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Good morning. I am Leigh Sparks, Deputy Principal and Professor of Retail 

Studies at the University of Stirling. May I add my welcome to Kirkcaldy and to 

this conference, from my position as Chair of Scotland’s Towns Partnership. 

Today is another milestone on the journey that Scotland and Scotland’s Towns 

have been on over the last few years. Perhaps you can allow me a few 

moments to look back and to think forward about Scotland’s Towns 

Partnership and its work and the work of the many people that it seeks to 

coordinate and amplify. 

It is only four years ago that the Scottish government responded to the crisis in 

town centres – note not high streets – by putting in place the National Review 

of Town Centres, the Fraser Review. Its six areas for recommendation and 

action, allied to the principle of Town Centre First, have become synonymous 

with the approach to towns in Scotland.  A focus on town centre living, digital 

towns, proactive planning, accessible services, local economic growth and 

creative and entrepreneurial places have steered efforts since that time to 

make the most or our places and people. Through the Town Centre Action Plan 

and its annual reflections and amendments of actions and demonstration 

programmes, a strong sense of coherent process and some success has been 

built. 

We can think of this in terms of mechanisms and tools, quite a few of which 

were already in place but needed focus and coordination. The role that 

Scotland’s Towns Partnership has played, particularly through the energy of 

Phil Prentice, is to make the most of all the things that we can do together. STP 

has become the “go-to” body for towns across Scotland, collating learning and 

activities from others, providing a single voice and amplifying the activities 

underway. But the really hard work is done by people in communities up and 

down the country. 

To help in this work, STP and others have developed and promoted tools such 

as the Towns Toolkit, the Place Standard, Town Audits, the Charrette 

Programme and Understanding Scotland’s Places, version 2 of which is just 

about to launch. Mechanisms such as BIDs and Development Trusts have been 

energised by the Community Empowerment Act. A range of other approaches, 

assistance and activities have added to the potential tools, mechanisms and 

impacts. Whilst the effects of these and other demonstration projects will have 



varied from place and place – and should always do so, it is the sense that 

Scotland has a coherent worked out approach that has been important. 

It was this coherence and sense of direction that encouraged the development 

of the World Towns Leadership Summit in Edinburgh last June, and of which 

STP was a prime mover.  Bringing the world to Scotland to talk towns is real 

recognition of the efforts that we have underway.  Out of the Summit came 

the World Towns Framework, with its four key principles of the unique 

identities of place, the role of local economies, the need for good governance 

and citizenship and the importance of the environment. 

Scotland –and STP – was proud to host this Summit which brought together 

some of the world’s leading urban thinkers to consider and discuss the towns 

narrative. These four pillars of economy, environment, identity and leadership 

are high level principles and additions to the key themes from the National 

Review. STP has now been tasked to further develop these through being the 

custodian of a World Towns Ideas Hub or International Virtual University for 

Towns.  The aim is to lead to new thinking and policy, attracting engagement 

from across the globe, including from here in Scotland from public, private, 

social and academic sectors.  

STP has come a long way in three short years. Rectifying the neglect and 

altering our thinking of the last 50 years, and producing the right actions on 

the ground, is not a simple, nor is it a quick, task. But we feel we have made a 

difference and will continue to do so on behalf of one of Scotland’s best assets 

– its towns and their people. We need to make sure that our towns are places 

for people to live, work and play and that they have the leadership they now 

deserve. Your presence here today is testimony to the momentum and the 

interest that STP has been able to capture and to shout about. I am sure the 

day will be fruitful, informative and inspirational.  

Thank you. 
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