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AGENDA

This 
should be 
a turning 
point for 
our town 
centres
LEIGH SPARKS

T
HE reawakening of our 
high streets and town 
centres has been a 
milestone moment in the 

routemap out of lockdown. But 
can it also be a turning point in 
shaping a stronger, more 
sustainable future?

In short: I hope so – it needs to 
be. The coronavirus pandemic has 
both accelerated the realisation 
that our town centres are changing 
while heightening appreciation for 
the vital role of local businesses in 
our communities. Each are 
powerful factors which, embraced 
positively, can be used to help 
create communities which are not 
just stronger, but greener and fairer 
too.

That’s why I prefer the term 
“reawakening” from lockdown, 
rather than reopening.

For much of the past 15 months, 
we have been in forced 
hibernation – and it is going to 
take time to know how we are all 
affected by such unusual events.

We can all think of shops which 
are not reopening. Conversely, 
there are some retailers opening 
new stores in anticipation of a 
strong rebound. Consumers seem 
either delighted to get back into 
shops or nervous about the 
thought. Confidence all round will 
take time to build and consolidate.

So, too, will getting to a point of 
stability and certainty. 
Experiences in Glasgow and 
Moray in recent weeks are 
examples of that.

Of course, significant questions 
exist over which of the changes we 
have seen to our lives will become 
permanent. If working from home 
alters behaviour longer-term, for 
example, that may bring greater 
challenges for our major cities, but 
boosts for our smaller towns. 

Time will be the teller. While 
shop vacancies are increasing, 
data so far points to the fact that 
those in Scotland are not currently 
as high as after the financial crash 
of 2008-09.

T
HIS is testimony to 
tremendous work by many 
in the face of unprecedented 
problems. This includes 

Government support, resilient 
retailers, rapid changes to rates 
relief, landlords foregoing rents, 
and shoppers supporting local 
stores where they can.

Much of that has been 
encapsulated by the Scotland 
Loves Local campaign, 
spearheaded by Scotland’s Towns 
Partnership, which has 
encouraged people to support 
businesses around them as well as 
funnelling funding from the 
Scottish Government to 
community response projects.

The rise of the independent 
retailer is also playing a part. I am 
hearing of – and seeing in my own 
area – a lot of independent 
businesses opening.

Could it be that we could 
quickly target investment for 
independent retailers setting up in 
our town centres? With continued 
support, their welcome 
proliferation and ways of working 
certainly point to a more 
sustainable future.

The immediate priority is, of 
course, to give consumers 
confidence about returning to 
shops, cafes and restaurants. This, 
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however, should just be our 
starting point. 

The reawakening of our town 
centres can be the first step 
towards a better future for our 
communities. We need to support 
them, be imaginative about their 
use and encourage investment. It’s 
in everyone’s interests.

 � Leigh Sparks is professor in 
retail studies and Deputy Principal 
of the University of Stirling. He is 
also chairman of Scotland’s Towns 
Partnership
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