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Introduction

Towns are the beating heart of Scotland, with a long and proud history as the focus of
personal and community life. Every one of our towns is unique with its own story to tell.

Individually and collectively, they hold huge potential from which to build a better
future. Indeed, towns are highlighted as integral to the delivery of the United Nations’
Sustainable Development Goals and our own National Performance Framework. The
role they play in our lives individually and in the fabric of our nation should not be
underestimated.

It is our view that the consequences of the coronavirus pandemic, the changing face of
retail and our drive towards net-zero provide a three-pronged opportunity from which
we can press the reset button on how we view and reimagine our towns to ensure they
have a greemer, better, fairer and more equitable future. Some of our organisation’s
high-level views are shared in responses to this document.

Scotland’s Towns Partnership (STP) is the voice of the country’s towns - championing
their place at the heart of the nation and advocating their pivotal part in a stronger,
more sustainable future. We are helping shape a better future for towns and places
more widely, representing and promoting their diversity while supporting those
organisations and groups who have an interest and ownership of them.

STP’s expertise helps influence and share policies that impact upon towns, with positive
relationships at all levels of government and local authorities. We act as a hub for news
and resources, knowledge and good practice; to support learning and community
through events; and to raise the profile of Scotland’s towns. This includes spearheading
the Scotland Loves Local campaign, with the support of the Scottish Government. STP is
also responsible for Scotland’s Improvement Districts, which foster the development
and continued success of Business Improvement Districts across the country.

Strategically, we have also made our voice heard in the development of Scotland’s
highly-regarded Town Centre Action Plan and the subsequent independent review of its
work, published in A New Future for Scotland’s Town Centres, and in taking those
recommendations forward. STP welcomes the opportunity to respond to this timely
inquiry. We would be delighted to host the Committee on visits to town centres in
Scotland in order to further illustrate the issues and views set out in this submission.

Phil Prentice
Chief Officer
phil@scotlandstowns.org
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1. How are Scottish high streets and town centres changing? What are the
strengths and weaknesses of Scotland’s town centres?

The rise of online shopping - coupled with the decades-long damage caused by the
proliferation of out-of-town developments, encouraging increased use of cars - has
been forcing a change in our high streets and town centres for a number of years. This
has created obvious and well-documented challenges in terms of protecting jobs and
services, as retailers have reduced their physical presence in our communities, both in
terms of the number of outlets they have and the floorspace they require.

The coronavirus pandemic has only served to accelerate this change, bringing with it not
just immediate financial challenges for retailers caused by mitigation measures which
had to be brought into play to slow the spread of Covid-19 - with the effect of making
that pivot to online retail sharper - but in influencing a significant cultural shift in how
people live and work.

When you factor in the relentless focus needed to achieve net-zero, these are the three
significant drivers in influencing change in our town centre.

And, as difficult as the circumstances are, we must seize all of these as an opportunity
to create better towns.

The single-biggest weakness affecting our towns is clear: The over-reliance on “big
“retail, coupled with the need for a fairer system of taxation, to encourage investment
and level the playing field against online giants.

Their strength, however, lies in the fact that towns can help to meet our national, local
and personal ambitions as well as providing the focus for a better, fairer local economy
that works for all where wealth is more equitable.

Coupled with the determination which exists in our communities to make their home
areas stronger and more sustainable (economically and environmentally) - adapting not
only to the changing nature of retail, but in recovering and rebuilding from the
consequences of Covid-19, tackling inequalities and improving health and wellbeing
while contributing significantly towards net-zero - means that the potential of our
towns, as the fabric of the nation, is significant.

We have an opportunity now to create high streets and town centres which deliver for
the needs of their residents in the modern world - embracing the pride in our past and
the community spirit which has shone throughout the pandemic to create a better
future.

At a time when people have spent more time at home than ever, the pandemic has
brought into sharp focus the need for our towns and has encouraged a hyperlocal



approach, which has allowed many to view their towns and high streets differently -
truly seeing how much is on their doorstep, along with the need to be there for those
who went above and beyond to be there for them when they have needed them most.

To realise the potential which exists in our towns, we need to encourage a collaborative
approach for all to make them great places to live, work, play and ensure they are fit for
future purpose.

Our people, the planet and the economy will all benefit from thriving,
environmentally-friendly towns.



2. How do we encourage people to live in town centres? What types of policies are
needed?

Successful town centres of the future will be those in which people live, work and visit -
where public transport links and active travel options are strong. Vibrant, exciting,
mixed-use places are the key to fairer, greater, greener prosperity.

We need to capitalise on what’s above eye-level in our high streets and town centres to
realise the tremendous potential which exists there in order to create good-quality
homes in an area which is attractive to live, for people of all ages.

In order to achieve this, we need a more rigorous approach to greenspaces by ensuring
the need for and importance of these are embedded in the  national planning
framework.  More importantly, there needs to be greater due diligence of out-of-town
housing developments - and the need for them - as well more collaboration with
developers to pay greater attention to empty brownfield sites which present huge
opportunities in terms of repurposing and redeveloping.

While the Scottish Government is not able to act alone on this, a closer look at the VAT
and other fiscal policies are urgently needed to encourage town centre living and the
development of properties to unlock this great potential.

Subsidised living - as well as the aforementioned attention to brownfield sites as
priorities for development could be another important aspect for consideration in new
development frameworks, along with ensuring accessibility for all.

At the very least, greenspace and net-zero needs must be embedded in the NPF4
legislation so that they can be delivered on a national scale. The drive for more
sustainable places, restoring biodiversity and reducing emissions needs to be at the
heart of the place-based strategy which will encourage more people to live in our town
centres. We are working with our partners at Green Action Trust to develop many of
these themes.

Retail dominated investment in town and city centres throughout the 1980s and 1990s,
pushing other less valuable uses such as housing or public services to the edge. We
need to come up with policy to ensure people can live well in town and city centres
again -reducing sprawl development, encouraging smaller and boutique builders to
build.

There is also the opportunity to use Affordable Housing Subsidies to give town and city
centre preference and the chance to allow developers to offset Section 75 obligations by
building in out-of-town-centre housing or commuting sums to local authorities which
would allow them to procure, removing developer obligations in town centres.

https://greenactiontrust.org/


It’s clear that NPF4, the Town Centre Action Plan and Housing to 2040 documents all
help set the policy intent in terms of town centre living and mixed-use communities.
Delivery could be supported by resource from the Place-Based Investment Programme
and Levelling Up agenda, with the Scottish National Investment Bank utilised on a
programme scale.



3. How can equality and diversity issues be addressed in policies that create and
sustain resilient town centres?

At a physical level, national planning policy should encourage access for all - with strong
public transport and active travel options (as identified in the 20-minute neighbourhood
ambitions), providing better options for people to wheel, walk and cycle into our town
centres.

Diversity and opportunities will be a key element of success.

Town centre living can play it’s part in that, by providing affordable, good-quality homes
providing everyone an opportunity in which to live and contribute to a vibrant and
inclusive area.

Scotland’s Towns Partnership is fully behind the opportunities for all and encourages
the creation of chances for people - whatever their circumstances or background - to
contribute towards creating and sustaining resilient town centres, including the
“meanwhile” use of vacant buildings to provide and affordable springboard to
encourage entrepreneurship or through schemes which specifically allow minority
groups to play a greater role in our places, whether through support programmes for
businesses or organisations to utilities spaces or through community consultation on
new and emerging developments.



4. Independent and small businesses, and community and co-operative
operations enhance local resilience and wellbeing but can often be marginalised
in town centres. How can this be changed?

The Scottish Government’s Community Wealth Building agenda should encourage more
of these developments.

A policy and fiscal environment which encourages - and offers support to - small
businesses and community enterprises, including financial incentives to support
start-ups, is important.

An increased focus on continued consumer behaviour change also has a considerable
part to play in ensuring these businesses are sustainable in the longer term, protecting
jobs in the community.

The Scotland Loves Local campaign has played a considerable role in encouraging
people to think, choose and spend locally throughout the pandemic. Our hope is that
this programme - and others like it - continue to encourage people to show their
support for businesses of all kinds in their communities in the long-term, prioritising
supporting them.

We also believe the long-term sustainability of locally-owned (often smaller) businesses
can be supported by the continued support and use of the Scotland Love Local Gift
Cards by local authorities across the country - including using them for the
disbursement of funds - encouraging people to spend time and money with businesses
in their communities, while ensuring their own families have all that they need.



5. What is the role of culture and leisure in town centres? How can these be
leveraged to increase wellbeing?

In revitalised and vibrant mixed-use town centres, culture and leisure have a vital part
to play in injecting fresh energy, confidence and investment in our town centres.

Leisure and culture - whether through the arts, hospitality and night-time economies or
through community cinemas, gyms and inviting greenspaces to visit and where events
can be held - encourage vibrancy and bring people into town centres at all times.

Both are reasons to visit in themselves and, indeed, can be used to spread important
messages of civic pride, as witnessed in Paisley during the Covid-19 pandemic where
impressive murals created in the town centre proved a strong attraction in their own
right and showed the community’s support for NHS staff and other key workers.

The multiplier effect of keeping everything local has a massive impact on driving
economic growth.



6. Who or what can drive change in Scottish town centres?

Collaboration is key.

Joint working with local councils, community groups and businesses is urgently required
to ensure that local place plans reflect the aspirations and needs.

Community engagement at the beginning of any planning policy is critical, but it’s also
important to provide forums and platforms for all interested parties to share their
ideas, voices and views at all times.

Business improvement districts have shown the positives that this can deliver
throughout  the pandemic, working with their local businesses - levy-payers and the
wider community - to show the art of the possible at the most challenging of times and
the focus needed during recovery. These relationships have unlocked incredibly positive
results in may communities.



7. Can you provide examples of best practice and success stories, in the UK and/or
internationally, of creating living and resilient town centres?

Across Scotland and throughout the world there are strong examples from which we
can draw best practice from.

In Oban, a collaborative approach has been key to the response to the Covid-19
pandemic, with BID4Oban playing a critical part in that. It’s Love Oban programme has
galvanised the community to support its businesses. In the wider sense, the BID has
positioned itself to play a significant role in commerce and tourism, both in Oban and
across Argyll & Bute.

Midsteeple Quarter in Dumfries is providing an inspiring example in how community
ownership offers great potential for a stronger, more sustainable town centre which
provides opportunities for people to live and work there. The community benefit society
has bought a number vacant High Street properties and is pursuing an ambitious vision
for redevelopment which will create flats, enterprise and community spaces. As the
buildings are owned by the community, the cooperative acts in the best interests of
townsfolk. It believes that community ownership is the answer to the issues that many
towns face.

Internationally, Melbourne in Australia is highly-regarded as a trailblazer for the
20-minute neighbourhood. It is delivering strong results for values of living locally, giving
people the need to meet most of their daily needs within a 20-minute walk from their
home, with safe cycling and local transport options. It is a principle based making
Melbourne attractive for investment, with homes close to jobs and services, with good
transport systems within a liveable city which is sustainable and resilient with vibrant
and healthy neighbourhoods.

Similarly, in Denmark, Copenhagen has drawn wide acclaim for the way it has embraced
and developed its drive to live locally and sustainable, with most of its neighbourhoods
just 20 minutes by bike or public transport from the city centre.

Further positive examples of work in our towns - including those covering arts ,culture,
streets and spaces, enterprise, the environment and community - can be found on our
Town Toolkit platform.

https://www.bid4oban.co.uk/home
https://www.midsteeplequarter.org/
https://www.planmelbourne.vic.gov.au/highlights
https://international.kk.dk/live/housing/finding-a-place-to-live/neighbourhoods-in-copenhagen
https://towntoolkit.scot/


8. If not covered elsewhere, what other policy interventions would you like to see
to create living and resilient town centres?

The report A New Future for Scotland’s Town Centres reflects many of the points made
in this submission and provides a strong framework from which to build. It built on the
positive steps already taken across Scotland since the Fraser Review of 2012/13. The
work across Scotland for developing our towns - and places more widely - is
internationally recognised for its positive, progressive approach.

The development of Town Centre First, the Town Centre Action Plan (TCAP), the Place
Principle and the Place Based Investment Programme have been important steps in
placing town centres at the heart of policy and investment, providing firm foundations
for which to grow.

Our overarching view - and that of our members - is that towns need to become more
firmly embedded in the planning system coupled with better data to understand them
and their performance, points that will be elaborated on further in the upcoming TCAP2
report.

It is becoming increasingly clear that fiscal, tax and finance systems must be aligned to
reward and incentivise positive behaviour towards town centres while both penalising
and discouraging bad behaviours in addressing the fundamental issues required to
make our towns fit for the future.

As highlighted in A New Future for Scotland’s Towns, the suggestion of a moratorium on
out-of-town developments, NDR reform and removal of VAT in town centre
developments would, we believe, go a long way to embracing and incentivising a future
which has our towns at its core.

Positive steps must be taken to demonstrate what support can be shown to work in
areas of climate action, digital skills and uses, living in town centres and enterprising
communities, through sustained funding and focus.

The Scottish Government is an enabler to driving change within our town centres , but
significant and fundamental change requires a collective accountability for all those
involved and engaged in our towns.  These include communities and people, local
authorities, social enterprises, businesses, charities and other local organisations all
working together for a common good. Local action brings with it national benefits.

https://www.futuretowns.scot/


9. The new realities of Scottish retail

Retail is still a major employer and economic driver. However, bricks and mortar
businesses are disadvantaged, particularly when their cost base is compared with
out-of-town big box retail, retail warehousing and internet giants.

There needs to be some form of rebalancing which doesn’t damage innovation but
creates a fair system. This could, for example, include a 2% digital sales tax which could
be reinvested in local business rates relief for critical businesses or a delivery or
packaging tax based on carbon footprint.

Retail has always been a fast-paced and changing environment. However, we as a
society need to consider whether local supply chains, jobs, tax revenues, community
and inclusion are more important than car-dominated models of living and working,
extractive consumerism and sustainability.

Retail employment is diverse but an important aspect is the employment and training
opportunities benefiting young people, women and those from more disadvantaged
backgrounds, which we cannot afford to lose.

Retail dominated investment in town and city centres throughout the 1980s and 1990s,
pushing other less valuable uses such as housing or public services to the edge. We
need to come up with policies which now strikes a better balance - to ensure people can
live well in town and city centres again.



10. E-commerce activity in Scotland

The coronavirus pandemic has highlighted e-commerce opportunities to retailers of all
sizes and in every sector, from convenience stores to cottage crafters.

Scotland’s digital infrastructure is relatively strong. However, more could be done
around skills to provide predominantly independent businesses with the knowledge and
capabilities to fully benefit from e-commerce and hybrid models.

Retail has always been viewed as a sector with low additionality and high displacement,
Many training and support programmes have previously excluded retail on that basis.
There are, however, good existing programmes from the likes of VisitScotland and
Digital Boost which provide a good basis from which to work.

We would like to see more done to target more minority and ethnic groups to
encourage greater inclusivity among those taking part in these schemes, perhaps with
organisations such as the Scottish Grocers’ Federation, Scottish Retail Consortium,
Federation of Small Businesses and chambers of commerce as ambassadors.

As more transactions move online and more currency becomes digitised, it’s important
that smaller businesses are able to compete, hopefully using these platforms to support
the physical presence they have in our town centres.

For more information about the work of Scotland’s Towns Partnership, please go
to www.scotlandstowns.org


