
    
 
Summary of Scotland’s Towns Conference 
and CSPP Paper: Making it Personal 

Summary: 

There are many challenges around town centres. The Government has recognised that action is 

required  and is seeking ideas through its National Town Centre Review. Failure to reverse the 

decline in town centres, recognise the changing social, economic and behavioural world, will see 

an accelerating spiral of disinvestment, disuse, deprivation and dereliction in Scottish town 

centres.This summary is intended to contribute to this national debate and action plan.  

Introduction:  

Scotland’s Towns and Town Centres are vital and distinctive components of the cultural and 

historical identity and ‘fabric’ of Scotland. Towns help to make us who we are and in return we 

need to play a bigger role in making our towns what they should be. This year’s Scotland’s Towns 

Conference was designed to identify, discuss and publicise key interventions which local 

people can make, through a variety of mechanisms following a fundamental review of the 

role and function of their town centre - connecting people and place. 

As part of its Regeneration Strategy, the Scottish Government is undertaking a Town Centre 

Review, to spearhead action on the future for Scotland's town centres; the Review Group met in 

September to put in place a process at a national level to develop and support ideas for local 

action. The Scotland’s Towns Conference was held on 7th November 2012,  to capture feedback 

from the review group meeting, and was aimed at creating new stories for Scotland’s towns. 



This summary report has been prepared by the Centre for Scottish Public Policy and Scotland’s 

Towns Partnership to set out the key factors and recommendations from this year’s Scotland’s 

Towns Conference.   

The report is a summary of the key topics from the conference and an articulation of the 

recommendations which arose. The report is divided into four sections:   

1. Key factors highlighted at the Scotland’s Towns Conference 

2. Workshop discussion and analysis on key factors 

3. Recommendations. 

4. Conclusion. 

Key factors highlighted at the Scotland’s Towns Conference: 

Amongst many topics relating to the development and regeneration of Scotland’s Towns and 

Town Centres being discussed at the Scotland’s Town Conference two discussions in particular 

paved the way to determine the key ingredients for a successful town centre of the future.  

The first discussion was led by Robert Rae (change scenario planning expert & founding Director 

of 3rd Horizons) who engaged the delegates from the fundamental level by asking them to 

consider the role and function of place, and suggest the ten key functions which will drive the 

development of a town centre over the next few years. The delegates responded with a wide 

range of points, which we have distilled down to the following themes;  

1. Safety and Security 

2. Culture - Local History - Community 

3. Youth engagement - Opening up of Spaces - Change in Opening Times 

4. Transport – Parking 

5. Multifunctional - Quality of the Town – Sense of Ownership 

6. Art/Leisure - Personal Service - Pop up Cafés 

7. Environmentally Friendly - Weather Proofing 

8. Pleasurable Experience – Vibrancy - Night Time Economy   

9. Creating an Environment for Knowledge Sharing 

10. Political Consensus  

http://www.3rdhorizons.com/#/roberts-page/4559888239
http://www.3rdhorizons.com/#/roberts-page/4559888239


Workshop discussion and analysis on key factors 

The second part of the discussion, equally important was led by Diarmaid Lawlor (Head of 

Urbanism, Architecture + Design Scotland) who conducted a short experiment by dividing the 

delegates into four groups i.e. Stress Test questioners, Cultural considerations, Community 

considerations and Strategic considerations.  

Each group was tasked to postulate implementation ideas based upon the ten factors 

aforementioned but were challenged to envisage these things from the perspective of their group 

i.e. strategy, community and culture. This exercise resulted in a unique mix of ideas and plans for 

future development of the town centres which were bifurcated into four visions: an open town 

centre, a learning and innovative town centre, a responsive town centre, an accountable town 

centre. 

Amongst the three Stress Test Questions which were formed during the exercise, the first one was 

what people want? - see below: 

 

http://www.linkedin.com/pub/diarmaid-lawlor/19/8b0/381
http://www.linkedin.com/pub/diarmaid-lawlor/19/8b0/381


This represents, it was suggested, a strong chemical composition to develop a catalyst that will 

drive Scottish Town Centres towards regeneration and development.  

The next two big questions asked by the Stress Test Group were “Who should deliver?” and 

“How do we evaluate?” These two questions were seen through three different perspectives of 

Strategy, Community and Culture. 

Recommendations 

Following the premise of the stress test questions, the recommendations for the three different 

contexts were provided as follows, which are aligned with the recommendations provided by the 

Centre for Scottish Public Policy, in the recent paper from the policy group. 

Strategy: 

STC Recommendations 

 The Town Centre Regeneration Fund must be re-introduced for exercising and 

implementing town centre regeneration activities efficiently.  

 Devolution of powers must be introduced amidst local authorities wherein community 

organisations must be given additional responsibility to manage assets in town centres and 

voice improvement necessities via Business Improvement Districts, Community 

Development Trusts, Other Local groups etc. 

 There must be a variety of funding opportunities available for town regeneration over and 

above the current schemes available. Furthermore, key strategic enablers must be 

introduced that are believed to be important in influencing town centre regeneration 

strategies. These could be integrated and well aligned with a town centre wide strategy in 

delivering maximum value. The Town Centre Review Group should develop the strategic 

enablers whilst bearing in mind the key ingredients mentioned in the report earlier. 

 A sense of trust must exist amongst local authorities and community groups as well a clear 

understanding of the roles played by each individual so as to ease the communication 

gaps. This is possible by creating awareness about the authority and responsibility of 

various individuals involved. 

  Amongst diverse factors highlighted in the report, a need for government contribution must 

be addressed towards those factors that can be agreed upon in alignment with the 

government’s planning and regeneration outcomes. 

CSPP Recommendations 

 A small number of pilot towns should be resourced and encouraged to bring together all 

financial contributors to a town centre to share the public (and if possible private) spending 



streams and to create a new governance structure to deliver specified service and other 

improvements. 

 The Scottish Government should through its normal research budget provide research 

resource to Scotland’s Rural College (and/or others) to develop an extended National 

Towns Vulnerability Index and then use this to target investment and assistance. 

 Towns should apply for pilot funding (for example from the Big Lottery Fund) to pay for a 

local community facilitator (an individual or a group) to provide direct leadership and 

capacity to drive change. 

Community 

STC Recommendations 

 Local authorities must encourage youth engagement in the form volunteering thereby 

bringing in a sense of belonging and active involvement in developing town centres. Town 

centres can utilise their respective town volunteers for various events and activities held in 

the town centre area. 

 A need for leadership was identified by a joint consensus of the community groups at the 

STC workshop which could drive the town centre development and regeneration strategy 

forward. 

 It is imperative for the high street locals to engage in active participation with local 

authorities in voicing their opinions towards improving and developing their own respective 

town centres. The concept of shared responsibility needs to be cultivated and bred in the 

Scottish town centres. 

 Local authorities should encourage and incentivise small bonus schemes to harbour a 

sustainable local business trading environment. 

 A framework must be introduced by local authorities to actively contribute opinions from 

locals into implementation strategies. This should reduce bureaucratic obstacles. 

CSPP Recommendations 

 Town centres need to be made more attractive for investment than other locations, for 

example through a reconsideration of aspects of the non-domestic rates and the removal or 

reduction of other town centre barriers to operation. Further specific support for SMEs 

within town centres needs to be developed. 

 Towns should develop a Charter for Creativity for their area, which presumes free 

permission for delegated types of events. 

 A short life town-focused working group should be established to identify the full costs of 

empty premises, involving all stakeholders and tasked with bringing forward 

recommendations for cost reduction and site amelioration. 



Culture 

STC Recommendations 

  Re-invigorating towns should be facilitated by 

- Generating enthusiasm and interest by developing entrepreneurial culture and 

recognising Scottish history 

- Involving the community with informal communication 

- Creating a Community Development Trust or Business Improvement District to deliver 

initiatives. 

Conclusions 

We know there are many challenges around town centres; we see them daily. 

 We know the problems and we know some of the solutions.  

We have to break through the barriers and inertia of the current system and approaches.  

This paper is intended to contribute to the national debate on town centres.  

The recession has highlighted the problems but we have to recognise that the post-recession 

world will be very different to that which went before. Failure to prepare our town centres for this 

and reverse their decline will see an accelerating spiral of disinvestment, disuse, deprivation and 

dereliction in town centres. Scotland cannot afford that. 


