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St Helens Council 
 

Regeneration, Housing, Culture & Leisure 
Overview and Scrutiny Committee 

 
 

Scrutiny Review of Regeneration of the Town Centre Area  
 

28th October 2009 
 
1.  Purpose 
 

To present the findings from the Scrutiny Review of the Regeneration of the 
Town Centre and agree the recommendations. 
 

2.  Executive Summary  
 

The review was carried out by the Regeneration, Housing, Culture and 
Leisure Overview and Scrutiny Committee between September 2008 and 
May 2009.  The committee divided the workload between themselves and 
smaller core groups were formed. 
 
Information has been gathered in a variety of ways, including: 

 
• Undertaking site visits around the town centre and development sites 

 
• A number of presentations and discussion around the Local Development 

Framework and how this relates to the town centre, the City Growth 
Strategy and the Local Enterprise Growth Strategy 

 
• Holding a series of interviews with external stakeholders such as Mersey 

travel, the Chamber of Commerce and Shopmobility St Helens 
 

• Undertaking interviews with the Director of Urban Regeneration and 
Housing, the Development Control Area Team Leader and the Economic 
Development Manager 

 
Since initially agreeing the scope of the review the committee acknowledge 
that economic conditions have changed significantly in a relatively short 
period of time as the review has progressed.  Whilst interviews took place 
during the last 6 months evidence gathered from these are already out of date 
in many ways.  The committee has taken into account the work already being 
undertaken in identifying and implementing strategies to control the effect of 
this.   
 
From the outset of the review, it became clear that the topic chosen covered a 
multitude of areas, each which could have been subject to a separate review 
in itself.  As a result the committee have undertaken a light touch approach 
and have highlighted areas which they feel could benefit from further 
investigation. 
 
This report summarises the key findings from research undertaken and 
makes appropriate recommendations. Members are requested to consider  
and comment on the report. 
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3. Background 
 

St Helens town centre is a compact and built up urban core and as a retail 
centre was ranked 118th in the National Retail Hierarchy in 2008. This 
represents a decline in the town’s position within the national retail hierarchy 
since 2004 when St Helens was ranked 92nd.  

 
The town centre is the principal shopping destination within the Borough. It 
has   population catchment of 427,180 and produces an annual retail turnover 
estimated at £238m. Much of the trade is generated from residents of the 
Borough and from peripheral settlements such as Ashton-In-Makerfield and 
Prescot.  

 
The town centre is generally well provided for by food stores, largely 
attributable to the Asda and Tesco superstores in the central shopping area.  
St Helens also has   national retailers including, Marks and Spencer, WH 
Smith, Boots, Burton and Dorothy Perkins. There are also TJ Hughes and 
Bhs department stores 

 
The main retail area in the town centre is around Church Street and is the 
location for the majority of retailers. There are two Shopping Arcades that 
front on to Church St. These are the Church Square Shopping Centre, which 
is split by Church Square and the Hardshaw Centre.  

 
There are a number of streets surrounding Church Street, which provides for 
a small number of independent retailers, Estate Agents, Banks, Building 
Societies etc that facilitate and enhance the function of the town centre. The 
town centre also includes the Duke St Quarter and the George Street 
conservation area. 

 
4. Key Findings 
 

From the various interviews and presentations undertaken, the committee 
agreed main key issues and challenges facing the town centre were: 
 
• 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 parking 

 
Evidence was gathered around each of the issues and are explained in more 
detail below 
 

4.1 Management of the Town Centre 
 

Up until recently, the running and operation of St Helens town center was 
overseen by a Town Centre Manager, employed by the Council, and a Town 
Centre Partnership which was chaired by the Centre Manager of Church 
Square Shopping Centre and included a number of private sector companies.   
 
This partnership was felt to have run out of steam and in 2009 the 
arrangements were reviewed and a Town Centre Steering Group was formed. 
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The Council has appointed a number of senior officers who have areas of 
responsibility relating to the issues facing the town centre, such as parking, 
environmental protection, economic development.  There is also 
representation from the Chamber of Commerce and from Tyrers who 
represent the private sector, however a vacancy from this sector still remains.  
Cllr Ferry, Portfolio Holder for Urban Regeneration chairs the Steering Group, 
and the Director of Urban Regeneration is the Lead Officer. 
 
Since it’s inception, the Steering Group has met on two occasions.  It has 
been actively involved in delivering the `Be Local Buy Local Campaign’ and 
facilitated a number of environment enhancements.  Regular environmental 
checks are now carried out over and above the normal inspection regime. 
 
Whilst undertaking their investigations, the committee expressed their 
concern relating to the removal of the Town Centre Manager Post and the 
effect that this could have on the progress made by the Town Centre Steering 
Group.  The Committee was unsure if the newly formed Steering Group would 
undertake the roles and responsibilities of the Town Centre Manager and 
raised questions as to the remit of the new group and how active it was in 
driving change/improvements to assist in the current economic climate. 

 
4.2 Vacancy rates 

 
The table below shows that in 2008/09 the number of vacant units within the 
central shopping area has increased to 46, compared with 38 in 2002/03.  

 
A number of the current vacancies can be accredited to the global economic 
downturn. Notable losses from the central shopping area include Adams and 
Woolworths. However, the table also shows that the total number of units 
within the Central Shopping Area has increased. 
 

 
   

Vacancies Within St. Helens Central shopping area 

Year 
No. of 
Vacant units 

Vacant Floor 
space  (GFA)  Total No. of units % of Vacant Units 

1992 11 2,520 m2 399 3 
1997 30 10,816 m2 408 7 
1999 29 7,002 m2 430 7 
2001 27 4,571 m2 423 6 

2002/03 38 13,185 m2 440 9 
2008/09 46   448 10.27 

     
 
 
 Vacancies are evident in almost all shopping centres. Currently vacancies 

account for around 11.2% of units and 9.4% of total floor space in the UK. 
Although vacant shop premises are seen as a problem, they are nevertheless 
a permanent and necessary feature of every shopping centre. Some 
vacancies persist because units are poorly located or difficult to let due to 
their size (this is a particular issue for St Helens). However, vacancy does 
allow for retailer movement which enables a centre to respond to changes in 
markets and shopper behaviour.  
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In St Helens Town Centre 9.9% of all available floor space is vacant of which 
7.28% is retail space.  Approximately 11.5% of retail space is currently vacant 
which is similar to the national average. 

 
 

4.3 Getting more people into the town centre 
 

One of the main aims of the review was to examine how the Council could 
encourage more people into the town centre.  The Committee identified a 
number of key components which they felt would go some way towards 
achieving this, namely: 

 
• Improved public transport infrastructure 
• Improved road access 
• Improved bus infrastructure 
• Improved car parking 
• On street car parking 
• Accessibility around the town centre 

 
An interview around the above issues was undertaken with John Smith from 
Merseytravel. Merseytravel is the owner operator to the town’s bus station 
and led the re-development of the central railway station.   

 
John assured the committee that Merseytravel would continue to review 
public transport accessibility to the town centre and work with bus/train 
operators to deliver improvements in conjunction with the council.   The past 
record of investment in the town’s infrastructure was felt to highlight the 
company’s commitment.   The importance of considering transports links and 
access at the inception of any regeneration initiative was stressed. 

 
One of the organisation’s main objectives was to provide a single integrated 
and fully accessible transport system for the people of St Helens and this 
could be achieved by addressing the following issues: 

 
• The quality of the bus fleet 
• A bus service to serve the night time economy, and 
• An improved rail service 

 
Merseytravel work with St Helens Chamber on transport to employment areas 
and contribute to the Strategic Accessibility Partnership. 

 
4.4 Accessibility 
 

Councillor McQuade spoke to the Committee on behalf of St Helens 
Shopmobility.  The Committee agreed that good access and movement for 
the mobility disadvantaged was a crucial factor in any plans for town centre 
regeneration.  Shopmobility is a service where battery powered or manual 
wheelchairs and scooters are available to loan to adults and children with 
mobility impairments.  The Committee recognised the importance of inclusive 
access for all and supported the crucial role that Shopmobility played towards 
this. 
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4.5 Increasing the Vibrancy and Sustainability 
 

In recent years the Council has encouraged residential development – most 
notably in the George Street Quarter and around Shaw Street.  This strategy 
has linked to an increase in demand for Town Centre Living and a desire to 
try and keep the town centre live at all times. 
 
New office developments in Atlas House, The Beacon and The Enterprise 
Centre have all drawn office workers into the town centre and it is hoped that 
these staff will use the town centre facilities, particularly at lunch time. 
 
Tourism development such as The World of Glass and the North West 
Museum of Road and Transport increase foot-flow and spending in the town 
centre.  The expansion of St Helens College is important in terms of its 
economic benefit to retailers bars and cafes. 

 
  
4.6 Improving the retail offer 
 

Whilst the economic climate has continued to decline nationally, customers 
appear generally satisfied with retail provision and the vacancy rates for shop 
units are not above the national average (11.2%)  
 
However, St Helens rental level is now lower than Wigan and during the 
review the committee were informed that ING the owners of Church Square 
shopping centre had declared an intention to sell. 

 
Unfortunately there is strong competition from out-of-town retail parks/stores 
and nearby town centres and additional retail floor space has been completed 
at the following locations and all have an improved ‘offer’: 
 

 
Liverpool One    150,000m2 in 2008 
Warrington Golden Square 30,424m2 in 2007 
Wigan Grand Arcade  39,438m2 in 2007 

 
During the last five years people’s lifestyles and shopping habits have 
changed dramatically all of which have had a knock on effect on the town 
centre. With advances in technology and an increasingly mobile population, 
aided by good transport links, the retail offer is much more than it has been in 
the past.  There has been an enormous shift towards supermarket shopping 
and more people are using the Internet to purchase goods.   
 
The popularity of shopping at retail parks continues to increase and many 
prefer the ease of parking the car and having everything ‘under one roof’. 
Retail markets are on the decline and the choice and price of goods available 
cannot compete with the larger supermarkets. 
 
The chart below indicates that with the exception of Woolworth’s, which has 
now ceased trading, seven out of ten of the top retailers are present in the 
town centre.   
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Top 20 Retailers Present in Town Centre Produced by ORC 
 
Top 20 Retailers Present in Town Centre Top 20 Retailers Not Present in Town Centre 

Rank Retailer 
 
Rank Retailer 

1 Boots 5 Debenhams 
2 Marks & Spencers 6 John Lewis 
3 Argos 14 Co op Department Stores 
4 Woolworths* 15 Primark 
7 WH Smith 19 Rosebys 
8 BHS 20 Waterstones 
10 Dixons   
11 Superdrug    
12 Lloyds Pharmacy     
13 Wilkinson     
16 New Look     
17 HMV     
18 Dorothy Perkins     

* No longer trading 
Top 20 comparison goods multiples ranked by ORC,s forecast of average town centre sales for individual Retailers in 
GB 

 
 
 

The overwhelming view of the committee was that St Helens had too many 
small shops and the units that are available are too small to attract larger 
quality retailers.  It was felt that there was a weakness in the range and 
quality of the fashion retailers compared with nearby centres and that most of 
the interest in the town was from ‘value’ or discount traders.   

 
  The Committee also considered the issues surrounding the provision of 

speciality markets.  It was felt that Speciality markets; festivals and other 
events had a role in raising the profile of the Town Centre.   They helped to 
retain existing users and increase the frequency of their visits, attract visitors 
that would not otherwise frequent the Town Centre, and increase the potential 
customer base, which in turn benefited the vitality and viability of the Town 
Centre as a whole. 

 
The Core Group acknowledged the popularity of previous such events within 
the pedestrianised areas of the Town Centre, yet highlighted the space 
‘adjacent’ to St Mary’s Market and the potential of that space to hold such 
events. The area was felt to be accessible and cosmetically pleasing yet was 
somewhat unused in relation to other parts of the Town Centre such as 
Victoria Square and Church Square.  

 
4.7 Ravenhead Park and Tesco Stadium Development/Core Strategy 
 

Plans for the redevelopment of the former United Glass site for a stadium and 
Tesco Extra will almost certainly draw some trade from the Town Centre. 

 
  At various times during the review members considered the possible effect of 

proposal’s to re-develop St Helen’s Rugby League Stadium and associated 
developments on the vibrancy of the town centre. The committee 
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acknowledged the significant impact of such a development and suggested 
that the issue would merit a review of it’s own to focus implicitly on the how 
maximum benefit could be derived for the vitality and viability of the town 
centre from the development of a new stadium.  

 
  There is still a number of planning permissions in place for the further 

expansion of Ravenhead Park and although these are for the sales of bulk 
goods, the Council is shortly to defend two planning appeals for convenience 
goods retailers in this location. 

 
  The current Tesco store has planning permission for retail development which 

if delivered would increase the amount of retail floorspace in the town centre. 
 

 
4.8 Town Centre Car Parking 
 

St. Helens Council operates a number of car parks providing a total of 2,369 
spaces around the town centre. Charges and opening times vary and all car 
parks are free of charge on Sundays and Bank Holidays. Car parking permits 
are available on some car parks.  Prices vary and permits are limited. 

 
 
Long Stay Car 

Parks 
Short Stay 

(shoppers) Car 
Park 

Saturday Only 
Car Parks 

Blue Bade 
Holders Car Parks 

 
Chalon Way Multi-

Storey (698 
spaces) 

 

 
St Mary’s Multi-
Storey (317 
spaces) 

 
Parade Street (44 

spaces) 

 
Claughton Street 

(18 spaces) 

Birchley Street 
(496 spaces) 

 

Tontine (257 
spaces) 

  

Ward Street (72 
spaces) 

 

North John Street 
(216 spaces) 

  

Tolver Street (33 
spaces) 

 

Hardshaw Centre 
(177 spaces) 

  

Central Street (23 
spaces) 

 

Millenium Centre 
(35 spaces) 

  

Mill Street (18 
spaces) 

 

   

 
 
  The committee considered the possible effect of the availability and cost of 

parking on the viability of the town centre. Whilst members acknowledged the 
need for the regulation of parking in the town centre and did not wish to see 
free-parking provision utilised all day by ‘workers’ in the town, they felt that a 
balanced approach towards addressing the issue alongside providing free 
facilities aimed at attracting shoppers into the town centre was required.   The 
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committee questioned if the new car parking regime was having a negative 
impact on the town centre. 

 
5. Conclusions 
 

Town Centres face long-standing challenges  which need to be addressed by 
all the businesses that operate in them if shops, restaurants, pubs and local 
businesses are to retain viable long term futures.  The economic downturn is 
exacerbating these difficulties.  In order to be in a position to identify key 
issues facing the town centre and be equipped to deal with these, the 
committee felt that it was crucial that a Town Centre Strategy Document be 
prepared. It was agreed that the priority was to endeavour to put in place a 
long-term strategy that would ensure that the long term future of our town 
centre.  
 
The Committee felt that the removal of the Town Centre Manager post could 
have a detrimental effect on the progress made by the Town Centre Steering 
Group, particularly in respect of how key council departments would be 
represented at this group.  The committee questioned the loss of the post and 
any associated negative impacts this might have had on the management of 
the town centre. The way we shop is changing and it is crucial that this is 
considered  fully by those responsible for the town centre  
 
Whilst it was accepted that some good partnership working had recently 
taken place, albeit reactive to certain situations, it was believed there was a 
greater need for more pro-active cross-departmental working  
 
Due to the increased level of vacant shop units, the committee felt that the 
appearance of the town centre should be given priority.  The ‘be local, buy 
local’ campaign was welcomed, in particular the initiative to place posters 
depicting the advantages of St Helens in vacant properties.   The committee 
would like to see its scope and remit strengthened to increase residents pride 
in St Helens and thereby encouraging residents to ‘think local’ when using 
shops and services. 
 
The committee felt that vacancy rates should be continually monitored and 
those units vacant for a substantial amount of time are considered for 
alternative temporary use, subject to necessary agreements/permissions. 
 
The committee were pleased to note Merseytravel’s willingness to continue to 
develop public accessibility by working with both bus and train operators and 
with the Council to deliver improvements. 
 
The importance of inclusive access for all was stressed and the committee 
supported the crucial role shopmobility played towards this.  
 
The most recent retail capacity study was undertaken in 2005 and whilst it 
provided useful information, this was out of date and did not take into account 
the effects of the current economic climate.  The committee felt that a new 
study should be undertaken and an appropriate action plan be devised which 
would monitor any highlighted threats. 
 
The committee recognised the difficult climate that retailers were operating in 
and whilst they felt that the town centre would benefit from larger better 
quality retailers, reality meant that this was unlikely to happen in the near 
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future.  Evidence had shown that there was also an issue in respect of the 
size of the retail units and the negative impact this had on attracting quality 
retailers.  
 
As a result of the work undertaken as park of this review the committee 
maintained that in order to achieve the regeneration of the town centre 
consideration should be given to raising the profile of the town centre through 
an innovative marking campaign.   
 
The popularity of speciality markets was noted and the committee felt that 
these played an important role in raising the profile of the town centre.  
 
The committee commented on the unused outdoor space adjacent to St 
Mary’s Market and would like to see it promoted along with Victoria Square 
and Church Square as a possible venue for outdoor activities.  
 
At various times during the review the committee considered the possible 
effect of proposal’s to re-develop St Helen’s Rugby League Stadium and 
associated developments on the vibrancy of the town centre. The committee 
acknowledged the significant impact of such a development and felt that the 
issue would merit a review of it’s own to focus implicitly on how the maximum  
benefit could be derived for the vitality and viability of the town centre from the 
development of a new stadium. 
 
The committee acknowledged the close proximity of the St Helens Retail Park 
and other retail areas close to the town centre and felt that more work was 
required in developing the transport linkage between centres. Throughout the 
review the committee were mindful of the retail ‘offers’ of neighbouring 
authorities, such as Liverpool, Warrington and Wigan and recognised the 
inability to compete whilst in the current financial recession.  Plans had 
recently been submitted for a large retail development in neighbouring 
Knowsley and should this be constructed St Helens town centre would no 
doubt feel the impact.  
 
The need for the regulation of parking in the town centre was acknowledged 
and whilst members did not wish to see free-parking provision utilised all day 
by ‘workers’ in the town, they felt that a balanced approach towards 
addressing the issue alongside providing free facilities aimed at attracting 
shoppers into the town centre was required. 
 

6. Recommendations 
 

1. That, due to the importance of establishing a longer term vision 
and ensuring the commercial viability of St Helens Town Centre, 
serious consideration be given to the development of a Town 
Centre Strategy Document 

 
2. That a position be created which allows for a more pro-active role 

in taking forward the strategic direction, effective management and 
business liaison necessary to maintain and develop the appeal of 
the town centre as a place to work and visit.    
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3. That more work should be undertaken to raise the profile of the 
Town Centre through an innovative pro-active marketing 
programme to promote St Helen’s Town Centre and attract 
residents, visitors, businesses and retailers to the area. 

 
4 That Town Centre Health Check Surveys be used to monitor 

vacancy rates within the Town Centre and units discovered to be 
vacant for a ‘substantial’ amount of time, attempts should be made 
to investigate alternative/temporary use opportunities for such 
units, subject to the agreement of the land owner and subject to 
necessary permissions.  

 
5. That increased use of the legislative powers available to the 

Council be enforced to make any outlets likely to generate litter 
and rubbish responsible for cleansing of the street within an 
appropriate radius of their premises. 

 
6. That any future re-development of Chalon Way gives adequate         

consideration of Shopmobility and protects the operation of the 
scheme within the Town Centre.  

 
 7. That the Council should investigate funding possibilities to pursue 

further the holding of speciality markets and other events as a 
means of promoting St Helens Town Centre. 

 
8. That further consideration be given to reviewing the impact of 

parking charges, to see if this has deterred shoppers. If it is proven 
that parking charges are a barrier to encouraging shoppers and 
other users of the town centre, the Council should consider 
allowing restricted free parking which would be aimed 
predominantly towards shoppers, e.g. allowing two hours free 
parking, free parking between certain times, free parking on 
certain days etc with suitable marketing.  

 
9. That the Council looks towards encouraging the relocation and 

development of quality office premises in the town centre that will 
attract and meet the varying needs of larger organisations.  

 
10. That the town centre continues to be the main point for retailers 

within the area and the establishment of retailers and other typical 
town centre uses within the core Town Centre should continue to 
be pro- actively encouraged.  

 
 
 
. 
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