Two announcements in the past week have struck at the heart of the debate the future of our town centres.  Firstly, the BRC produced their '21st Century High Streets' document that summed up the problems facing retailers and town centres at the moment.  High rents, reduced footfall, the specter of higher rates bills, as well as mounting employment and business costs paint a worrying picture that the BRC proposes a package of sensible measures to address.  Prime among these are a reduction in the regulatory burden, and while a separate blog would be required for me to expand on my views on this subject, I have not seen any evidence that the Government genuinely thinks in terms of its own better regulation agenda when it, er, regulates.

 

What was conspicuous by its absence in the BRC's report was a proper discussion of how the future development of supermarkets interacts with the future of our high streets. We must not forget that the present supermarket landscape was formed in the tectonic movements that took place in the last recession. The supermarkets, Tesco in particular, saw great success from using its relative insulation from the economic downturn to invest and build through the recession. As a result they emerged from the recession with a far greater store presence all over the country. However, this success story is tempered by the relatively uncontrolled and short term approach o where and how these were built. The result has been a fatal weakening of many high streets.
The weakness has been seen not in the big urban redevelopments of Bristol or Liverpool that have seen major investment and redevelopment, but in the smaller market towns and suburban high streets that have emptied at an alarming rate in recent months. 
It is for this reason that the other announcement by MPs over the weekend is so important. The Communities & Local Government Committee's publication of its report on retail planning later have reached the extremely welcome conclusion to oppose any weakening of planning policy and specifically to oppose the Government's plans to remove the 'need test'.
For those of you not versed in planning law, the 'need test' is a measurement of whether there is sufficient capacity in terms of customer spend to support a new out of town development and allow for a vibrant town centre.  I should make clear that the planning system shouldn't be designed to stop all new developments outright, and nor do I think that the 'need test' is perfect.  But with the might of superstores and developers stacked against them, local planners require every tool at their disposal, including the 'need test', to help them to come to the right decision.  
I don’t think we can underestimate how vital this somewhat dry and techie debate is, because as planning authorities start to look for ways to kick-start investment they will be faced with crucial decisions about when and where to accommodate the supermarket investment that is available. Government and local policy has to stand firm not only against the car reliant, out-of-town supermarkets but also the badly planned edge-of-town supermarkets that will act, not as anchors, but as ciphers from the diverse and vibrant high streets that are key to sustainable economic recovery and the health of our communities. 
