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Chairman’s Foreword and Acknowledgements  
 

 
 
 
Councillor Joe De’Asha   
Chairman of the Scrutiny Task Group  
 
 
It’s hard to escape the fact that more and more high street and local shops are 
closing their doors in what is the most difficult economic climate the country has seen 
for decades.   
 
National estimated figures show that store numbers are expected to fall a further 
22% from approximately 282,000 in 2012 to 220,000 by 2018 with the possible loss 
of 316,000 jobs more jobs. The largest fall is expected to be in the number of 
neighbourhood shops, which will reduce by approximately 26% or 35,000 stores and 
the hardest hit areas, are predicted to be in Wales, North West, East Midlands and 
Yorkshire and Humberside. 
 
Local shops, be it on the high street of your local town, the high street of a small 
village community or the corner shop are key players in our community.  They 
support the local economy, keep money in the local area, increase and sustain local 
employment, support the community and help the environment with less car 
journeys. 
 
But in these hard times we are losing more and more of these key establishments as 
they find it increasingly difficult to sustain business and make a living.  This is where 
support from the community comes in.  We need to encourage local residents to stay 
and shop local and to support their local businesses.  It’s a misconception that best 
value can only be found in large supermarkets and out of town shopping centres …. 
local shops are very competitively priced and you will be surprised how much of your 
general shopping needs can be fulfilled in the local stores. 
 
We have learnt through the review process that as a Council and a community we 
need to ensure that the local shopping area experience is a good and enjoyable one, 
with safe places to walk, safe roads, ample parking, places to sit and rest in a clean 
and safe environment.  Local shop proprietors need to keep their shops looking clean 
and inviting to customers, and that promotions and key events are vital to 
encouraging customers. 
 
On behalf of the task & finish group I would like to thank all the shop proprietors that 
took the time to speak to us, Alison Tyrer of Tyrers, Kath Boullen and Kim O’Connell 
from St.Helens Chamber and Conal Devitt from TGL for meeting with us and the 
support and help from the Council Officers during the review. 
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1.0 Introduction and Terms of Reference 
 
1.1 During the process of agreeing the Scrutiny Work Programme for 2013/2014 

the Council’s Environment, Regeneration, Housing, Culture & Leisure 
Overview and Scrutiny Panel agreed to look at local shopping centres and the 
closure of local shops 

 
1.2 The aim of the review was to examine the economic impact the recession has 

had on local shopping areas and what these areas can do to alleviate the 
effects.   

 
1.3 The terms of the review were as follows: 
 
• To establish the location of local shopping centres within the St.Helens 

borough. 
 
• To review the type of shops that are available to local residents and establish 

the number of empty shop units in each centre. 
 
• To visit selected shopping areas to speak with retailers to gain their views. 
 
• To understand the planning process relating to diversification and setting up 

businesses in local shopping areas. 
 
• To examine how the Council, Parish Councils and local retailers are working 

together. 
 
• To investigate what the future holds for local shopping centres. 
 
 
 

2.0 Method of the Investigation  
 
 
• We received a presentation by Estates and Asset Manager on background 

information to local shopping centres. 
 
• We carried out online research, news articles, published reports etc to gain a 

national view. 
 
• We visited a selection of local shopping centres in the St.Helens borough and 

out of borough to observe the differences between centres. 
 
• We spoke to local shop proprietors at each centre we visited. 
  
• We met with Conal Devitt from TGL (Teaching, learning and Giving) to talk 

about his plans to set up a scheme to reward people for actively engaging 
with the voluntary, Community and Social Enterprise Sector.  
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3.0 Background 
 
3.1 The Shopping Experience – how it all evolved 
 
3.2 Back in 1950, Sainsbury’s opened it’s first self-service store, where 

customers could choose and collect their own groceries rather than assistants 
behind counters picking their goods for them.  This new way of shopping soon 
spread across the country. 

 
3.3 During the 1960’s the UK’s first out-of-town American style shopping 

superstore opened in Nottinghamshire, it sold a large selection of groceries, 
hardware, furniture and clothes in some 50 departments and all under the one 
roof with parking spaces for 1000 cars.  Although, this first store didn’t take off 
as expected, Asda, a then British firm, soon changed this when they took over 
the store and changed the way we shop forever. 

 
3.4 All this was taking place when just 47% of UK households owned a 

refrigerator, compared to 90% of US households.  Half of the UK’s 
households were not ready for the bulk buying shopping experience that 
America had been doing for years.  Daily shopping from local neighbourhood 
shops was still a normal occurrence. 

 
3.5 The new style of shopping was starting to reflect the social change that was 

taking place across Britain, with more and more women going out to work, 
they simply didn’t have time to shop on a daily basis along the local high 
street, now with the increase of the refrigerator in homes, bulk buying food on 
a weekly basis was becoming ever more popular.  This is where it all starts 
with the shift to supermarket shopping trips as apposed to the local high 
street shop. 

 
3.6 The Current Picture  
 
3.7 The bigger picture shows that the retailing decline has been fuelled by the 

long recession which has coincided with the rapid growth in online sales, 
increasing operating costs and consumers spending less then they have in 
years. 

 
3.8 A report from the Centre for Retail Research, Retail Futures 2018: Shop 

Numbers, Online and the High Street, A guide to Retailing in 2018 has some 
stark data and facts: 

 
Ø Store numbers have been falling since the 1920’s, approximately 

950,000 stores, by the 1950’s store numbers were down to 
approximately 583,000, 2012 figures show just under 282,000 stores 
still operating. 

Ø Since 2006, almost a tenth (9.2%) of all retail stores have closed (a 
total of more than 28,000). 

Ø Since 2008, 148 large or medium sized retailers such as Woolworths, 
JD Sports, Game, Comet and MFI have gone into administration.   

Ø Statistics indicate that 2013 is likely to be the worst year for store 
closures since 2008. 
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Ø Store numbers are expected to fall a further 22% from approximately 
282,000 in 2012 to 220,000 by 2018 with the possible loss of 316,000 
jobs. 

Ø The largest fall is expected to be in the number of neighbourhood 
shops, which will reduce by approximately 26% or 35,000 stores. 

Ø The largest falls are predicted to occur in Wales, North West, East 
Midlands and Yorkshire and Humberside. 

Ø Lowest falls will be in London and the South East. 
Ø The high cost or lack of convenient car parking is one of the biggest 

issues that high street retailers face. 
 
3.9 Modern families do not have time to shop on a day to day basis, choosing to 

visit a large supermarket on a weekly basis or shopping online and having 
their goods delivered direct to the home, even late into the evening time.  This 
inevitability has had a massive effect on the local shops such as butchers, 
bakers, greengrocers and newsagents.  There’s no denying that you might 
pop out for a pint of milk and loaf of bread to the local shop, but this will not 
sustain a small independent business.   

 
3.10 The Retail Futures 2018 report states that neighbourhood shops will feel the 

greatest impact by 2018, with 26.2% of local shops closing down due to the 
declining profitability of neighbourhood shopping and the publics perception 
that lower prices and better value are only obtained from larger stores, retail 
parks and internet shopping.   

 
3.11 Regionally the Retail Futures 2018 report indicates that the North West of 

England will be one of the hardest hit losing 28.4% of it’s stores by 2018, with 
total store numbers dropping from approximately 24,100 to 17,255.   The 
North West is second only to Wales (which is predicted to lose a further 
28.6% of it’s stores) for declining shop numbers.  It‘s difficult to imagine more 
than a quarter of your local shops closing down in the next few years, not to 
forget the impact on local employment.  It may get to a point where you can’t 
just pop out to the corner shop for that pint of milk. 

 
3.12 Various reviews and studies have been undertaken across the country over 

the past few years with the most publicised one being the Portas review The 
Future of the High street, also former CEO of many high street chains Bill 
Grimsey’s book Sold Out both indicate the decline of high streets and local 
shopping areas is a growing national problem. 

 
3.13 The Local Picture in St.Helens 
 
3.14 St.Helens has two main shopping centres, the Town Centre and Earlestown, 

with several local area shops and several neighbourhood shopping areas 
spread throughout the borough.  These areas can have dozens of shops such 
as Rainhill, Rainford, Sutton Village and Thatto Heath, or just a handful of 
shops on a parade, for example, Four Acre, Eccleston (several areas), Moss 
Bank and Blackbrook. 

 
3.15 Each local shopping area serves a large proportion of our local community, 

sometimes being the ‘hub’ of a community where, in some cases, they will be 
the only place that some people will get the chance to talk to other local 
people and neighbours.  Not all people have transport and access to the large 
retail sites that house the larger stores.  It is evident that people do still use 
local shops but certainly not on the scale they did a couple of decades ago. 
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3.16 Local shopping areas are increasingly housing beauty shops, fast food take 
away shops and charity shops.   Although it might be seen that there is no 
more room for these types of shops it is inevitably better than having empty 
boarded up shop units that lower the image of the area and causes a knock 
on effect on surrounding shops. 

 
3.17 Reasons why the retail offer has declined  
 

The following bullet points list possible reasons for the decline in retail offer in 
St Helens: 

 
• There has been a 20% reduction in benefit payments that has impacted on 

the disposable income of many St Helens residents. 
 

• Residents affected by the bedroom tax are redirecting part of their income 
from retail spend to additional rent. 

 
• To date, there have been 1300 job cuts at the Council which has potentially 

taken circa £32 million out of the local economy. 
 

•  Around 20% of all retail sales during Christmas 2013 were made on-line. 
 

• Reduced spending power had reduced the viability of certain retail units 
resulting in closures as leases expire. 

 
• Intense competition and heavy discounting is hitting retailer’s profits. 

 
• Growth sectors are discount stores and smaller food stores.  Middle priced 

clothes stores have been badly hit.   
 

• St Helens and Ravenhead Retail Parks are retaining good occupancy levels 
with only one unit currently vacant.   

 
• The major retailers are reducing their number of stores which is affecting the 

less affluent areas where there is less spending power.   
 
 
 

4.0 Findings 
 
4.1 The task and finish group met with the Development Control Manager to 

discuss the planning application process.  This included change of use, as 
currently nationally there are a large number of pubs being converted into 
local branches of large supermarket chains e.g. the former Huntsman pub in 
Haydock, which has been bought by, and converted into a Tesco Express 
store.  

 
4.2 The change of use to commercial properties is becoming commonplace, and 

legislation is clear on what can and cant be undertaken.   
 
4.3 The Town and Country Planning (Use Classes) Order 1987 (as amended) 

states that public houses are an A4 use. Under permitted development 
legislation, A4 uses are permitted to change to A1 (retail), A2 (professional 
services such as banks and building societies), or A3 (restaurants of cafes). 



 8

As such, a change of use from a pub to a shop does not need planning 
permission. Planning applications are often submitted, but generally in 
relation to physical alterations to the appearance of buildings, not for the 
change of use. 

 
4.4 In addition to the above, the Government introduced legislation in the summer 

of 2013 to enable offices to change to dwellings, via a procedure known as 
'prior approval'. This means that the Council cannot consider the principle of 
the development, only the impacts such a traffic or noise. These types of 
offices are often found above retail units. 

 
4.5 Tyrers   
 
4.6 We met with Alison Tyrer, owner of the long established family run 

department store in St.Helens to gain her view on what she thinks makes 
people shop in certain stores.  Alison stated how important it was to ensure 
that the whole shopping experience is correct, from shop window displays to 
the smell when you walk into a store.  Tidy shops must be maintained and 
regular maintenance was key to ensure that civic pride is retained.  Alison 
commented that the town centre management meetings are not held regularly 
enough to ensure important issues can be shared, discussed and followed 
up.  

 
4.7 St.Helens Chamber 
 
4.8 The task and finish group met with Kath Boullen, Chief Executive of St.Helens 

Chamber and Kim O’Connell, Business Advocate to obtain information about 
what support is on offer for local businesses.  The Chamber offers free 
advice, support and training to all businesses with less than 250 employers 
when they become members.  The Chamber has a wide selection of local 
businesses that have become members and have benefited from their advice, 
guidance and training.  It was suggested that a directory that lists the 
businesses for each area would be a good idea, it would help promote local 
businesses and inform people of the choice of services and stores that are 
available. 

 
4.9 Outlying Communities 
 
4.10 Some of St.Helens’s largest communities are situated on the outskirts of the 

borough and closely neighbour other shopping areas and towns.   
 
4.11 The table below shows latest ward population from four of our outlying 

communities: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ward Name Population 
% of borough 
population 

Rainford 7,769 4.4 
Billinge and Seneley Green 11,073 6.3 
Newton/Earlestown 22,112 12.6 
Rainhill 10,833 6.2 
Total 51,787 29.5 
Total for St Helens  175,405 100 
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4.12 These figures demonstrate that nearly one third of the boroughs population 
live in communities that have easy access to neighbouring authorities and 
their shopping facilities, as detailed below: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
We need to encourage these residents to shop in the local communities and 
stay within the borough. 

 
4.13 Site Visits 
 
4.14 We selected a wide variety of local shopping areas to visit right across the 

borough, these included: 
 

ü Duke Street 
ü Earlestown (both on market and non market days) 
ü Fingerpost 
ü Four Acre 
ü Rainford 
ü Rainhill 
ü Thatto Heath 
 

4.15 On each visit we talked to several shop proprietors to obtain their views and 
thoughts on what is happening in their community and what they thought 
could be done to increase the footfall of shoppers. 

 
4.16 Rainford 
 
4.17 We spoke to six shop proprietors in Rainford Village, which is a self-contained 

village on outskirts of St.Helens.  There were no empty shop units at the time 
of the visit and the village had a bustling shopping area.   

 
4.18 Shops provide a varied offer ranging from butchers and baker to florist and 

newsagents the majority of which are long established family businesses, 
however, most are feeling the effects of the economic downturn.  There is 
only one small agency bank, whereas over a decade ago there where three 
high street banks.  

 
The following issues were raised:  

 
Ø Car parking is an issue, the parking bays and restricted parking bays 

have helped the situation, but more could be done for example by 
making side streets one-way to ease congestion or could designate 
land near centre of village for parking. Shop staff tend to take up 
valuable parking spaces. 

Ø Some pavements are dangerous and are an issue for older people. 
Ø Trade is very quiet on Saturday afternoons, drop in overall trade has 

occurred. 
Ø High rent and business rates were a problem for some shops owners. 
Ø Certain shops are doing well, these are shops that provide a service. 

Ward Name Closely Neighbouring Areas 
Rainford Ormskirk, Skelmersdale, Wigan 
Billinge and Seneley Green Wigan, Ashton-in-Makerfield 
Newton/Earlestown Ashton-in-Makerfield, Warrington 
Rainhill Warrington, Widnes, Prescot 
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Ø A successful Christmas Market was held two years ago, which was 
organised by a few local businesses, although this took a lot of time to 
organise it was very beneficial to local businesses. 

 
Points suggested for improvement: 

 
Ø The centre of the village could be made more attractive, particularly 

around the history of the village, some individual shops do put hanging 
baskets up in summer and Christmas trees, although more could be 
undertaken to improve the village as a whole e.g. flowers / trees 
throughout the village. 

Ø The Council’s schemes could be further promoted to include e.g. 
special once a month weekend events to encourage local residents to 
‘shop local’. 

Ø The general area that customers use i.e. pavements and car parking 
facilities could be improved.  We were informed that the improvements 
to the footways in the centre of the village were due do to shortly 
commence. 

 
4.19 Rainhill 
 
4.20 Again we spoke to six shop owners in Rainhill, which is a suburb closely 

bordering Knowsley and Widnes.  There are no banks, and again only a 
decade ago there were around four high street banks located here.  There is 
a small precinct, which has several empty shop units and is need of some 
modernisation, although a recently opened coffee shop provides a great 
meeting place and has outside street furniture which is ideal in the Summer 
months. 

 
4.21 The Co-Op has relocated to a larger unit in the village and the previous unit is 

still empty which makes for an unsightly shop frontage.  There are a variety of 
shops including florist, fruit shop, bakery and butchers. 

 
The following issues were raised: 

     
Ø The precinct requires cleaning and modernising to encourage new 

businesses to fill empty shop units. 
Ø When the banks closed this had a negative effect on businesses. 
Ø Car parking is a problem.  There is confusion as to which are for 

shoppers and which are for rail users. 
Ø Annual gala event really boosts business. 
Ø Saturday afternoon trade has declined and the village is like a ghost 

town. 
 

Points suggested for improvement: 
 

Ø The precinct requires a tidy up and modernising. 
Ø Benches in the precinct would enhance the area and provide a 

valuable seating area. 
Ø Help to establish a business forum for local traders would be very 

beneficial, local Councillors could be invited to attend. 
Ø Promote car boot sales, Christmas grotto etc to help boosts sales. 
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4.22 Earlestown Shops 
 
4.23 We visited Earlestown on a non-market day and spoke to several shop 

owners.  Earlestown is a fairly large shopping area, has three main banks and 
several large stores including Tesco, Morrisons and Wilkinsons.  A market is 
held every Friday and a car boot sale each Saturday.  There are several 
hairdressers and tattoo studios and many fast food take-away shops.   

 
4.24 The main issue raised was with regards to the parking enforcement in the 

immediate area.  Almost all the local business people we spoke to 
commented on how the Civil Enforcement Officers had a tendency to issue 
tickets at the first opportunity.   

 
4.25 Earlestown Market 
 
4.26 The task & finish group wanted to visit Earlestown on a Friday market day to 

witness the impact that the market has on other local traders.  We visited the 
market late morning, which was a busy time, the main shopping street had an 
increased number of people walking up and down and the whole feel of the 
area had changed.  It was clear that the market day supports the local shops.  

 
4.27 We met with the Markets Manager, who explained the marketing strategy 

used for the market and the Traders Committee, which meets on an annual 
basis.  It was suggested that it could be a good idea to open the Monday 
market again, maybe on bank holidays.  We also met with a trader that had 
been on Earlestown market for just over 50 years.  It is important that his long 
service be recognised. 

 
4.28 Four Acre 
 
4.29 The task & finish group visited the parade of shops at the Four Acre estate.  

Although there is limited provision, shops include a newsagents, bakery, two 
pharmacies and a large Tesco express store, there were no empty units at 
the time of the visit.  We spoke to the proprietor of one unit who commented 
on the high level of business rates and small business VAT threshold. 

 
4.30 Fingerpost 
 
4.31 Fingerpost shopping area is located a 15 minute walk from the Town Centre, 

there is a good variety of shops, including two banks, a Post Office, butchers, 
greengrocers, DIY store, chemist and a CO-OP general store.  We noted 4 
empty shop units.  The shopping area was busy with plenty of limited free 
parking in front and around the shopping area.  One point that was raised by 
a number of shop proprietors was that staff from Atlas House and the Helena 
building are parking on the shopping car parks all day while they are at work. 

 
4.32 Duke Street 
 
4.33 The task group visited the newly opened shopping arcade on Duke Street 

‘The Galleries’, which has been open since August 2013.  Located at the top 
end of Duke Street, only a few minutes walk from the Town Centre, there are 
several units located within one larger unit.  There are various outlets located 
here including baby wear, dance wear, a Hairdressers, Deli, Café, clothing 
and furniture units.  There are still some vacant units available to rent at a 
reasonable cost. 
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4.34 We spoke to one unit owner who commented that car parking was causing a 
problem and that an increase in advertising and promotional work by the 
Council could be very beneficial.  We also spoke to the owner of the arcade 
who also commented that additional promotional work by the Council would 
really help the footfall of the arcade.  Advertising on the information screen in 
Church Square and on local billboards were also discussed as good 
advertising methods. 

 
4.35 Conal Devitt  - TGL (Teaching, Giving and Learning)  
 
4.36 We met with Conal Devitt to talk about his plans to introduce a reward  
 scheme for people who are actively engaged with their community.  TGL has 
 developed licensed software which is designed to reward people for actively 
 engaging with the Voluntary, Community and Social Enterprise Sector and 
 work towards improving their health and wellbeing.  
 
4.37 TGL is a tool designed to 'pay' or 'reward' local people for Teaching, Giving 
 (their time) and Learning using an online digital currency known as 'L'  TGL 
 allows charities, voluntary and community based organisations to incentivise 
 their staff, volunteers and service users/clients by offering ways of earning 
 debt-free 'L currency'. 
 
4.38 The value of L is based on 1L = £1 and one hour of volunteering = 10L.  
 Individuals sign up on line to become members of TGL and are given an L 
 account an email address and a web page.  They then build their presence as 
 with other social media and find an organisation that will accept them and 
 reward them for Teaching, Giving or Learning.   
 
4.39 Organisations will be gathered within 'Hubs' under headings such as Criminal 
 Justice, Health and Well-being, Housing, Caring, Older People etc.  Members 
 who earn 'L' can spend it online with other members who will accept 'L' in part 
 or full payment for goods and services.   Members can also find on line local 
 independent shops and services, some of whom will be social enterprises 
 who will accept 'L' as part payment rather than simply offering a discount.  
 Payment can be made online or by using a mobile phone app which includes 
 payment by text message.  Local shops and services can spend 'L' with each 
 other or offer 'L' back to customers as a loyalty bonus.  
 
4.40 Out of Area Visit to Stockton Heath 
 
4.41 The task & finish group members visited Stockton Heath as we had been told 

that it was a busy shopping area with day time economy merging into evening 
economy.  A busy shopping centre with a village feel, there are no empty 
units and a good diversity of shops ranging from independent shops to 
smaller versions of chain stores, Boots, Superdrug, Sainsburys etc.  There 
are at least three high street banks in the centre and a number of estate 
agents. 

 
4.42 At the top end of the high street there were a number of restaurants, pubs 

and wine bars encapsulating the café/bar culture.  Most had outside eating 
areas, were well maintained and looked inviting.  Again there was a diverse 
choice ranging from Nandos to Italian, Chinese and Thai restaurants as well 
as a number of delicatessens that were open during the day.   
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4.43 We spoke to several shop proprietors who stated that there is a large footfall 
and that their businesses were doing well, however, the business rates and 
rents are high and lately it’s more difficult to make a good profit.  They added 
that ‘People want to shop in Stockton Heath – it’s a good shopping 
experience’.  

 
4.44 Business Rates 
 
4.45 During our site visits it was mentioned by some of the proprietors that they felt 

that the amount of business rates they were paying was to high.  From our 
investigations on the Council’s website we found that the amount of business 
rates that have to be paid could be reduced if the business qualifies for any 
one of a variety of reliefs that are available. Some reliefs are mandatory given 
specific circumstances and others can be awarded at the discretion of 
St.Helens Council.  The following details have been taken from the Council’s 
website: 

 
The business may qualify for a relief if it is: 

 
• a small business 
• a charity, community amateur sports club (CASC) or non profit making 

organisation 
• a rural business 
• a business suffering hardship 
• liable for a property which is empty or only partially occupied 

 
4.46 Further information about business rate relief is available on the Council’s 

website, www.sthelens.gov.uk  
 
 
4.47 Council ‘Be Local, Buy Local’ Scheme / Love St.Helens Town Centre 
 
4.48 The Council established the ‘Be Local, Buy Local’ campaign in 2009/2010 

and 250 local businesses signed up to it.  The scheme was well publicised at 
the time however this has now been replaced with Love St.Helens Town 
Centre which, as it states, is currently only focusing on the town centre.   

 
4.49 There is a dedicated website www.lovesthelenstowncentre.com operated by 

St.Helens Council, which lists all the town centre shops in a directory, offers a 
discount service when you sign up with your e-mail address and publicises 
events on in the Town Centre, again this only focuses on the Town Centre. 

 
4.50 Funding Streams / Business Forums 
 
4.51 As the majority of people are aware Council budgets have been slashed 

across the country and many funding streams have been withdrawn.  
However, there could still be external grants available to undertake works in 
these outlying areas.  A key point to accessing any funding streams is to 
establish a Business Forum for each area to enable decisions to be made 
and applications to be put forward. 

 
 
 
 



 14

 
5.0 Conclusions 
 
 
5.1 It’s clearly obvious that the way people shop has changed over the past five 

decades.  Customers are demanding first class goods at rock bottom prices 
and this is increasingly pushing even some larger traders out of business, let 
alone small independent shops.  People are also changing the way they 
shop, increasingly shopping on line where best value can be sought in half 
the time of visiting many shops to compare prices. 

 
5.2 It’s also clear that if we can’t encourage our local residents to shop in our 

local shopping areas, they will not withstand the combination of the current 
economic downturn and the ever increasing demand for online shopping. 

 
5.3 St.Helens borough has various types of local shopping areas ranging from a 

local corner shop to a small parade of half a dozen shops, to villages with 
dozens of shops offering a wide variety of choice of goods and services.  
Each of the sopping areas is unique in many ways and faces particular 
challenges to where there is no ‘one size fits all’ solution.  However many 
share a number of common issues and concerns.   All face increased 
competition from other retail and service locations, changing retail trends and 
the preference towards car-based shopping and are variously susceptible to 
market pressures. 

 
5.4 Generic concerns facing all of the areas visited are limited parking, increases 

in the number of A3 uses, particularly take-aways and poor quality 
environments to varying degrees which would benefit from investments and 
support from local partnership working. 

 
5.5 The importance of local out of town shopping centres to vulnerable people 

within communities who may not have access to a car, or who rely on the 
social interaction of their nearest shopping facilities are further disadvantaged 
when local centres deteriorate.  The challenge for all involved is to halt their 
future decline, facilitate improvements and secure their future as a key role 
within sustainable communities.  

 
5.6 Previous Scrutiny Work 
 
5.7 In Autumn 2009 a Scrutiny review was undertaken and presented to the 

Cabinet named ‘Town centre Regeneration’.  The review focused on the 
following key areas: 

 
• Management of the Town Centre 
• Vacancy rates 
• Getting more people into the Town Centre 
• Improving the retail offer 
• Ravenhead Park and Tesco Stadium development 
• Town Centre car parking 

 
5.8 A response from Cabinet was received on the recommendations made in the 

report and the Scrutiny Panel followed these up later on the following year.  
Some of the recommendations are still valid today. 
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5.9 Outlying Communities 
 
5.10 It is imperative that we work with the outlying shopping communities to ensure 

we encourage and retain the local residents to shop within the borough of 
St.Helens.  As our investigation show nearly one third of St.Helens residents 
live in these outlying areas and we cannot afford to lose these valuable 
shoppers to other neighbouring boroughs. 

 
5.11 When the task and finish group visited various shopping areas similar issues 

were raised throughout, which include the following: 
 
5.12 Car Parking 
 
5.13 Issues were raised at almost all the sites we visited with regards to car 

parking, be it lack of spaces, shop staff parking in valuable customer spaces 
all day long or issues with the number of Parking Control Notices being 
issued. 

 
5.14 We heard that car parking problems were sometimes caused by people using 

their cars for short journeys, where it would be much more beneficial to make 
the short walk to the local shops. 

 
5.15 Business Forum / Traders Group 
 
5.16 Earlestown has already established a Business Forum/Traders Group.  Local 

traders, ward Councillors, the Police and pub landlords are all welcome at the 
meetings, which are held on a monthly basis.  Earlestown received funding 
from the Local Centre Scheme in 2012/13, it was agreed by the business 
forum how the funding would be spent, new benches, lighting, footway and 
carriageway reconstruction, and general tiding up of area, including flower 
beds has been undertaken. 

 
5.17 It’s clearly beneficial for local areas to establish business forums / traders 

groups which meet regularly and discuss local issues and actions.  It’s 
possible that by forming a business forum / traders group that funding 
streams may be more readily accessed.  Promotional events could be 
discussed and organised and best practice shared amongst local traders. 

 
5.18 The commitment of traders on Earlestown market is tremendous, traders that 

continue to remain in the St.Helens borough for long periods of time are 
valuable assets and this should be celebrated at monumental anniversaries. 

 
5.19 St.Helens Chamber offers support, guidance and training to local businesses, 

it was evident that they undertake great amounts of work and in conjunction 
with the Council can help to train, expand and support the local businesses in 
St.Helens. 

 
5.20 Shop Frontages and Public Realm 
 
5.21 Many people commented on the condition of some of the shop frontages, 

especially empty units.  If residents are going to be encouraged to shop in 
local areas then they will need to be appealing to visit.  Keeping a neat and 
tidy shop frontage can enhance the customers perception of what the store is 
like inside and encourage them to visit.  Washed down woodwork and a clean 
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coat of paint can make all the difference to a shop front, and with the 
additional use of plants and flowers, areas can be transformed.   

 
5.22 General maintenance of the shopping area is so important to the shopping 

experience.  Pavements and places to cross roads need to be in a safe state 
of repair, road markings, lighting, and adequate rubbish bins all need to be in 
place.  Benches for resting should be provided, people should feel 
comfortable in their surroundings, not feel rushed to leave the area due to it 
being undesirable.  

 
5.23 It is evident from our visit to Stockton Heath that when a shopping centre gets 

it right the rewards are good.  We are not only talking about larger shopping 
areas, but small provisions of shops.  Clean and tidy streets with nice seating 
areas, good lighting and that welcoming feeling really does make a difference.  

 
5.24 Some of this can be easily achieved, for example, if the shop owners agree to 

all maintain their own area to the same well maintained standard, this does 
not necessarily need to cost a great deal of money if any.  It costs nothing to 
brush the front of the shop area, pick up any litter that might have just been 
dropped and wash down the paintwork and windows of the shop front on a 
regular basis to achieve some civic pride. 

 
5.25 Other provisions such as seating areas, flowers and trees, safe and tidy 

pavements and safe places to cross the road will cost money, but 
investigations should be undertaken to find out what funding is available to 
local businesses to complete these projects.  Working together with local 
businesses Parish Councillors and Ward Councillors will go a long way 
towards achieving theses aims. 

 
5.26 Community Events 
 
5.27 Several shop owners said that community events in their area increased 

sales and boost sales, although comments were made that is was difficult to 
know where to start, with regards to legislation, when organising events.  
There is a dedicated web page on the Councils internet site, which allows a 
request for assistance to be made. Although the task group is fully aware of 
the staffing reductions being made, we feel that any contribution from the 
Council with regards to outlying communities gaining support and guidance 
would be extremely beneficial. 

 
5.28 Love St.Helens 
 
5.29 It is common knowledge that budgets have been drastically cut, but by 

expanding the Council’s ‘Love St.Helens’ scheme to all shopping areas in the 
borough it could have great benefits.  Flyers for example, could be issued to 
local shops for advertisements in their shop windows to show they support 
the Council’s schemes and to encourage local residents to do the same. 

 
5.30 The Council’s website already lists all the shops available in the town centre 

and this could be adapted to include other outlying shopping areas in the 
borough, this could also advertise events and activities in the smaller local 
areas.  We would like to see all relevant partners working together to support 
local businesses with marketing and promotional campaigns highlighting the 
range of shops and attractions available.    
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5.31 Some countries such as America are encouraging local residents to shop 
local by promoting events such as every first weekend in the month shop 
local.  Advertisements have explained the benefits of shopping local, e.g. 
supporting local economy, keeping money in the local area, sustaining and 
increasing local employment, supports the community and helping the 
environment with less car journeys. 

 
5.32 It is key that with the Council’s reductions to staffing levels due to the budget 

cuts, that all relevant partners work closely together to ensure that the 
services that can be offered to support local businesses are done so in an 
effective manner.  

 
 
 

6.0 Recommendations 
 
 
1. That further investigations be undertaken into the provision of assistance / 

support by local Ward Councillors, St Helens Chamber and Parish Councils to 
ensure that local shopping areas establish and maintain functioning ‘Business 
/ Traders Forums’. 

 
2. That the Environment, Regeneration, Housing, Culture & Leisure Overview 

and Scrutiny Panel re-visit the recommendations agreed in the 2009 Scrutiny 
report ‘Town Centre Regeneration’ to ensure that any recommendations that 
are currently valid are being upheld. 

 
3. That investigations be undertaken into the reported car parking enforcement 

issues arising in Earlestown to ensure that business vehicles parking in 
designated areas are doing so in accordance with parking enforcement 
procedures.  Also, further investigations be undertaken in respect of the 
enforcement of loading and unloading, particularly in Oxford Street, and the 
possibility of providing certain dispensations where practicable.  

 
4. That a recognition scheme be devised which awards long-term traders on any 

of St.Helens markets at monumental anniversaries. 
 
5. That all Parish Council’s be encouraged to work with local traders to review   

parking facilities within local shopping areas across the borough to identify 
and implement any alternative solutions where practicable. 

 
6. That assistance is provided by the Council, St Helens Chamber or relevant 

Parish Councils to established local area Business/Traders Forums to help 
with accessing funding for public realm/heritage/conservation improvements. 

 
7. That the possibility of implementing an enforcement scheme be investigated 

to ensure that car parking facilities at Fingerpost are utilised by local 
shoppers/businesses and are not used as work place parking by 
neighbouring offices/businesses/factories. 

 
8. That consideration be given to extending the ‘Love St.Helens Town Centre’ 

scheme to include all shopping areas throughout the borough and details of 
where to find help and assistance with promotion, management of events 
activities is readily available.   
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9. That consideration is given to expanding the Council’s website to include 

details of what shops and services are available in other local shopping areas 
within the Borough.  

 
10. That the local press and St Helens First be encouraged to continue with their 

features that focus on promoting local shopping areas.   
 
11. That all Councillors be encouraged to consider public realm improvements to 

local shopping areas via use of the Councillor Improvement Fund.  
 
12. That the Council consider reorganising the events programme to include the 

promotion of events to outlying areas outside the town centre.   
 
13. That TGL be invited to share their plans for a Community Reward Scheme 

with members of the Cabinet.   



Local Shopping Centres and the Closure of Shops 
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Rec 
No 

Recommendation Responsible Officer Agreed Action and Date of Implementation  
 

1 That further investigations be undertaken into 
the provision of assistance / support by local 
Ward Councillors, St Helens Chamber and 
Parish Councils to ensure that local shopping 
areas establish and maintain functioning 
‘Business / Traders Forums’. 
 

  

2 That the Environment, Regeneration, 
Housing, Culture & Leisure Overview and 
Scrutiny Panel re-visit the recommendations 
agreed in the 2009 Scrutiny report ‘Town 
Centre Regeneration’ to ensure that any 
recommendations that are currently valid are 
being upheld. 
 

  

3 That investigations be undertaken into the 
reported car parking enforcement issues 
arising in Earlestown to ensure that business 
vehicles parking in designated areas are 
doing so in accordance with parking 
enforcement procedures.  Also, further 
investigations be undertaken in respect of the 
enforcement of loading and unloading, 
particularly in Oxford Street, and the 
possibility of providing certain dispensations 
where practicable. 
 

  

4 That a recognition scheme be devised which 
awards long-term traders on any of St.Helens 
markets at monumental anniversaries. 

  



Local Shopping Centres and the Closure of Shops 
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5 That all Parish Council’s be encouraged to 
work with local traders to review   parking 
facilities within local shopping areas across 
the borough to identify and implement any 
alternative solutions where practicable. 
 

  

6 That assistance is provided by the Council, 
St Helens Chamber or relevant Parish 
Councils to established local area 
Business/Traders Forums to help with 
accessing funding for public 
realm/heritage/conservation improvements. 
 

  

7 That the possibility of implementing an 
enforcement scheme be investigated to 
ensure that car parking facilities at 
Fingerpost are utilised by local 
shoppers/businesses and are not used as 
work place parking by neighbouring 
offices/businesses/factories. 
 

  

8 That consideration be given to extending the 
‘Love St.Helens Town Centre’ scheme to 
include all shopping areas throughout the 
borough and details of where to find help and 
assistance with promotion, management of 
events activities is readily available.   
 

  

9 That consideration is given to expanding the 
Council’s website to include details of what 
shops and services are available in other 
local shopping areas within the Borough. 

  



Local Shopping Centres and the Closure of Shops 
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10 That the local press and St Helens First be 
encouraged to continue with their features 
that focus on promoting local shopping 
areas.   
 

  

11 That all Councillors be encouraged to 
consider public realm improvements to local 
shopping areas via use of the Councillor 
Improvement Fund. 
 

  

12 That the Council consider reorganising the 
events programme to include the promotion 
of events to outlying areas outside the town 
centre.   
 

  

13 That TGL be invited to share their plans for a 
Community Reward Scheme with members 
of the Cabinet.   
 

  

 
 


