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THE VALE OF GLAMORGAN COUNCIL

GOVERNANCE AND AUDIT COMMITTEE: 13™ DECEMBER, 2021

REFERENCE FROM ENVIRONMENT AND REGENERATION SCRUTINY
COMMITTEE: 16™ NOVEMBER, 2021

“652 AUDITOR GENERAL FOR WALES: REVIEW OF TOWN CENTRE
REGENERATION IN WALES (MD) —

The purpose of the report, presented by Head of Regeneration and Planning, was to
advise Members of the findings of the Auditor General for Wales' review of town
centre regeneration in Wales and the Council's response to its findings:

The Auditor General Wales' review of Town Centre Regeneration in Wales
was undertaken between October 2020 and May 2021 with the findings
published in September 2021;

The review had considered how town centres have evolved over the years,

town centres of today and the challenge of regenerating town centres in the

future, and concluded that:

o Past national policy choices, changing consumer expectations and
technological advances were now adversely affecting many Welsh town
centres;

o Businesses had been well supported during the pandemic, but some local
authorities lacked the skills, capacity and resources to help create
sustainable town centres despite significant Welsh Government funding.

Town centres continued to play an important role at the heart of Welsh life,

but local and national government needed to drive an ambitious regeneration

agenda to help create sustainable places;

The report made six recommendations to local government and the Welsh

Government:

o Welsh Government to review Non-domestic Rates to ensure the system
better reflected town-centre conditions when the payments holiday ended
in March 2022.

o Welsh Government to work with local authorities to review transport
challenges facing town centres and agree how best to address these.

o Welsh Government to consolidate funding to reduce bureaucracy by
streamlining processes and grant conditions and keeping requests for
information and supporting materials to a minimum; move away from
annual bidding cycles to multi-year allocations; and rebalance investment
from capital to revenue to help local authorities address staff capacity and
skills shortages.

o Local authorities to take appropriate action, using existing powers and
resources available to achieve the best possible outcome with regard to
vacant and derelict buildings in town centres by: using alternative
methods of enforcement before using Compulsory Purchase Orders as a
last resort; integrating enforcement strategies with wider departmental
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strategies across housing, environmental health, planning and
regeneration teams to make effective use of existing skills and resources;
and ensuring there is capacity and the right expertise to use the full range
of powers, working in collaboration with other Councils to achieve good
outcomes.

o Welsh Government to set out how it plans to deliver its "Town Centres
First' approach in practice, its expectations of partners and the practical
steps it will take to make this ambition a reality.

o Local authorities to use Audit Wales' regeneration tool to self-assess their
current approaches to identify where they need to improve their work on
town-centre regeneration.

On recommendation 3, WG had realised the need to help Councils by

improving and simplifying their funding streams as well as shifting their focus

by moving away from targeting specific town centres to focusing on all town
centres in Wales, which would benefit all town centres within the Vale that
historically had less funding than Barry;

The Council had produced a response / strategy as a result of this report and

was included in appendix B;

In response to recommendation 2 (concerning parking and transport for town

centres), the Council were retaining free carparking for up to 2 hours in all the

Council’'s Town Centre car parks. Charging for longer periods of parking in

town centres within the Vale appeared to have created greater ‘churn’

resulting in greater accessibility for drivers. The Council were also working
with WG in order to improve transport and other infrastructure within town
centres. Funding and grants were also now being spread throughout all town
centres within the Vale, due to greater WG flexibility on how such funding
could be distributed;

Regarding the recommendation on enforcement on empty buildings in town

centres in order to put them back into use, work was being undertaken by

Planning and Regeneration Officers in order to achieve this, with significant

success already having been achieved through the use of loans or working

with owners to secure changes to the buildings’ use;

Overall, town centres within the Vale were doing better than many other town

centres elsewhere in Wales in terms of vacancy rates, despite the pandemic.

However, those town centres within Vale that may be, relatively speaking,

experiencing some difficulties in this area, such as Barry (Holton Road) and

Cowbridge would be assisted, for example, by obtaining loans and other

funding via WG.

Following the Officer’s presentation, the subsequent questions and comments were
raised by the Committee:

Councillor John commented that despite high occupancy rates many town
centres within the Vale were still struggling (despite the work undertaken by
local businesses to attract customers) due to out-of-town shopping centres
and the disappearance of big stores from the towns. Climate change would
require a greater push to buy and to shop locally and consumers and
businesses needed to be attracted back into the town centres. The Head of
Regeneration and Planning agreed, stating that the report had also made
similar conclusions about the impact of out-of-town retailing on town centres,
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exacerbated by the growth in online shopping. However, the days of the large
national retailers in town centres appeared to be coming to an end, with WG
recommending a more flexible approach in the use of buildings in town
centres and the greater use of these locations for public sector bodies, such
as locating further education colleges and health centres there (‘mixed use
hubs’), which could attract people back to town centres, such as at the Barry
Gateway Scheme.

. Councillor Robertson endorsed the report’s emphasis on flexibility and
adaptability for developing town centres, change of use and transport but
contrasted this with the sometimes more rigid approach that the Council took
around planning applications. He also cited the issues of the closure of bank
branches and post offices in local towns and centres. He felt that the fact that
Barry did not have a Business Improvement District (BID)was unfortunate.
The Chair and the Head of Regeneration and Planning replied that Barry
Council and local businesses had previously turned down the opportunity of
creating a BID for Barry, and the Chair agreed about the closure of banks,
suggesting that a ‘multi-bank’ model could be used and housed within town
centres. The Head of Regeneration and Planning added that the Council had
adopted greater changes and flexibility of use for buildings in town centres
over the last two years, with the review of the Local Development Plan taking
this further by reviewing the policies protecting the use of town centre
properties for purely retail purposes. The Council would be seeking to
facilitate an integrated transport policy within the Vale, such as developing an
integrated transport hub in Barry. Such changes took time as various bodies
and business needed to be involved as well as WG. WG were also looking at
town centre business rates which could help to improve the situation as well.
In terms of banks, the report did not go into any depth about this, but post
offices did offer basic banking services, but this was dependant on them still
being open within local town centres too. On Business Improvement
Districts, there was a challenge in getting local businesses and other interest
groups unanimity in applying for this, which had been seen in Barry, where
different locations / centres (Holton Road, High Street) had divergent views.

. On the above point, Councillor Wiliam suggested a united Chamber of
Commerce for Barry may help with the issues mentioned above.

Furthermore, he would welcome high quality flats above boutique shops in the
town centres of Barry, rather than run-down bedsits and emphasised the need
to address issues of anti-social behaviour which impacted the footfall on areas
such as Holton Road as well as public perceptions of accessibility to shops
within these areas. There was also a need for an arm’s length marketing
authority for Barry. The Head of Regeneration and Planning explained that
the issues raised by the Councillor were being addressed, i.e., funding of
£500,000 had been secured for new CCTV cameras in Holton Road in
conjunction with South Wales Police to make the location safer. Also, a
comprehensive events programme and marketing strategy had been
undertaken by the Vale of Glamorgan Council in tandem with Barry Town
Council for Christmas in order to encourage greater public attendance at
Barry centre.

o Councillor Bailey stressed the need to break down the barriers between
different town centres such as was seen with Holton Road and High Street
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and the need to encourage more small, independent, ‘boutique’ types of
shops and quality flats on Holton Road.

. Councillor Morgan outlined the challenges faced by the Councils in trying to
engage with local people around developing town centres and queried how
consultations could be improved in order to improve engagement.

. In response to the issues raised by Councillors Bailey and Morgan, the Head
of Regeneration and Planning explained that a ‘Place Board’ had been set up
in Barry involving various interested parties such as traders from Holton Street
and High Street, which was semi-independent from the Council and had
helped to steer funding into areas such as signage and lighting for better way
finding for the town centres. Relationships between the Council and traders
on Holton Road and High Street had also improved, with barriers having been
broken down.

. On the Chair’s query on improving women’s safety in town centres,
particularly in connection with the night-time economy, the Head of
Regeneration and Planning explained that the Vale’s Community Safety Team
had been working on schemes with South Wales Police and others in order to
improve public safety such as securing funding for CCTV and an update on
this could be brought to the Committee at a later date. Councillor Robertson
added that as well as CCTV, more police foot patrols were needed in the town
centres which would also increase public safety.

RECOMMENDED -

(1)  THAT the key findings arising from Audit Wales' review of Town Centre
Regeneration (Appendix A) and the Council's response to the review and Audit
Wales' recommendations (Appendix B) be endorsed.

(2)  THAT this report be referred to the Governance and Audit Committee and
thereon to Cabinet for endorsement of the proposed actions to address the
proposals for improvement.

Reasons for recommendations

(1) Having regard to the contents of the report and discussions at the meeting.
(2)  To ensure the Council responds appropriately to local and national reviews

and implements areas of improvement as identified by Audit Wales.”

Attached as Appendix — Report to Environment and Regeneration Scrutiny
Committee: 16" November, 2021
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Appendix

Meeting of:

Environment and Regeneration Scrutiny Committee

Date of Meeting:

Tuesday, 16 November 2021

Relevant Scrutiny
Committee:

Environment and Regeneration

Report Title:

Auditor General for Wales: Review of Town Centre Regeneration in Wales

Purpose of Report:

To advise Members of the findings of the Auditor General for Wales' review
of town centre regeneration in Wales and the Council's response to its
findings.

Report Owner:

Rob Thomas, Managing Director

Responsible Officer:

Rob Thomas, Managing Director

Elected Member and
Officer Consultation:

Regulatory reports apply to the whole authority. Progress in relation to areas
for improvement arising from the Annual Regulatory Plan (including both
local and national reviews) is reported to relevant Scrutiny Committees,
Governance & Audit Committee and to Cabinet for final oversight. The Insight
Board's Tracker monitors progress on all regulatory
recommendations/proposals for improvement on a monthly basis and
reports to the Senior Leadership Team.

Policy Framework:

This is a matter for Executive decision by Cabinet.

Executive Summary:

e The Auditor General Wales' review of Town Centre Regeneration in Wales was undertaken
between October 2020 and May 2021 with the findings published in September 2021. The
appended national report (Appendix A) concludes that, 'town centres are at the heart of Welsh
life and can be vibrant and sustainable places but addressing the many challenges they face
requires brave decisions and ambitious leadership.

e The review has considered how town centres have evolved over the years, town centres of today
and the challenge of regenerating town centres in the future, and concludes that:

e Past national policy choices, changing consumer expectations and technological advances are
now adversely affecting many Welsh town centres.

e Businesses have been well supported during the pandemic, but some local authorities can lack
the skills, capacity and resources to help create sustainable town centres despite significant
Welsh Government funding.
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R1:

R2:

R3:

R4:

R5:

R6:

Town centres can continue to play an important role at the heart of Welsh life, but local and
national government need to drive an ambitious regeneration agenda to help create sustainable
places.

The report makes six recommendations to local government and the Welsh Government:

Welsh Government to review Non-domestic Rates to ensure the system better reflects town-
centre conditions when the payments holiday ends in March 2022.

Welsh Government to work with local authorities to review transport challenges facing town
centres and agree how best to address these.

Welsh Government to consolidate funding to reduce bureaucracy by streamlining processes and
grant conditions and keeping requests for information and supporting materials to a minimum;
move away from annual bidding cycles to multi-year allocations; and rebalance investment from
capital to revenue to help local authorities address staff capacity and skills shortages.

Local authorities to take appropriate action, using existing powers and resources available to
achieve the best possible outcome for town centres by: using alternative methods of
enforcement before using Compulsory Purchase Orders as a last resort; integrating enforcement
strategies with wider departmental strategies across housing, environmental health, planning
and regeneration teams to make effective use of existing skills and resources; and ensuring there
is capacity and the right expertise to use the full range of powers, working in collaboration with
other councils to achieve good outcomes.

Welsh Government to set out how it plans to deliver its 'Town Centres First' approach in practice,
its expectations of partners and the practical steps it will take to make this ambition a reality.

Local authorities to use Audit Wales' regeneration tool to self-assess their current approaches to
identify where they need to improve their work on town-centre regeneration.

In response to the report findings, the Managing Director and Head of Regeneration and Planning
have developed an action plan which will now be progressed by the Council.

Scrutiny Committee members are being asked to consider the findings of the report (Appendix A)
including the Council's response (in the form of the action plan - Appendix B) with any
recommendations /comments being referred to Governance and Audit Committee (13th
December 2021) and thereafter, onto Cabinet (20th December 2021) for their consideration and
endorsement of the proposed actions to address the review's recommendations.




1.

2.

Recommendations

That the Scrutiny Committee (Environment & Regeneration) consider the key
findings arising from Audit Wales' review of Town Centre Regeneration (Appendix
A) and the Council's response to the review and Audit Wales' recommendations
(Appendix B).

That, subject to recommendation one, this report be referred to Governance and
Audit Committee and thereon to Cabinet for endorsement of the proposed actions
to address the proposals for improvement.

Reasons for Recommendations

To provide for scrutiny and review of the findings of the Audit Wales review of Town
Centre Regeneration and the Council's response.

To ensure the Council responds appropriately to local and national reviews and
implements areas of improvement as identified by Audit Wales.

1.
11

1.2

2.
2.1

2.2

Background

As well as local work at each council, each year Audit Wales carry out studies
across the local government sector to make recommendations for improving
value for money.

As part of this work, the Auditor General for Wales undertook a review of Town
Centre Regeneration in Wales between October 2020 and May 2021 and
published his findings in September 2021. The report sets out the review's main
findings, specifically, how local authorities are managing and regenerating their
town centres and the challenges they face.

Key Issues for Consideration

Appendix A contains the Auditor General Wales' findings of the national review
of Town Centre Regeneration. The review concludes overall that, 'town centres
are at the heart of Welsh life and can be vibrant and sustainable places but
addressing the many challenges they face requires brave decisions and ambitious
leadership."'
The review has considered how town centres have evolved over the years, town
centres today and the challenge of regenerating town centres in the future, and
concludes that:
Past national policy choices, changing consumer expectations and technological
advances are now adversely affecting many Welsh town centres.

Businesses have been well supported during the pandemic, but some local
authorities can lack the skills, capacity and resources to help create sustainable town
centres despite significant Welsh Government funding.



Town centres can continue to play an important role at the heart of Welsh life, but
local and national government need to drive an ambitious regeneration agenda to
help create sustainable places.

The report makes six recommendations to local government and the Welsh Government:

R1:

R2:

R3:

R4:

R5:

R6:

2.3

Welsh Government to review Non-domestic Rates to ensure the system better
reflects town-centre conditions when the payments holiday ends in March 2022.

Welsh Government to work with local authorities to review transport challenges
facing town centres and agree how best to address these.

Welsh Government to consolidate funding to reduce bureaucracy by streamlining
processes and grant conditions and keeping requests for information and supporting
materials to a minimum; move away from annual bidding cycles to multi-year
allocations; and rebalance investment from capital to revenue to help local
authorities address staff capacity and skills shortages.

Local authorities to take appropriate action, using existing powers and resources
available to achieve the best possible outcome for town centres by: using alternative
methods of enforcement before using Compulsory Purchase Orders as a last resort;
integrating enforcement strategies with wider departmental strategies across
housing, environmental health, planning and regeneration teams to make more
effective use of existing skills and resources; and ensuring there is capacity and the
right expertise to use the full range of powers, working in collaboration with other
councils to achieve good outcomes.

Welsh Government to set out how it plans to deliver its 'Town Centres First'
approach in practice, its expectations of partners and the practical steps it will take
to make this ambition a reality.

Local authorities to use Audit Wales' regeneration tool to self-assess their current
approaches to identify where they need to improve their work on town-centre
regeneration.

In response to the report findings, the Managing Director and Head of Regeneration
and Planning have developed an action plan which will now be progressed by the
Council.

In line with the Council's performance monitoring arrangements, the Council's
response to regulatory recommendations/ proposals for improvement will be
incorporated within the Insight Board's Tracker, which monitors progress monthly.
Members of this Committee will continue to be informed of progress against all
regulatory improvement areas via the Council's performance monitoring
arrangements which will be supplemented with the annual review of regulatory
progress, which will be reported to Scrutiny Committees prior to reporting to the
Governance and Audit Committee and Cabinet for final oversight.

It is recommended that the Scrutiny Committee considers the findings of the
review of Town Centre Regeneration in Wales (Appendix A) including the
Council's response (in the form of the action plan- Appendix B) with any
recommendations/comments being referred to the Governance and Audit
Committee and thereafter onto Cabinet for their consideration and endorsement
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of the proposed actions to address the review's recommendations. Colleagues
from Audit wales (who undertook this review) will be in attendance at
Committee to respond to Members' questions.

3. How do proposals evidence the Five Ways of Working and contribute

to our Well-being Objectives?

3.1 Performance Management is an intrinsic part of corporate governance and
integrated business planning which underpins the delivery of the Council's
Corporate Plan and its Well-being Outcomes. Our Corporate Plan has been
structured around the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015,
through the development of four Well-being Outcomes and eight Well-being
Objectives. By aligning our Well-being Outcomes in the Corporate Plan with the
Well-being Goals of the Act, this will enable us to better evidence our
contribution to the Goals.

3.2 External Regulation is an important vehicle for driving continuous improvement
across our services. Progressing the improvement areas identified by our
regulators not only enables us to demonstrate our commitment to continuous
service improvement, but also contributes to further strengthening our impact
on the national well-being goals through the achievement of our well-being
objectives.

3.3 The areas of improvement identified by our external regulator and the associated
action plan produced by officers has been developed with the five ways of
working mind. The focus of these is on developing innovative ways of working
that better integrate services, whilst enabling us to work more collaboratively
with our partners and citizens to involve them in improving service delivery.
These improvement actions also focus on preventative actions that will enable us
to sustain and future proof our services into the longer term.

4. Resources and Legal Considerations

Financial

4.1 The report contains recommendations which require the council to assess its
current approaches to town centre regeneration and take appropriate action to
ensure these are achieving the best possible outcomes for town centres. Whilst
there are no budgetary implications arising directly from this report, the
Council's response to the recommendations will have financial/ resource
implications and the action plan sets out how we will respond to these.

4.2 Failure to respond appropriately to the improvement areas as outlined in the
Audit Wales report could have a negative impact on any future external
regulatory assessments of the Council which could in turn put funding
opportunities at risk. This may in turn impact adversely on achievement of our
Well-being Objectives.



Employment

4.3

4.4

The report contains recommendations relating to workforce planning, skills
development and capacity building to support effective transformational change
in our town centres. The action plan sets out how the Council will respond to
these issues.

There are also a number of issues contained within the report that if not
effectively managed have the potential to impact on our staff establishment and
performance overall. Failure to respond appropriately to the report
recommendations may in turn impact adversely on delivering the best possible
outcomes for our town centres and achievement of our Well-being Objectives.

Legal (Including Equalities)

4.5

4.6

4.7

The Local Government & Elections (Wales) Act 2021 requires that the Council
keep its performance under review and consult and report on its performance in
order to secure continuous improvement and meet its performance
requirements.

The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 requires the Council to
set and publish annual Well-being Objectives that maximise its contribution to
achieving the Well-being goals for Wales and report its progress in meeting
these.

The Auditor General for Wales is statutorily required under the Well-being of
Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, to examine public bodies to assess the
extent to which they have acted in accordance with the sustainable development
principle when setting their well-being objectives and taking steps to meet them.

5. Background Papers

None
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This report has been prepared for presentation to the Senedd
under section 145A of the Government of Wales Act 1998 and
sections 41 and 42 of the Public Audit Wales Act 2004.

Audit Wales is the non-statutory collective name for the Auditor General for
Wales and the Wales Audit Office, which are separate legal entities with
their own legal functions. Audit Wales is not a legal entity. Consequently,

in this Report, we make specific reference to the Auditor General or Wales
Audit Office in sections where legal precision is needed.

If you require this publication in an alternative format and/or language, or
have any questions about its content, please contact us using the details
below. We welcome correspondence in Welsh and English and we will
respond in the language you have used. Corresponding in Welsh will not
lead to a delay.

Audit Wales

24 Cathedral Road
Cardiff

CF119LJ

Telephone 02920 320 500
Email info@audit.wales
Website www.audit.wales
Twitter @WalesAudit

Mae’r ddogfen hon hefyd ar gael yn Gymraeg

Regenerating Town Centres in Wales
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Wales is a country of small interdependent towns

1 Wales is a nation of small towns. Towns are where people live, work and
play. Town centres are historic and cultural centres. They have communal
spaces, public art, and spaces to congregate. Town centres are where we
see our most distinctive buildings and public realm. Just over 2.5 million
people in Wales live in towns and cities' and towns remain at the heart
of Welsh life and are places that people value and love. Using the Wales
Institute of Social and Economic Research and Data (WISERD) and the
Institute of Welsh Affairs Understanding Welsh Places research, there
are 192 places in Wales that have 2,000 or more inhabitants that can be
classed as a town or large village; places that people class as their ‘local’
town — Exhibit 1.

1 citypopulation.de/en/uk/wales/ — settlements with a population of over 2,000 are included
in this analysis. We have used the Understanding Welsh Places data as it enables the
interdependency of towns to be better understood and demonstrated.


http://www.understandingwelshplaces.wales/en/
http://www.citypopulation.de/en/uk/wales/
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Exhibit 1: the 192 places in Wales with 2,000 or more residents

Wales is a country of small interdependent towns, villages and communities.

Source: Wales Institute of Social and Economic Research and
Data/Institute of Welsh Affairs, Understanding Welsh Places, December 2020 release
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2 What a town has, and what it provides, reflects many different things;
its geography and location, the relative affluence of the population, its
infrastructure, amenities and accessibility. Towns will therefore have issues
in common. But they will also have very different circumstances. No two
places are the same and require different solutions to the challenges they
face. The relationship between towns therefore varies. Some are more
independent and less reliant on neighbouring towns because they have a
good and wide range of services and jobs. Others are more dependent,
because anchor institutions have disappeared over time, employment
has moved away, and few essential services remain. In these dependent
places, people are often reliant on accessing neighbouring towns for work,
to buy goods, meet friends and use leisure and recreation services.

Exhibit 2 provides an illustration of the interdependency of places within a
local authority using Rhondda Cynon Taf as an example.

1. Aberdare 12. Pontypridd
2. Hirwaun 13. Porth /

3. Abercynon Hendreforgan
4. Brynna 14. Rhondda
5. Beddau 15. Taff's Well
6. Church Village  16. Tonypandy
7. Ferndale 17.Tonyrefall
8. Glyncoch 18. Treherbert
9. Llanharry / 19. Treorchy
Pontyclun 20. Tylorstown /
10. Llantristant Penrhys

11. Mountain Ash  21. Ynysybwl
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<] Key Messages

3 This report sets out the main findings from the Auditor General’s review of
how local authorities are managing and regenerating their town centres.
The evidence base for our review is set out in Appendix 1. We have
concluded that town centres are at the heart of Welsh life and can be
vibrant and sustainable places, but addressing the many challenges
they face requires brave decisions and ambitious leadership.

4 In the last 75 years, nowhere has seen as much change as the high
street. Traditionally, the location of all major activities, the high street has
undergone rapid revolution and has been significantly impacted by societal
and technological change.

5 Many of the challenges facing today’s high street are rooted in planning
policy decisions of the Post World War |l period. With the introduction
of a new land use regime, local authorities were empowered to address
war damaged urban areas. Between 1950 and 1980, local authorities
prioritised regeneration of town centres creating new and greater retail
space.

6 However, since then, the growth in out-of-town retail, the progressive loss
of ‘essential services’ from town centres — banks, post offices and public
services — and the growth in online shopping have contributed to a steady
decline in many town centres. And the pandemic has added to these
problems.

7 Overall, Welsh and local government have responded well to support
town-centre businesses during COVID-19. The Welsh Government
has also directly invested or levered in almost £900 million in the last
seven years to help regenerate town centres. Despite this funding, town
centres often struggle. Local authorities are the key public bodies to help
regenerate town centres, but they often lack capacity and skills to deliver
the sustainable regeneration needed. Powers that can help stimulate
town-centre regeneration are not utilised effectively nor consistently.
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Town centre regeneration remains a national priority, but the Welsh
Government’s ‘town-centre-first’ policy is not yet fully embedded. This
raises some questions about the strategies that are needed today to help
create sustainable town centres. Often the starting point for discussions
has been for government — national and local — to define the policies and
instruments they propose to use to address the problems facing town
centres. This has been the approach taken in Wales, but it has mostly
fallen short of addressing the many problems in our town centres.

The challenges facing Wales following COVID-19 are unerringly similar to
the regeneration of 1945 post-war Britain. National and local government
need to deliver integrated solutions and make brave decisions going
forward, providing honest, strong and dynamic leadership. Local
authorities are well-placed to prioritise and lead on place planning,

but need to be clear on the purpose of their town centres and involve
public sector partners, the third sector, town and community councils,
communities and businesses in decisions. Valuing and using information
to fully understand problems and identify the best solutions have to be
improved. Local authorities will also have to become increasingly more
interventionist to address the challenges facing town centres.
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<] Key Facts

Between 2012 and ﬁ ﬁ ﬁ

2020, bank and
building society
branches reduced by
28.8% falling from 695
to 495. ATMs have fallen
by 18% in the last three
years, down from 3,189

machines to 2,616. Post offices have marginally
fallen by 3.9% in the last
decade and there are ®
currently 925 branches
across Wales.

There are 192 places in Wales with
over 2,000 residents.

Since January 2020, 64 ®
retail companies have
failed, resulting in 6,882 ®
stores closing and affecting
133,600 employees in Great
Britain.
In the last 12 months, online sales increased
by 10% in the UK, and their value by 30%,

A an increase of £23 billion.

TO LET

Since 2014, the Welsh },\}/\}/\},\

Government has invested and
levered in just under £900

million to help regenerate town )
centres One in every seven shops on

high streets in Wales is empty.




page 10

Regenerating Town Centres in Wales

Recommendations

10  Our recommendations are set out below. We expect each local authority
to consider the findings of this review and our recommendations, and that
its audit committee receives this report and monitors its response to our
recommendations in a timely way.

Exhibit 3: recommendations

Recommendations

R1

R2

R3

Non-domestic rates have not been reviewed in recent
years, and the levels charged do not reflect the current
rents being achieved in many town centres.

We recommend that the Welsh Government review Non-
domestic Rates to ensure the system better reflects town-
centre conditions when the payments holiday ends in
March 2022.

Many town-centre businesses are impacted adversely by
charging for car parking, access to public transport and
poor transport infrastructure. We recommend that the
Welsh Government work with local authorities to review
transport challenges facing town centres and agree how
best to address these.

The Welsh Government has directly provided and levered
in just under £900 million through 13 funding schemes to
help regenerate town centres. However, some aspects

of the Welsh Government’s management of the funding
are considered problematic. To ensure local authorities
are able to maximise the impact of funding and tackle the
more difficult and longstanding problems that would help
transform their town centres, we recommend that the
Welsh Government:

+ consolidate funding to reduce bureaucracy by
streamlining processes and grant conditions and
keeping requests for information and supporting
materials to a minimum;
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Recommendations

R4

RS

* move away from annual bidding cycles to multi-year
allocations; and

* rebalance investment from capital to revenue to
help local authorities address staff capacity and
skills shortages.

The Welsh Government has provided all 22 local
authorities with training on how best to use existing
enforcement, financial assistance and debt recovery
powers, but they are not being consistently nor effectively
utilised to support regeneration. We recommend that
local authorities take appropriate action, using these
existing powers and resources available to achieve the
best possible outcome for town centres by:
* using alternative methods of enforcement before
using Compulsory Purchase Orders as a last resort;

* integrating enforcement strategies with wider
departmental strategies across housing,
environmental health, planning and regeneration
teams to make more effective use of existing skills
and resources; and

* ensuring there is capacity and the right expertise
to use the full range of powers, working in
collaboration with other councils to achieve good
outcomes.

The Welsh Government’s ‘Town Centres First’ approach
looks to put the health of town centres at the heart of
the decisions taken by the Welsh Government, local
authorities, the wider public sector, businesses and
communities. This requires a high degree of integration
between cross-cutting policy frameworks and decision
making to promote town centres above much else.

We recommend that the Welsh Government set out
how it plans to deliver this in practice, its expectations of
partners and the practical steps it will take to make this
ambition a reality.

Regenerating Town Centres in Wales
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Recommendations

R6 Town centres are changing, and local authorities need
to be receptive to these changes and plan to manage
these shifts. We recommend that local authorities use our
regeneration tool to self-assess their current approaches
to identify where they need to improve their work on
town-centre regeneration (the tool is here).


https://app.powerbi.com/view?r=eyJrIjoiZjJjY2RkMWQtOTBhOS00NjRkLWFhNzQtYTc5YTIyZTU5ZGJkIiwidCI6ImRmZDY5MmYwLTE2YmYtNDQ0OS04OGUzLWU3NzM1ZGZjY2ZlOCIsImMiOjh9

Past: How town
centres have evolved
over the years
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Past policy choices, changing consumer expectations
and technological advances are now adversely
affecting many Welsh town centres

Many of the challenges facing today’s high street are rooted in
planning policy decisions of the Post World War Il period

1.1 How our town centres look today is rooted in decisions taken in the
aftermath of World War Il. Prior to the 1940s, town centres had a mix
of social and economic functions — residential, commercial and non-
commercial usage, social clubs and churches. Town centres were often
vibrant places with people mixing and socialising throughout the day,
evening and night. By 1945, however, many towns and cities in Great
Britain were damaged and in poor condition as a result of the bombing
campaigns of World War 1.

1.2 In response, parliament introduced the Town and Country Planning
Act 19472 . This Act enabled local authorities to forcibly acquire bomb-
damaged areas for redevelopment on payment of compensation to
owners. The Act required planning authorities to undertake a survey and
devise a land development plan to include industrial sites, residential
areas, public services and transport. Over time, this has developed into
the comprehensive public planning system we know today.

1.3 Importantly, the new powers enabled local authorities to regenerate
and repurpose their town centres. From the 1950s onwards, many local
authorities embarked on ambitious development programmes using
compulsory purchase powers® to acquire key sites and deliver them for
new development. Town centres were seen as the most valuable area
because of footfall, infrastructure, business activity, land and real estate
values, services and non-domestic rates. And within town centres, it was
shopping that had the greatest value on the high street.

1.4 Consequently, retail became a key driver of town-centre regeneration.
By expanding central shopping districts, local authorities were able to
generate more income through non-domestic rates and create wealth in
towns by attracting more shoppers. However, the drive to redevelop and
raise property values left town centres heavily dependent upon shopping.
It changed high streets from vibrant 24-hour places into areas that
increasingly had a limited purpose outside trading hours.

2 Town and Country Planning Act 1947 (legislation.gov.uk)

3 Compulsory purchase powers are an important tool to assemble the land needed to
help deliver urban and rural regeneration, essential infrastructure, the revitalisation of
communities, and the promotion of business, and lead to improvements in quality of life.


https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1947/51/enacted
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1.5 Ultimately, retail-led regeneration also created an oversupply of shops,
because local authorities, not prevailing market conditions, determined
whether or not major new shopping developments took place. The growth
in town-centre shopping also resulted in competition between local
authorities and towns to have the best shops and the leading retail chains.
These were often seen as an important mark of ‘status’ and ‘prosperity’. In
some areas, such as South East Wales and the North Wales coastal strip
more and more towns in a geographically small area redeveloped their
town centres creating unsustainable levels of retail.

1.6 Whilst the growth in retail generated higher property values and non-
domestic rates, retailing as a business is a poor option for economic
regeneration. Jobs in the sector are generally low-skilled, low-paid, and
often insecure. Innovations and new technologies are mostly used to
minimise the numbers employed and drive down cost. And ultimately,
retailing is about ‘absorbing’ disposable incomes in an area rather than
‘creating’ new wealth.

The growth in out-of-town retail has contributed greatly to the
decline of town centres

1.7 By the 1980s, retailing land and property in town centres were becoming
increasingly more expensive, especially compared to cheap land on the
outskirts of towns and cities. Non-domestic rates on the high street were
also considered prohibitive for developers. Some town centres which had
seen significant retail growth in the 1950s and 1960s were now in poor
condition and in need of modernisation. These changes, coupled with a
relaxation of planning laws in the 1980s*, encouraged out-of-town retailing.

1.8 Out-of-town retail had a number of distinct advantages. The improvements
in the road network, the development of motorways and growth in car
ownership®, made out-of-town shopping more attractive. They were much
easier to access for shoppers, allowing people to drive quickly, and often
with less congestion, to the retail park rather than travel to a town centre.
Shoppers were able to visit several shops quickly and efficiently, often
under one roof and protected from the elements. And with free parking
and larger national chain stores, they offered more diversity and cheaper
options than the traditional high street.

4 M Ball, Birkbeck College University of London, The 1980s Property Boom, 1993

5 The RAC estimates that in 1952 there were 2.5 million vehicles on Britain’s roads. By
December 2020, this had increased to 38.6 million licensed vehicles. Source: Spaced Out

and Motoring FAQs



https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1068/a260671
https://www.racfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/spaced_out-bates_leibling-jul12.pdf
https://www.racfoundation.org/motoring-faqs/mobility#a1
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1.9 Unsurprisingly, the growth in out-of-town shopping adversely impacted
town centres resulting in the ‘Doughnut Effect’ — the hollowing out of town
centres as institutions, shops and businesses moved from the town centre
to the edge of towns or ceased to operate. Previously thriving high streets
now experienced increasing numbers of shop closures. Empty premises
often became derelict and an eyesore, attracting anti-social behaviour. The
businesses that remained often struggled and before long town centres
were both unappealing places to trade from and visit. Exhibit 4 provides an
illustration of these changes using Merthyr Tydfil as an example.

Exhibit 4: Example of a changing town centre landscape - Merthyr Tydfil

1. Town Centre 1900's

2. Tydfil Square Shopping Centre 1980 and Beacon Place 2000
3. Cyfartha Retail 2005

4. Trago Mill 2016

Fewer and fewer ‘essential services’ remain in town centres

1.10 Many customers value face-to-face services and they are often seen as
playing a vital role in community cohesion, particularly in town centres with
few other amenities. Town centre decline is often mostly acutely felt with the
loss or closure of anchor institutions on the high street, especially banks,
building societies and post offices.
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1.11 In recent years there has been a dramatic reduction in these essential
services in town centres across Wales. Between 2012 and 2020, bank and
building society branches in Wales reduced by 28.8%, falling from 695 to
495. The number of ATMs has also fallen by 18% in the last three years
down from 3,189 machines in July 2018 to 2,616 in February 20218. Post
offices have marginally fallen by 3.9% in the last decade and there are
currently 925 branches across Wales.

1.12 Both businesses (79%) and citizens (68%) we surveyed overwhelmingly
noted that their local town centre lacked these essential services. The loss
of physical banking services directly affects businesses. Less people visit
town centres with no banks, building societies or post offices. Research
shows that town-centre businesses have 20% greater profit when there
is a bank and post office in their town centre. Small businesses are
significant users of branches and a lack of access to branches can create
problems for some micro businesses. Around 20% of small businesses
with a turnover below £2 million use branches as their primary means of

banking’.

The continued growth in online shopping and changing
shopper demands have adversely impacted town-centre retail

1.13 The internet has changed the way we shop. Even those of us who do not
regularly buy online search online for prices, product specifications and
availability before heading to the high street. Many of us find it easier to
order goods and services through a website, unrestricted by store opening
times and from the comfort of our home, rather than trawl through shelves
in a shop. Retailers recognise that the internet is transforming the way that
customers shop, re-shaping the high street as a result. Exhibit 3 shows
that in the last 12 months online sales increased by 10% in the UK, and
their value by 30%, a growth of £23 billion.

6 House of Commons Library, Bank branch and ATM statistics, 19 April 2021

7 Financial Conduct Authority, When bank closures bite: the picture across the UK, 13 March
2019.



https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-8570/
https://www.fca.org.uk/insight/when-bank-closures-bite
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Exhibit 5: internet sales as a percentage of total retail sales in the UK
2013-2021

Online and mobile sales doubled between 2013 and 2021.
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Source: Office for National Statistics, Retail Sales Index time series

1.14 Research estimates that the value of online sales in 2021 is £141.3
billion®. Our surveys show that since the start of the pandemic, 89% of
citizens have used online services more than previously and 74% of
town-centre retail businesses introduced online services for the first time.
The UK shops online more and uses mobile devices to shop more than
any other European country®. Online shopping is well embedded in UK
consumer behaviour and is anticipated to continue to grow, although in

some areas of Wales quite large numbers of adults remain ‘offline’ rather
than 