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The Housing, Communities and Local Government House of Commons select 
committee is examining the future role of the high street in contributing to the 

local economy and health, cohesion and cultural life of the community; and the 
challenges faced amid changing demographic, technological and other trends in 
recent decades.  

 
It will also look at how local areas are planning for the future of their high 

streets and town centres, and creating the conditions to sustain them in the 
years ahead; as well as whether councils have the planning, licensing, tax 
raising and other tools to help local areas flourish. 

 
This response to the inquiry is an opportunity for Cornwall Council to reiterate 

many of the points that it is making in liaison with Government departments and 
through its ‘New Frontiers’ devolution submission; especially around the role and 
aspirations of our range of towns, the integrated approach we have to business 

regulation and support and the aspirations for greater fiscal autonomy and 
flexibility. 

 
Cornwall Council notes the significant time horizon of 2030 in the Committee 
brief. Overall, we would note that many of the issues facing towns are current 

and present and there are things that need to be done to mitigate and manage 
change so that they can remain or become safe and prosperous areas of diverse 

commerce and living. Cornwall is unique in its settlement pattern and the 
varying role of its towns and how they interact with a rural hinterland. 
 

 
This response has been endorsed by the Directorate Leadership Team of 

Cornwall Council which covers services including Transport, Planning and 
Economic Growth in reference with officers from across Cornwall Council. Elected 
Members of the Councils Economic Growth Overview and Scrutiny Committee 

have been consulted in the evolution of the response and it has ultimately been 

 



 

2 

 

approved by Cllr Bob Egerton (cabinet member for Planning and Economic 
Growth) and Adam Wilkinson (Service Director for Economic Growth).  

The inquiry was published on May 10th but the Economic Growth Overview and 
Scrutiny Committee asked for an officer led response at their meeting on June 

5th, so Cornwall Council is grateful to the Select Committee Secretariat for 
granting an extension for submission to June 29th.  
 

 
 

 
What is the Political strategy for this?  
 

Cornwall Council priorities context: 
 

Healthy Cornwall – demonstrating the multi-functional role of Cornish town 
centres and the relationship with their hinterlands; together with the opportunity 
to diversify their functionality and respond to change. 

 
Homes for Cornwall – the opportunity to enable more homes to be provided in 

towns, to help support an evening economy and diversify estate use; providing 
affordability and opportunity for the conversion of existing built stock. 

 

Green and Prosperous Cornwall – Cornwall Council’s engagement in 
supporting the viable expansion of a number of towns through local land use 

strategies including workspace and retail provision. 

 

Connecting Cornwall – the need to ensure connectivity and accessibility within 
and between towns. 

 

Democratic Cornwall – responding to this consultation will help to 
demonstrate leadership by submitting evidence that can support the aspirations 

of the business community and contribute to helping to make Cornwall Brexit 
ready through expressing fiscal opportunities and the related issues of the 
sustainability of retail functions in town centres. 

 
 

 
 
 

Appendix and Executive Summary 
 

The Cornwall Council response to this inquiry is detailed in the Annex , but to 
summarise: 

 Cornwall’s towns have a range of roles and functions 

 Diversification is important for their economic future 
 Council policy is an essential element of this 

 Challenges: particularly, the fiscal challenge & opportunity 
 A focus on sustainable transport and connectivity 
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 The role of high streets and town centres in contributing to the local 
economy and the health, wellbeing, cohesion and cultural life of the 
local community 

Cornwall is distinctive in having a spread of market and coastal towns with Truro 

(since the 1970s) developing into a sub/regional shopping centre. Out of town 

provision (particularly) in Penzance, Pool (Camborne and Redruth), Hayle and 

Truro have impacted on the role of these towns. Larger towns such as Penzance, 

St.Austell, Bodmin, Newquay and Liskeard provide an important tier of retail 

provision to provide for largely convenience rather than comparison needs. 

 

Significant shopping centres outside of the Cornwall region contribute to some of 

its needs: including Plymouth and Exeter for comparison (largely for the north 

east, south and east of Cornwall) and entertainment (which is intended to 

change through the modernisation and expansion of Cornwall’s cultural and 

creative assets: such as the Stadium for Cornwall and Kresen Kernow). Both of 

these are at the heart of an approach to enable growing places with a focus on 

sustainable alternatives to car travel. 

 

There are also many small town and village centres that are important for 

helping to meet the daily needs of the two thirds of the Cornwall population that 

live outside of its main towns. 

 
Beyond retail the wider role for Cornish town centres is their vibrancy and 
contribution to cultural life and social fabric through public realm, workspace 

provision and a reduction in traffic congestion through the enabling of more 
sustainable transport choices  

 

Examples include Penzance looking to enable a significant increase in the 

provision of office capacity in the town centre (from a negligible base), 

capitalising on its tourism and artistic potential as well as investment/relocation 

of rail maintenance facilities or Truro’s new off road cycle links to Threemilestone 

funded by the Growing Places Fund.  

 

Cornish towns have been involved in developing plans for their future with 

significant community engagement through first the Market Town and then the 

Neighbourhood Planning process. These can be summarised: 

 St.Austell: green and cultural assets focused on leisure 

 Bude: Improving prosperity and quality of life through Cornish culture 

 Bodmin: major Council investment through ‘Better Bodmin’ 

 Loswithiel: improving connectivity; enabling lifelong learning 

 Bude & Stratton: public real, accessibility and natural capital 

 Looe: skills, training, infrastructure, asset development 

 St.Ives: evolving tourism, built environment, culture & creative 

 Hayle: Harbour development, town brand, transport connectivity 

 Camborne: Retail and housing expansion 
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 Redruth/Pool: cultural and creative focus 

 Helston: Local markets, role of the town in a deep rural hinterland 

 Wadebridge: renewable energy spin off, high tech & craft sectors 

 Launceston: housing and employment sites 

 Torpoint: potential of waterfront, workspace  

 Liskeard: sustainable growth; balancing new housing with employment 

 Penzance: rail opportunities, creativity, niche retail, office space 

 Saltash: connectivity with the waterfront, less reliance on Plymouth 

 Newquay: become an all year round tourism destination. Diversification 

 

These headlines can only give a flavour but they demonstrate that ‘retail’ is only 

part of the picture. Nonetheless, towns remain an important element of 

Cornwall’s economy; being home to around one third of the population and 75% 

of all employment with the domination of six sectors (manufacturing, 

construction, professional/scientific & retail, administration/ support and 

education) accounting for almost 87,000 jobs (with retail being 34,000 of them). 

 

One particular point to note is that the Cornwall Retail Skills project (funded by 

ESF) noted that one third of the retail workforce in Cornwall is aged between 16 

and 24; and there is a particular opportunity to enable greater productivity 

amongst local shops in order to provide a product that can add value and 

compete, opening up a career path.  

 

 The economic, demographic, social and technological challenges facing 

high streets and town centres and how they are likely to develop over 

the next ten years 

Capacity to deliver and manage change on the ground is an issue. The Cornish 

economy is characterised by multiple job holding but also high levels of 

volunteering overall. It is a complex picture with around 4,500 voluntary, 

community and social enterprise organisations in Cornwall and the Isles of Scilly 

and 74% of respondents (to a 2017 survey by the Cornwall Community 

Foundation) ‘getting involved’ in local activities and events, including town 

celebration days (such as Mazey Day and Golowan in Penzance or Obby Oss in 

Padstow, which generate millions of pounds for these town economies each 

year).  

 

There is enthusiasm to be involved through a strong sense of identity. 

Community Led Local Economic Development is a model that needs to be 

extended to towns from rural areas (post EU) because there needs to be an 

acknowledgment of the relationship between towns and their rural hinterlands. 

 

Voluntary action cannot be taken for granted without a sense of community. 

Housing development offers the opportunity of delivering improved places where 

people feel that they have a stake in their future; so there needs to be a holistic 
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approach to enable a spatial planning approach. The DCLG/CLES/ATCM report on 

‘Developing Resilient Town Centres’ noted the importance of connectivity and 

involvement as the ingredients for a successful town.  

 

Part of the future proofing challenge will be the delivery of health services. High 

street pharmacies and doctors surgeries are historic features of UK towns and 

high streets. With more residential development within towns there will be a 

need for this presence to be maintained and flexibly delivered outside of ‘normal’ 

working times. The evolution of healthy and green towns can provide the right 

environment for health issue prevention through good design and an inducement 

of civic pride: these are things which are already highly prized in many Cornish 

towns. So, the challenge will be funding the right balance and supporting 

opportunities for artificial intelligence to create a more convenient way to deliver 

healthcare and prevention: including the economic role of artificial intelligence in 

supporting healthcare and diversifying the skills of the workforce. 

 

Yet there are health challenges and costs for a High Street where fast food and 

gambling outlets can create a perfect storm of debt and obesity leading to other 

serious health challenges. 

 
There is a sense that ‘retail’ is being left behind in terms of the pace of economic 
change. Focus on productive opportunity is contextualised in terms of a sector 

which is subject to headline grabbing restructuring or loss of jobs and the 
successful competition of internet giants. 

 
One of the critical challenges for high streets is what to do to replace retail. At 
the moment retail venues close to be replaced with pseudo or low value retail 

(charity shops, pawnbrokers, mobile phone fixing, etc.). These do little for jobs 
or pay. And they can rebrand high streets as ‘relegated’.  

 
Cornwall Council’s Retail Study update 2015 illustrated that the popularity of 
online retailing has grown rapidly between 2008 and 2012. 

The 'click and collect' trend has grown too and for many it might be the boon 
town centres need to stay vibrant in the face of growing competition from both 
out of towns retailer parks and online giants. 

The report says: "The town centre has been the main shopping channel for 
centuries. However, with weaker expenditure growth and the loss of trade to 
out-of-centre and online, its future role is set to change dramatically. 

"Emerging trends suggest that many centres will be used increasingly for leisure 

and social activities as well as traditional retailing, with more bars, restaurants, 
food outlets and community spaces opening in vacant units. 

"The expectation is that town centre stores will be used increasingly as 

showrooms and to support e-retailing (with click and collect points and safe drop 
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boxes for customers to collect online orders, and in-store kiosks for customers to 
make online purchases). Towns will need to capitalise on the opportunities that 

click and collect services offer." 

The challenge of design and accessibility to enable living over the shop has to be 
considered in the context of replacing some unviable shop units with housing to 

enable footfall within town centres but there are many services that cannot be 
bought online and are therefore fundamental to the future of towns. Market 

towns can also offer the opportunity for home working and work hubs. Other 
activity on the High Street can help sustain town centres. Conversion of the 
upper story of shops for other business uses can be difficult in the context of 

confusing business rate rules. 

 
Another challenge for towns will be the balance between encouraging and 

enabling sustainable accessibility and the concept of convenient accessibility in 
the mind of the consumer (through car travel).This can be encouraged by 
initiatives such as in Penzance which is examining the opportunity for a high 

street shop to co-house the BID, PCSOs, community safety teams, police, town 
centre manager and more.  

 

Cornwall Council has just completed a six month review of its parking service, 

culminating in the development of a ‘Positive Parking Framework for Cornwall’ 

linked to the national Positive Parking Agenda -  an initiative between local 

authorities and the British Parking Association to make parking a better 

experience for all involved.  The intended output is that car parks help people 

access where they want to go, support the economy of our towns and villages, 

manage traffic and be run as efficiently as possible. 

 

The review considered best practice experience from elsewhere. This identified 

that there is limited evidence available about the link between town centre 

prosperity/health and car parking provision, quality and price. Therefore an 

output of the Framework is the development of performance indicators that will 

measure the ‘health’ of Cornish town centres against a suite of parking 

indicators. There is – however – the issue of availability and accessibility of 

indicators such as dwell time or comparative ranking of town centre ‘health’ 

nationally. The aim is to: 

 Make car parks more attractive including enhancing the facilities in the 

most popular, introduction of pay on foot systems in some car parks to 

make paying simpler and less stressful and improving signage. 

 Encouraging business discounts and offers for people parking in Council 

car parks. 

 Enhanced marketing of available parking products including advance 

purchasing multiple stays at a discounted price, rover and season tickets. 

 

The Positive Parking Framework for Cornwall seeks to move toward tariff setting 

that reflects a range of factors that influence car parking demand and impacts 

including: 
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 Consideration of levels of local, commuter and visitor usage plus size of 

attraction that it serves.   

 Proximity to main attraction. 

 Desired turnover levels – Car parks close to the main attractor need 

higher levels of turnover to ensure customers can always find a space. 

 Popularity of car park 

 All year round network demand 

 Seasonal network demand 

 Air quality in locality 

 Public transport alternative options 

 Capacity of car park 

 
Cornish towns act as a centre for their rural hinterlands and so car accessibility 
will always be an issue. 

 

Following the end of EU funding, successor domestic funding through the UK 

Shared Prosperity Fund has to be focused on outcomes and how a Pound spent 

can maximise value and impact: with the inter-relationship between 

communities expressed, understood and funded at an LEP level rather than the 

arbitrary above 10,000 is urban approach of current DEFRA policy, reflecting the 

inter-relationship between town and country.  

 

Business taxation remains a major challenge. High street shops effectively pay 

between 6 and 8% of their turnover to business rates and VAT. This can be more 

absorbable for national chains which are likely to have the space and business 

model flexibility to provide multiple outlets for a range of goods; including out of 

town sites which can reduce footfall in town centres. Towns need to be re-

modelled to provide a visitor experience to compliment a restructured retail 

sector, which can only operate on a level playing field of progressive tax 

affordability. 

 

Businesses need to be encouraged and supported toward the VAT threshold so 

that there can be a graduation of payment in exchange for business support that 

can embed productivity. The Cornwall Leadership Board and Cornwall Council 

have outlined their proposal in the ‘New Frontiers’ further devolution case to 

Government. A VAT escalator over a four year period could enable businesses 

close to the VAT threshold to voluntarily register in order to obtain bespoke 

business support which will sustain them over the threshold. Such an approach 

is especially important to sectors such as small manufacturing, small shops and 

construction where they are liable to have a range of inputs and outputs subject 

to VAT. 

 

Town centres are part of the solution in delivering business support and concepts 

such as the ‘Workbox’ in Truro and Penzance are great ways of enabling micro 



 

9 

 

businesses space for collaboration and business support. Wider supported office 

space is still a need in Cornwall. 

 

VAT is a complex issue for business and can be a deterrent (because of 

complexity) to those seeking to grow. Suppliers to small business (who are not 

registered for VAT) have to pay the tax so the need to charge that 20% to the 

small or micro business who then cannot claim it back because they are not 

registered. Therefore, there is the danger that in the fact of foreign import 

competition the only option is to increase prices which is detrimental to potential 

customers; especially in areas such as locally sourced food and drink. 

 

Business rate levels are a second issue. Cornwall Council can apply limited  

(because of budget) locally determined discretionary rates relief when a hardship 

assessment has been made or short term measures identified which can help the 

sustainability of the business. However, Cornwall Council does not have the 

policy variance powers focused on geography or sector so that wider 

discretionary approaches could be applied to support long term business growth. 

 

This is now one of the major sources of income to support Council services so 

any devolution of policy would need to be carefully handled and executed. 

 

100% business rate retention for local authorities has to be seen in the context 

of the lack of relationship between Rateable Value and business turnover; where 

small shops are often competing against supermarkets or the internet which do 

not have the same business premises costs. Indeed, the internet reduces the 

need to be at a desk so therefore also reduces town centre footfall. 

 

Please see recent ‘Cornwall Live’ press report for interviews and intelligence on 

the performance of Cornish towns:  

 

https://www.cornwalllive.com/news/business/town-centres-cornwall-retail-

parks-1332091 

 

The ultimate challenge for towns and high streets is not only ensuring a 

potentially post retail economic functionality but that functionality enabling 

human contact and relationships which are the basis for wellbeing. 

 

 How high streets and town centres are adapting to meet these 

challenges, the conditions necessary for sustainability, for example, 

residential development and related infrastructure, and how local areas 

are planning for the future 

One of the attractive elements of visiting some Cornish town centres (such as 

Truro or Redruth) is the historic architecture of the built environment: but 

floorspace constraints within the town centre footprint can also be a drawback 

https://www.cornwalllive.com/news/business/town-centres-cornwall-retail-parks-1332091
https://www.cornwalllive.com/news/business/town-centres-cornwall-retail-parks-1332091
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when considering the needs of national retailers for expanding their foot print 

provision. 

 

There is Townscape Heritage Initiative (THI) and Heritage led regeneration 

schemes (HERS) from a decade ago which enabled funding for the legacy of an 

improved public realm in several Cornish towns, leading to the delivery of 

in/direct jobs. Enabling such schemes would once again be welcome where parts 

of some down centres are still degraded. 

 

It is vital that town centres can be diversified to include residential provision and 

a mix of uses that enable their attractiveness and vibrancy (including the night 

time economy); that can reduce trips and combat climate change.  

 

In 2017 construction work was completed on the 'Building a better Bodmin' 

project. The project's goal was a series of town centre improvements which 

aimed to improve traffic flows, make it safer for people walking and cycling in 

the area and provide a catalyst for the regeneration of the town centre. Intended 

benefits of the scheme are improved air quality, creating a ‘sense of place’ and 

an ‘arrival into Bodmin’ through the delivery of high quality materials and good 

street design, and developing a fully integrated cycle network that will support 

growth, improve economic productivity, and put Bodmin firmly on the map as 

being a cycling destination. 

 
Town Centres may need to be reinvented as Community Hubs, places where 
there are convenience shops and cafes, but also with Doctors surgeries, dentists, 

banks, offices: they need to continue to have an important function where 
residents and businesses can meet and interact with each other.  

 
Bank closures are having a detrimental effect on town centre businesses, both in 
terms of inconvenience to the business owners, and the fact that this decreases 

the footfall in towns. In addition; threats to national chains and restructuring 
(from Woolworth to New Look) will create gaps in the High Street that will need 

to be filled, often on a larger footprint. 
 
Out of town shops generally pay less per square metre in terms of business 

rates and has the advantage of extensive free parking. However, other than 
supermarkets it is possible that the internet may drive the decline of some 

brands as well (e.g. Maplin). Impact assessments which large chains can afford 
must be accurate and monitored. 

 
National planning policy gives scope for residential provision in towns but there 
are complex issues about development viability and customer preference to 

consider.  
 

 

 The outlook for high streets and town centres that cannot rely on 

consumer spending and business growth and investment 
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It is important to reference the DCLG commissioned research by the Association 

of Town and City Management and the Centre for Local Economic Strategies 

across nine towns in spring 2014. This included Liskeard in Cornwall and 

developed a resilience assessment on each one: but included input from all 

interested stakeholders. 

 

A definition of resilience included towns which have the ability to respond to 

challenges that they face through adaptability and the ability to jointly work: 

- A shared vision for the future which enabled co-working  

- The ability to contact vacant site landlords who may be absent  

- The ability to diversify from a ‘purely’ retail role (this is a particular challenge 

for Cornwall where there is a spread of twenty or so towns with a varying 

degree of retail functionality and size, and whose retail role relies on levels and 

ability of accessibility.) This means that some rural towns are self-contained for 

their rural hinterland and therefore could be less affected than those towns 

whose retail functionality is likely to be comparison focused). This is an issue 

for previous sub regional and medium sized towns with a wider retail 

geographical functionality such as Penzance and Liskeard but whose 

comparison role has been diminished in recent years. 

- The need to connect the disadvantaged and workless within a town with new 

opportunities. As part of the skills strategy in Cornwall; this will be particularly 

important in towns such as Newquay where the aerohub will offer direct and 

indirect employment opportunities over coming decades. 

 

The research also noted opportunities which included: 

- A strong social economy (evident in terms of environmental action and 

practical projects in Penzance or a strong Community Interest Company in 

Saltash). 

- The role of town teams and BIDs: which currently cover a limited number of 

towns in Cornwall. 

- Public/private partnerships (for example Cornwall Council drawing together 

unconnected private sector development opportunity to produce a coherent 

masterplan for major development on the outskirts of Truro). This focuses on 

another challenge – that or population growth – where sustainable connectivity 

will be the important issue to integrate the significant Langarth extension with 

the rest of Truro over several years of development. 

- ‘Local centres that performed well when they were able to tap into a rich 

cultural heritage and vibrancy’; which helps to forge their identity. This has 

been the legacy of many Cornish towns but is a recognised tool in a town such 

as Redruth where Kresen Kernow is being built (the Cornwall archive centre 

and library) which will be both a focus for further development and the 

Diaspora tourism and trade opportunities.  

- This is also an example of a town where a ‘higher proportion of independent 

retailers are able to offer a more unique offer’: while business rates and rents 
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remain challenging issues, Cornwall Council is now actively looking at how its 

car park portfolio can support town footfall rather than as a straight revenue 

source; including a business discounts scheme. 

 

Transfer of community assets from Cornwall Council to Parish and Town Councils 

is part of this strategy and the report noted that examples of resilient practice 

included public and private sector collaboration. It is noted that the role of 

anchor institutions will be critical in enabling successful Local Industrial 

Strategies. 

 

Neighbourhood Plans have also been an important tool of collaboration for 

successful spatial planning and have been an extremely successful engagement 

tool in Cornwall. 

 

Liskeard was cited in the report as a town that had successfully used social 

media to promote it: the town team training local business in the use of social 

media. 

 

 Whether councils have the planning, licensing, tax raising and other 

tools needed to help local areas flourish and how they make use of 

these 

Cornwall Council in its New Frontiers submission to Government makes the 

point: ‘To truly implement the meaning of devolution; a wide range of tools, 
freedoms, devolved instruments, sector deals and greater control are all needed 

to coalesce to allow local partners to match their local commitment and 
resources to improving our resilience. Tools should be seen not in isolation, but 
as part of the wider jigsaw of asks and offers that collectively will allow Cornwall 

and the Isles of Scilly to flourish’.  

 

Small rural towns are not able to access Business Improvement District (BID) 

schemes. In addition, the controversial element for some businesses is that 

requirement to make a financial contribution through an additional business rate 

levy is based on a simple majority rather than turnout qualification.  

In addition, it is clear that although local authorities have the power of retention 

over business rates the formula by which they are set is decided by the 

Valuation Office and this can sometimes be wrong without an understanding of 

the nature of the operation within a building or the configuration of design within 

the building.  

The ability to for local authorities to be able to adopt a ‘develop the business 

now, pay tax later’ approach would be helpful in an area like Cornwall to enable 

the development of small and micro businesses that have much to offer in terms 

of scale up potential. 
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This is the principle behind Cornwall Council’s New Frontiers VAT escalator ask: 

that businesses are encouraged and supported to the VAT threshold and 

additional revenues are retained over a four year period (revenues which 

otherwise would not have been generated) to enable business support. This 

principle could be extended to other areas as well (such a fuel duty) where the 

maintenance of rural roads is more expensive but there is otherwise not the 

critical mass of business to be able to generate sufficient revenue for this 

maintenance; despite importance to sectors such as agriculture and tourism. 

The Government’s Better Business for All initiative has operated successfully in 

Corrnwall; helping businesses get regulation right first time which aids them in 

their competitiveness. It provides for a single gateway for all businesses to 

signpost them either to a regulatory approach or helping business growth 

through the Growth Hub. Cornwall’s first successful bid for devolution included 

an approach that would integrate the Council’s regulatory services. 

New Frontiers proposes that regulation is simplified and pilot the autumn 2017 

statement to enable a license for life based on good practice: planning and 

licensing are always key concerns for business. 

Government should look at applying higher business rates or CPO to landlords 

that leave units empty on excessive rents that no-one will pay or can afford 

(especially corporates who leave these notional values on their asset sheets). 

 

 

 The legacy of the Government’s previous work on the high street, 

including the Portas Pilots, the Future High Streets Forum and the Great 

British High Street 

Not answered 

Closing date for written submissions: Friday 22 June 2018 although Cornwall 

Council has received an extension to June 29th. 

 Send a written submission to the High streets and town centres in 2030 inquiry 

 

 

https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/housing-communities-and-local-government-committee/inquiries/parliament-2017/high-streets-and-town-centres-in-2030-inquiry-17-19/commons-written-submission-form/

