well as leveraging benefits from any out of town development through planning gain, developer contributions or ensuring mutually beneficial roles and relationships.

· Programme of activities: an ongoing set of interventions, with worked up development schemes, that are designed to create the right conditions for further investment and are carefully sequenced to drive growth over the long term by creating the greatest economic impact and maximising wider benefits.

· Public investment and risk bearing: direct investment to attract or de-risk private sector development, utilising measures like local authority covenants to provide confidence for further investment in town centre schemes. 

Underlying each District’s approach will be the desire to create a stronger sense of place within their town centre, developing a clear identify and character that is widely recognised and valued and moving beyond the ‘clone-town’ description that can apply to many UK high-streets. Town centre viability is not just about profit, but about promoting the right combination of different activities to improve the amenities on offer and create a real destination that attracts people, businesses and further investment. 
This requires effective engagement from town centre businesses themselves as well as other private sector partners, utilizing the formal provisions and powers available to local authorities, such as by establishing a Business Improvement District (BID), as well as through less formal arrangements such as a town centre board or business partnership. Whatever approaches are developed, they should be driven by the specific characteristics and needs of the town centre itself, seeking to ensure ongoing and tangible private sector engagement in the development of the strategy, as well as direct support for the interventions and propositions within it.
5.2 The GM role and strategic priorities
At the conurbation scale, the GMCA working with the LEP has the potential to develop a joint response to the changing demands facing town centres. This should add value to the activity of each District by:

· Undertaking interventions or activities which achieve economies of scale that would not otherwise be possible if Districts acted independently; and

· assembling and targeting resources that would not otherwise be available to individual Districts.

To enable this to be effective, there must be a clear evidential base to support activity and investment opportunities. Rather than focusing on individual schemes in isolation, the emphasis will be on a programme or package of schemes which are sequenced to deliver the greatest economic impact and maximize benefits for GM, so that a full benefit to cost analysis of any investment can be made. 
Based on the results of the town centre reviews, there are a number of themes around which such interventions at the GM scale will be focused – these represent priorities that affect several different town centres, but also highlight the wide diversity of local needs. They are grouped into three categories:

1. Boosting investment for town centre schemes that are closest to being viable, through the current GMIF

2. Developing a new investment approach for interventions that have the potential to bring wider benefits to GM and develop a return over the longer term; and

3. Finding the capacity and skills to enable delivery on a number of GM wide policies or support measures that will not generate a financial return in the short term but will strengthen the position of GM town centres against competition.

The categories and the strategic priorities they cover are set out in the following sections. 
6. BOOSTING INVESTMENT THROUGH THE GMIF
This first category of GM intervention identifies strategic priorities which are closest to the parameters of the current GMIF and where investment could be moved forward most quickly with clearer alignment.

i) New build commercial and office development
There are a small number of potentially investible propositions close to being viable within the eight town centres that are already within the GMIF pipeline. These focus on commercial/office developments in three town centres:

· Grand Central in Stockport;
· Church Wharf in Bolton – with other opportunities also identified in the review of Bolton town centre; and
· Chamberhall in Bury. 
These schemes are all integral parts of a wider strategy to regenerate their respective town centres, seeking to leverage the existing amenities that the town centre offers in order to attract occupiers of significant scale (i.e. those requiring larger floorplates and serving wider than local markets) to a town centre or edge of town location.

A barrier in the way of progress on all such schemes is the need to identify 100% pre-lets before traditional bank and/or GMIF funding can be released. Current enquiries suggest that businesses willing to locate within a town centre generally desire accommodation within 6-9 months, far less time than it would take to deliver new buildings. We need a better understanding of the barriers facing each individual scheme, identifying solutions by using experience from GM or other areas of the country. For example, in Salford the local authority is using its own covenant to underwrite office development in Greengate, effectively taking a pre-let on the first building to enable construction. There is a role for public bodies in guaranteeing the rent for a given period or taking out a lease of the premises to help de-risk a scheme and ensure investor confidence. 
ii) New residential development
A central plank of the town centre reviews has been to focus on the need for new, privately developed housing in or on the edge of town centres, in order to diversify the range of people who can walk into the centre. Several town centres have a large concentration of social housing in their immediate vicinity and this needs to be balanced by bringing forward new opportunities for private housing. For example, the potential to bring forward new residential development currently features strongly in three town centres:

· Stockport, where the Covent Garden scheme is being planned and is part of the GMIF pipeline;
· Altrincham, which is situated within a strong housing market and where the review team identified the potential for town centre proposals; and
· Bury, where the Rock is currently seeing apartments taken up at the rate of around 50 per year suggesting some demand for town centre living which could be expanded.
However, the review has described how all eight town centres are consolidating their retail footprint, creating opportunities for new residential uses within the outer area of the existing town centre. This is particularly relevant to town centres that are dispersed and are consolidating more quickly, ie

· Ashton, where Taylor Young have recently been appointed to masterplan the urban village concept;
· Rochdale, which has a well developed housing strategy to bring new homes to the edge of the existing retail streets; and
· Bolton, which is having positive dialogue with social landlords in regard to bringing forward residential on Council owned sites that could act as a catalyst for further, private housing.
iii) Broadening the Leisure and the Night Time Economy
Altrincham and Bury have an existing evening offer that is broadly based and attracts a wide-range of customers – with a mix of restaurants, cafes and bars appealing to different tastes as well as town centre cinema, bowling, etc. They are seeking to grow this element of the town centre economy by expanding the number and range of independent and multiple restaurants, cafes or other hospitality based businesses. 
Other town centres acknowledge that their evening economy appeals to a much narrower cross-section, more reliant on bars and clubs which appeal to younger customers and can detract from the town’s wider appeal. As such, the creation of an appropriate night time economy and family leisure offering is high on the agenda of a number of town centres, which need to make a much more significant intervention to broaden their appeal.  For example:
· Oldham Council is leading a scheme to convert the listed town hall into a multiplex cinema with restaurants, as well as negotiating with the owners of an adjacent managed shopping centre to create more opportunities for hospitality businesses.
· In Stockport, the Bridgefield scheme seeks to re-locate the town centre’s multiplex cinema and locate it closer to convenient parking and the retail areas, whilst creating units for popular restaurant chains.
· In Rochdale, the Town Centre East scheme proposes the creation of retail as well as leisure (restaurants, cinema) and a hotel development in the heart of the existing town centre.

7. NEW INTERVENTIONS
The second category of intervention represents several new opportunities. There are a number of requirements which are common to many or all GM town centres, around which public funding will make a significant difference to the future viability of town centres by attracting private investment and contributing to GVA over the longer term. 

However, these themes are outside the scope of the GMIF process and would not meet the current criteria. They require a different investment approach, with an assessment of the wider benefits they bring to Greater Manchester and repayment over a much longer timescale, before any returns on investment are realised. They also tend to require revenue, as well as capital, spending as part of a package of approaches that is required for success.

As such, the GMCA needs to look at how it could create a new investment approach or new sources of funding to unlock the potential for town centres to:

· Create more flexible and value driven workspace;
· Maximise the benefits of further and higher educational links;
· Invest in the public realm, to attract new businesses and corresponding private investment;
· Make strategic property acquisitions;
· Support the growth of independent businesses in the retail, leisure, hospitality sectors; and
· Utilise voids more easily and create short term, quick wins. 
These strategic priorities are outlined in more detail in the following sections.
i) Creating more flexible and value driven workspace
In the current financial climate, access to funding is restricted and business models are changing, with an increasing emphasis on value and flexibility.  To enable GM to compete we need to develop a clear, spatial and sectoral understanding of occupier demand in relation to commercial, industrial and residential development so we can  put in place the offer required. The review suggests that some of our town centres have a key role to play here, with the potential to create new forms of flexible workspace as well as an in-town alternative location for employers looking for competitively priced, well specified refurbished accommodation.

This relies on the town centre being able to offer:

· ready space available for occupation, with the flexibility to manage voids so that end users can take it up immediately;
· good communication links to the regional centre and other parts of GM like the airport as well as access to high speed digital connectivity;
· high quality and attractive amenities, the traditional town centre offer of shops, restaurants, cafes, culture, etc;
· the presence of FE and/HE, with a local labour pool and potential clients or suppliers; and
· sufficient levels of staff and customer car parking. 
The retraction of retail, and efforts to consolidate around a smaller core area, provides the opportunity to create these types of space within and around the edge of our existing town centres. Centres like Bolton (for example within and around the civic core) and Stockport (along the A6 corridor) have the potential to fulfil this type of criteria most immediately and create a new market for quality, re-furbished office users. Other centres, such as Bury have already begun to purchase disused sites on the periphery of the town centre core, so that development can be facilitated. This should not all be about conventional floorspace, however, but seek to understand what other forms of provision are needed and could attract business or mobile workers – eg virtual offices, touch down space, managed or service offices and on-demand meeting space.
Demand for new work space, of an appropriate character and scale, needs to be robustly proven in each town centre through occupier profiling, business surveys or by utilising the knowledge of local agents. Viability should not just be about profit. Instead initiatives should be seeking to bring new activity to the town centre in order to support amenity provision more widely and create a stronger destination for people and businesses. To enable progress at a significant scale, Councils will need to work with specialists like property management organisations, leveraging Council covenants in order to reduce risk and be prepared to utilise their own stock and assets for minimal returns in the first instance to kick start supply.

ii) Maximising the benefits of Further and Higher educational links
FE, and some HE, institutions already have a very strong presence in most of the eight GM town centres, for example

· The Bolton Knowledge Quarter and Wigan Innovation Zone are best in class examples, focusing education and other facilities for young people in areas that help to drive footfall into the town centre during the day; and
· Rochdale, Oldham and Bury all have large, and often recently re-built, college campuses within (or on the edge of) their town centres, again bringing footfall to town centres.

On the same principle, Ashton is proposing a transformative scheme to re-locate around 4000 students and 500 staff of Tameside College into a new town centre campus – a core proposal within the town centre development prospectus.
The presence of educational institutions drives footfall and creates vitality, benefitting wider town centre activity and businesses. It also provides a strategic rationale for the establishment of creative clusters and knowledge hubs, seeking to maximise economic gain from the presence of FE/HE by creating clearer pathways to work and jobs. In Ashton, for example, the College led enterprise centre within the St Petersfield area already exists but needs to be replicated or extended to have significant impacts. Establishing such operations more widely requires partnerships and risk bearing between Councils and Colleges, with links to existing specialisms or strengths within the locality (eg supply chains or skills).
iii) Investment in public realm
Investment in new and high quality public realm is a key part of the place-shaping role of local authorities. High quality and attractive environments can play a fundamental role in increasing dwell time and raising footfall, helping to grow turnover for neighbouring businesses and therefore raise property values which leads to new business investment.
Rather than an environmental issue, public realm is therefore increasingly important as a form of infrastructure, connecting businesses to their customers and town centres to their wider hinterlands, improving business confidence and turnover as well as stimulating further investment. Examples of where this approach will be important include:

· Oldham and Rochdale, where investment in public realm will help to connect passengers using the new Metrolink service to town centre shops, restaurants, cafes, etc;
· Wigan, where public realm improvements across a busy road will be an important part of measures to attract students and young people in the Innovation Zone to town centre shopping areas;
· Ashton and Bury, where public realm investment around successful markets is required to encourage new customers and increase flows between the markets and the rest of the centre; and
· Altrincham, where a public space and movement strategy is predicated on the need to increase access to the core of the town centre.

However, there are two issues in capturing the upside to public realm investment:

· Recovering some or all of the investment in public realm from those who benefit from, for example, enhanced property values; possible models include a Business Improvement District or a Tax Increment Finance area.

· Ensuring that investment in the public realm is planned to maximise corresponding investment on the part of the private sector. All public realm investment in town centres needs to consider whether and how much private sector investment would be encouraged – private investment that is essential for the regeneration of the town centre.

The first of these would benefit from work to provide a manual of alternative methods of recouping public realm investment. The second needs to be an investment criterion for all town centre public investments, not only public realm investments.

iv) Growing independent businesses
Encouraging and facilitating the growth of more specialist and unique independent business can also increase an town’s sense of place. As multiple retailers retreat, there is an opportunity to fill the voids that are left with independents  - creative business, shops (permanent or pop up), restaurants, bars, cafes, etc are all likely to be more unique and specialist than multiple retailers, creating a stronger sense of place in our town centres.

The New Economics Foundation would call this moving from a ‘clone-town’ to a ‘home town’ and have promoted the role of independent businesses in increasing the resilience of town centres to current consumer trends. However, independents are vulnerable in many town centres, especially when isolated from complementary businesses or where large, anchor stores move out of town. The successful growth of independents is more likely to favour a geographically focused approach within a particular area of a town centre. For example:
· The Underbanks and Market Place in Stockport, already the focus of a Portas Pilot scheme;
· The Butts in Rochdale, a town with a High Street Foundation that offers support to new business, advice, mentoring, etc; and
· Market Place in Bury, where there is the potential to encourage the creation of more high-quality, independent restaurants, bars and cafes alongside the popular chains in other areas of the town centre. 

This requires revenue as well as capital funding to provide the expertise and staff time required, with a more entrepreneurial approach from individual local authorities to encourage businesses into a particular area and create a critical mass of activity. Annex Two sets out more detail.

 v) Strategic property acquisition
Although changing consumer demands and the growth of e-commerce mean that traditional retail is retreating from town centres, all eight GM Districts are working closely with their managed shopping centres, landlords and retailers to try and protect this core role of their town centre. Many landlords, such as shopping centre owners, are carrying void units, struggling to justify investment in their properties and/or are looking to dispose of parts of their estates. 
Seven of the eight GM town centres have a managed shopping centre that is in administration or has just come out of administration following the sale of the centre at a loss as part of a wider portfolio of interests. These are managed centres often in strategic locations at the very centre of the town, for example:

· Stamford Quarter in Altrincham;
· The Galleries, including the Makinson Arcade, in Wigan; and
· The Millgate Centre in Bury. 
The town centre reviews suggests that this should be seen as an opportunity for Districts to take a more proactive role by working with private sector partnerships to invest in, or acquire, parts of these centres on a strategic basis, to enable regeneration, a simple face lift or a completely new form of use that benefits the wider town centre. Individual local authorities are not yet exploring ways of raising the capital for this type of intervention, and would need to draw on the experience, skills and financial commitment of private sector partners.

vi) Utilising voids, identifying quick wins
Where it is not possible (or viable) to acquire empty property, other treatments for vacant units are required. All town centres contain some voids spread throughout the high street in a random pattern. Where these empty units detract from wider businesses, incentives are needed to bring in short term uses such as pop up shops and restaurants, seasonal businesses, arts projects or community enterprises.

These types of interventions are familiar in several town centres, can provide a quick, short term solution to a problem and were a recommendation within the Portas Report. Such short term incentives generally require direct engagement by a town centre team, liaising with landlords/agents and often entailing negotiations to cover rent free periods or business rates relief.

7.1 A new approach to funding
The need to identify additional investment for town centre transformation has been highlighted throughout all of the interventions outlined above and GM needs to make a strong case for creating a new town centre investment fund to enable long term change. Sources may include variations on the Earn Back model developed through the GMIF; the “Single Fund” approach being developed by the Homes and Communities Agency; New Homes Bonus and prudential borrowings funded by long term business rate growth. 
In order to unlock investment, however, a completely new approach to funding will be required – predicated on the potential to drive employment, growth and tax take in town centres over the long term, rather than on short to medium term returns around which current funding is focused. A template of how this approach could operate will enable local authorities to support borrowing to fund “non-monetisable” investments (such as in the public realm) as an initial investment that will unlock wider investment schemes under which the GMCA may be able to invest Regional Growth Fund/Growing Places Funding or other funds in “monetisable” projects (such as commercial or housing developments). Such an approach must be based on a shared set of agreed criteria that can enable individual investment plans to be developed and also enable the GMCA to evaluate and prioritise investment in the short, medium and longer term.
The development of this new approach will also encourage local authorities to adopt a sequential investment strategy for their town centres, looking to the long-term restructuring of the town centre’s economy and allowing local authorities to demonstrate that by investing their own resources into a scheme they will unlock further public and potentially private investment into that town centre over future years. This approach would also require GMCA to offer support to Districts in putting together programmes of investment that can be delivered sequentially and which are coherent in terms of strategy and funding.
A co-ordinated approach across Greater Manchester will be important, enabling the creation of a recyclable funding framework that supports local investment (and local return) and also GM investment (and GM return).  Returns at a GM level will then be available to fund subsequent town centre projects across GM.  This should ensure that, subject to robust investment decisions being taken, GMCA investment can be recycled to support wider investment across town centres as part of a single programme. That recyclability will enable those Districts that, on the evidence uncovered to date, have little in the way of short term deliverability, to access from the fund in the future once they are in a position to progress their schemes.
In the first instance, we will need a clear, criteria based approach for evaluating new investment propositions within each town centre. This will enable the proposals to be properly assessed and priorities to be identified by the GMCA so Districts can utilise GM investment as part of their wider programme for transforming their town centres. This will be essential to enable individual authorities to identify deliverable, sequenced investment that can unlock growth over time. In addition it will enable the GMCA to come to a clear position with regard to initial priorities for investment where GM resources are key to unlocking that long term growth.
In terms of the criteria against which any GM investment will be judged, individual Districts will need to be able to demonstrate that:
1. their local authority has the capacity to support the propositions being developed, in terms of high level commitment at senior levels;

2. an agreed strategic plan for their town centre is in place, fulfilling the role described in Section 5.1 of this report;

3. work on town centre transformation is already underway, with development schemes and other interventions to support the town centre clearly identified;

4. they can define a discreet number of town centre propositions that are well developed and require new investment which would ordinarily fall beyond the scope of the current GMIF, and have been unable to attract funding from other sources;

5. their propositions are of a sufficient quality in terms of deliverability, with land assembly, planning permission, development partners and any other key elements in place;

6. their own contribution and direct financial support to the sequential investment strategy can be measured; 
7. they can define, and begin to measure, the benefits that investment will create, locally and at the GM scale - including indirect benefits from the creation of quality places as well as economic outputs like GVA and jobs;

8. they can identify some means through which returns on investment could be generated and captured and over what period of time (eg through business rates repayment, tax increment financing or prudential borrowing); and

9. any investment propositions, as well as other interventions led by the District, are well matched to address the issues and priorities set out in local and GM strategies.
Each District is asked to apply these criteria to their own town centre plans and schemes, bringing forward investment propositions for the GMCA to consider. Additional capacity, technical knowledge and investment expertise will be made available at the GM scale to support this work, so that early opportunities can be identified within a few months. Where appropriate, the GM LEP will be asked to utilise its resources to ensure that sufficient technical skills are available.
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8. GM CAPACITY AND SKILLS TO ENABLE DELIVERY
In addition to investment themes, there are a number of other areas where finding some capacity or skills at a GM scale would enable Districts to deliver town centre interventions or support measures more efficiently and more quickly. These interventions will not generate a financial return in the short term, but will strengthen the position of GM town centres against current consumer trends and competition from other areas – whether that is out of town development or town centres beyond GM. The priorities to emerge from the reviews are around marketing, working with landlords/agents, business rates, car parking and managing the night time and early evening economy. There is also a potential to exploit best practice and innovation within each town centre.
i) Marketing/visitor economy
Many town centre attractions are not at a sufficient scale to attract day-visitors individually and rely on visitors making trips to nearby attractions as well. As such, there is a logic for GM to look at how town centre attractions are marketed together, with some form of common framework that positions and promotes GM’s town centres as a whole or in groups.
However, most Districts have very limited (or no) dedicated budgets for bespoke town centre marketing exercises. Individual Districts therefore need to consider the marketing edge that they want to promote so that a GM framework can support those who want to take this forward.
ii) Working with landlords/agents/multiples

Many of the key organizations that town centres need to influcence, like multiple retailers and landlords, are national organisations with a London base. Closer working will require commercial expertise and stronger relationships with contacts within the industry. As such, representing GM’s eight town centres collectively in some discussions with larger/multiple organisations could ensure greater influence as well as create sufficient scale for commissioning skills or expertise in a more cost effective way. Some shared retail/commercial analysis on the capacity and gaps in GM, which looks across more than one town centre to understand retail futures/opportunities, would also be an important source of evidence for several town centre strategies.
iii) Business rates

There are pressures for reductions in business rates in all town centres. Since ratable values were last revised, the town centres have undergone a dramatic change in their economic fortunes – turnover and profits have dropped and rents as well as rates need to reflect the lower economic returns. 
GM as a whole needs to understand all of the benefits and costs related to rates reductions for town centre business, as well as the implications of under-taking this policy, so that we can develop a clearer proposition of what is most effective in terms of supporting town centres through the current restructuring stages. In the light of business rates localisation, and the link between rises in business rate and the Earnback model in the GM City Deal, the cumulative impact of Business Rate relief will be of critical interest to the GMCA. 

iv) Car parking

This is a common issue with different responses in different town centres. Reliable evidence on the impact and importance of free parking/reduced fees, and any measurable benefits to town centre businesses, needs to be collected by Districts and shared. This will enable individual Districts to make more informed decisions locally.
v) Managing the night time and early evening economy
Physical developments such as new multiplex cinemas, hotel or restaurant schemes (as outlined in Section 6) will help broade the appeal of town centres for leisure and hospitality visitors, particularly families who are under-represented in many town centres after 5pm. However, this needs to be set within the context of a well managed, clean and safe environment which maximize the attraction of the wider town centre offer – including the theatres, arts venues, galleries and late night shopping that many of our town centres can offer.

As such, there is an opportunity for individual town centres to work together so that they can engage with GM Police on more strategic issues, to create a more structured framework to managing the eight centres in an evening – applying best practice from each District and ensuring consistent application of Police and local authoritity powers like licensing.
vi) Exploiting best practice
The reviews of individual town centres have helped to highlight the extent to which Districts are seeking to strengthen the position of their town centre with several examples of innovation that deserve wider application. It suggests that experience and practice have moved on since the publication of the BLC study in 2010, although this is not comprehensive and does . 

Best in class examples now need to be understood and shared more widely, so that hard won experience of what works on the ground can be exploited and applied in other town centres. As a starting point, it is possible to identify examples of innovation in: business engagement and leadership; town centre services, high street business support, place marketing, strategic public sector investment, de-risking private sector led schemes, and leveraging Council assets to support town centre investment as well as other potential areas.
9. MEASURING THE BENEFITS FOR GREATER MANCHESTER

The outputs of town centre investment will bring both local benefits which impact on individual town centres and their surrounding area, as well as GM wide benefits - which should deliver GVA and other benefits to the conurbation as a whole.  These outputs will need to be identified and a framework similar to the Single Assessment Framework for the GMIF developed to support future local and GM investment decisions.

The type of outputs will differ depending on the scheme receiving investment and the characteristics of individual town centres. As revealed by this project, some authorities’ strategic priorities for their town centres focus on developing housing or offices; others concentrate on areas such as flexible workspaces, education, leisure and/or retail.  As such, the assessment framework will need to be able to identify local and GM benefits from the different forms of investment to enable schemes to be prioritised in the future. Overall, though, the aim in providing public sector investment at the GM scale should be to facilitate and attract further private sector growth, enabling the town centres to re-structure so that they become more viable areas with the capacity to generate GVA, attract jobs and encourage a larger proportion of skilled workers to live in GM by creating attractive, quality places. In developing criteria for investment, such long-term performance measures will enable GM to take that more tailored approach which supports town centre schemes that are not immediately commercially viable and generate returns over the longer term.  
10. RECOMMENDATIONS AND NEXT STEPS
The following recommendations are designed to suggest how the strategic priorities identified above could take effect. They would form the basis of a delivery plan for the next phases of the town centre work.
Responding to the town centre reviews: individual Districts
1. Individual Districts are asked to consider the strategies and plans for their town centres, in light of the recommendations in the town centre review and the proposals set out in this report.

2. Based on this and the work of the town centre project to date, Districts seeking funding or similar interventions through the GMCA will provide a full response to the town centre review and the conclusions of the project. 
Boosting investment through the GMIF
3. As part of their investment programmes and wider town centre plans, individual Districts will bring forward investment proposals for office/commercial, housing and leisure or night time developments (in light of issues set out in section 6).
4. The GM Core Investment Team, working with New Economy and each District, will assess these proposals in the round, assessing the wider benefits to GM as part of the current GMIF process and helping to inform the development of the GMIF.
New investment approach and interventions
5. The Chief Executives Investment Group will develop a template for a new investment approach and how this can be funded, based on the criteria in this report (Section 7.1). Once a robust approach has been agreed, this would be made available to Districts, together with a package of support and expertise to enable individual authorities to develop deliverable, sequenced investment plans, based upon the specific needs and strategic priorities of their area.

6. New Economy and the Core Investment Team will develop a framework to assess the benefits resulting from new forms of town centre investment and interventions.  This will cover both local benefits and GM wide benefits.  These outputs will need to be identified and a framework similar to the Single Assessment Framework (SAF) developed to support future local and GM investment decisions.

GM Capacity and skills 

7. Through the TMEDL group, and with support and additional capacity from the GMCA/LEP, GM Districts will work together to plan, design and deliver:

a) a GM town centre marketing framework, positioning all eight principal town centres and covering both the retail and visitor economy – with input from Marketing Manchester and other key partners.
b) a collective response to the changing occupier demands of retailers, pro-actively working with the top 20 multiple retailers to maximise their presence and ensure that their needs are met within town centres; supported by a panel of retail/commercial experts that can be drawn on by individual town centres and used to undertake specific pieces of work like gap analysis or capacity studies.
c) an analysis of business rates in town centres, the issues involved and the likely impacts of any reductions in town centre business rates for GM as a whole. This will lead to the development of a GM proposition on business rates, focused on supporting town centres through the current phase of restructuring, whilst supporting the ambition of the Earnback model in the City Deal.

d) shared information on the correlation between car parking fees and spend in town centres, enabling each town centre to make an informed decision
e) a more structured approach for managing the evening economy, in partnership with GM Police, that sets the highest standards for all centres; and 

f) a toolkit of best practice and innovation that enables experience of what works to be applied across more town centres

8. Dedicated project management time will be identified as well as specific leads for each of the areas of work outlined here.

Governance
9. The GMCA, working with the LEP, will continue to be the main decision making body for funding and policy development at the GM scale, with the details of further proposals developed through the Chief Executives Investment Group.

10. The existing town centre steering group, bringing together three lead Chief Executives from GM with senior business leaders from the BLC and LEP, will continue to advise and inform the development of further work.
11. TMEDL, through its town centre working group, will be charged with driving the work forward, ensuring that economic development leads from across all ten Districts play a full role in the work.

12. GM level resource to support local authorities in developing their own investment strategies, including support from the LEP to meet the costs of commissioning private sector expertise, will be identified and made available as part of the new approach being developed.
13. At a strategic level, planning policy will be more closely aligned so that issues such as the sequential test and ‘town centre first’ approach are consistently applied within individual Districts, in the confidence that they will be supported by neighbouring areas.
Key Points:


The GMIF process needs to continue to be rigorous, but also to be more specifically designed to enable fuller consideration of these forms of office/commercial, housing and leisure schemes, within the context of the specifics of the town centre.


The challenge facing Districts is being able to prove the demand side credentials (pre-requisite to securing construction finance) for such schemes and using their own resources, covenants or similar forms of support to de-risk and increase investor confidence.


The challenge facing the GMCA is to understand the barriers facing each specific scheme in more detail, assessing its role in the wider town centre programme contribution to transformational change, as part of a strategic town centre plan.


The onus will be on partnership and risk sharing between the developer and public sector, often with land, buildings or similar contribution being provided by the district.


Individual Districts need to bring forward specific schemes on housing, office/commercial and leisure for appraisal through the GMIF, demonstrating the wider transformational role they play in delivering a town centre’s vision so that appraisals consider the scheme in the round.





Key Points 


A new investment approach is required to identify and enable funding to be established to support new forms of interventions at a more significant scale.  It will require GM to create a dedicated investment fund that can look beyond short term returns to drive employment, growth and increased tax take in town centres over the long-term.


Part of the comprehensive investment framework for GM, this new approach will be based on clear criteria for evaluating propositions as part of a wider sequential programme for transforming a particular town centre.


The programme will be designed to stimulate additional public and private sector investment, lead to new jobs or GVA over time and create wider benefits for GM through the creation of a revolving fund, based upon recycling of local and GM resources.


Districts will need to bring forward propositions in light of the criteria set out; sharing risks, providing direct support in terms of their own investment and bringing the required partners together.


Additional GM investment capacity will be created to support individual districts in this work in districts, utilising the support of the GM LEP, Core Investment Team and other resources.





Key Points:


Collaboration on issues like town centre marketing, work with landlords/agents, business rates, car parking and the evening economy will bring economies of scale to the work of individual districts.


GM wide capacity will be deployed to create an agreed framework for individual districts to take forward their own activities in these areas.


Cases of best practice and innovation identified from the individual town centre reviews will be highlighted and shared to encourage a speedier uptake across GM
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