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AGENDA ITEM NO. 16
TOWN CENTRES WORKING PARTY MINUTES
Minutes of a Meeting held in The Grange, Nutholt Lane, Ely on Thursday 26th

July 2012 at 2:00pm.

PRESENT

Councillor David Ambrose Smith
Councillor Sheila Friend-Smith MBE
Councillor Tom Kerby

OTHERS

Parish Councillor Rosemary Aitchison
Parish Councillor Will Burton
Parish Councillor John Yates
Caroline Bosworth
Tracey Harding – Team Leader Tourism & Town Centre Services
Jonathan James
Lorraine King – Conservation Officer
Shirley Blake – Principal Sustainable Development Officer
Doug Perkins - Economic Development Officer
Adrian Scaites-Stokes – Democratic Services Officer
Jane Thompson - Infrastructure Programme Manager

1. ELECTION OF CHAIRMAN

Councillor David Ambrose Smith proposed Councillor Tom Kerby as Chairman and
this was seconded by Councillor Sheila Friend-Smith. There being no other
nominations, Councillor Tom Kerby was therefore duly elected Chairman of this
Working Party for the municipal year.

2. PUBLIC QUESTION TIME

There were no public questions.

3. APOLOGIES

Apologies were received on behalf of Councillor James Palmer.

4. DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

There were no declarations of interest.

5. CHAIRMAN’S ANNOUNCEMENTS

There were no Chairman’s announcements.

6. TERMS OF REFERENCE AND TOWN CENTRE ARRANGEMENTS

The Working Party considered a document, previously circulated, which set out the
Terms of Reference for the Working Party. No comments were made.
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7. PRESENTATION – THE PORTAS REPORT AND TOWN CENTRE ISSUES

The Working Party received a presentation by the Economic Development Officer
on the Portas Report and town centre issues. The following comments were
made:
The Portas Review had looked at the challenges facing High Streets.
High Streets had social, as well as economic, worth.
Shop vacancy rates in the High Street had increased nationally, with 1 in 6

shops standing empty.
People were spending more away from the High Streets, includng a big

increase in internet shopping and increases in mobile phone shopping.
Out-of-town shopping also had an affect, as they offered a range of options

including a mix of shops and leisure facilities.
The High Street had struggled to adapt to these changes.
Keys aims of the Portas Review to help the High Street flourish in the future

included:
Town centres should be run like a business;
The basics had to be right, e.g. planning uses and regulations;
There should be a national policy of ‘town centres first’;
Communities had a role to play in developing future use;
Determination of a role for their futures.

A number of recommendations had been made by Portas, including:
Town teams should be formed;
Markets would help footfall;
The Government should support independent traders through the

planning process (the new National Planning Policy Framework should
be in favour of town centres) and use of business rates;

Town centres accessibility was crucial;
The Secretary of State should have final sign-off on out-of-town

developments;
The community and relevant landlords should be brought together;
There should be disincentives for vacant shops;
The community should be at the heart of decisions;
Town centres need to decide where they should go in the future

including multi-functioning or civic use.
The East Cambridgeshire Retail Health Check had shown that the shop

vacancy rates in the district were lower than the national average, though
this masked a mixed picture underneath.

Different businesses were coming in to the high streets and customer
demands were changing.

There was a leakage of convenience and comparison spend out of the
district.

Very little bulky goods spend was being retained in the district.
There was a demand for out-of-town developments, following the growth of

the district.
In East Cambridgeshire there were interests in town teams, use of town

centres as social spaces, increasing business use, a bid for Government
funding and landlord engagement.

Councillor Tom Kerby stated the town centres had to offer something different
from out-of-town developments. Consideration had to be given to what the
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district’s town centres had to offer. There were 3 main town centres in the
district and all 3 had to be supported. Soham and Littleport would have some
similar issues with Ely but may want different things and this had to be taken
into consideration.

Councillor John Yates thought the town teams had to tap into the information the
District Council had, so they were better informed.

Councillor Rosemary Aitchison was concerned that much of what had been
disclosed related to Ely, making it difficult for the other town centres to get a
look in. So there was a danger that Soham and Littleport would be left out.

Mr Jonathan James stressed the need for a joined up approach, as this was an
East Cambridgeshire initiative. Town centres were the heart of communities.
There were significant issues eminating from the Portas Review but they had to
be interpreted at our level to work out what would be best for the district’s town
centres. The crucial issue was footfall in the centres.

Councillor Will Burton advised that sharper lines of division between Ely and the
district had to be defined, although a balanced approach was needed. The
District Council should be the umbrella organisation with the town teams
underneath.

8. TOWN CENTRE ISSUES – FEEDBACK FROM TOWN CENTRE
REPRESENTATIVES

Soham
Mr Jonathan James revealed that a town team had been set up in February and
included interested local retailers. The team was made up as a business group
and intended to share best practice. The team met fortnightly and was working
well together.

Although shop vacancy rates were below the national rate there was ongoing
work asking customers what they would like to see in the town. Businesses
would only survive if people used them and fortunately the shops had survived
the current recession. The team had been involved with local events, such as
the Pumpkin Fair. Other plans included encouraging youngsters in to the town
centre shops, joint purchasing and possibly creating a website. Resources were
limited but it was hoped that this could be overcome by working with colleagues
in Ely and Littleport.

Councillor Rosemary Aitchison was not looking for big retailers but for specialist
shops and for provision of a regular market, possibly monthly. It would be useful
if the Town Council had more control over the types of shops coming into the
town. Soham had tried to run a bus service around the town but this had failed.
However, it might succeed if it was run differently, for example if it connected
with local villages.

The Conservation Officer informed the Working Party that it might be possible to
include a policy on the types of shops permitted and limits put on their numbers,
through the Local Plan.

Mr Jonathan James revealed that a local Member of Parliament was looking to
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introduce a Bill on what could go into town centres. However, a joined up
approach was needed to allow High Streets to ‘flow’ so shoppers could do a
‘joined up’ shop. Councils could have an influence on this.

Ely
Councillor John Yates stated that the Ely town team was lagging behind Soham
and that the Town Team had been set up as a sub-committee of the City
Council. It would be run similar to a Neighbourhood Panel so that issues could
be logged and addressed. 27 people were so far involved and it was hoped to
increase that number. The first thing the group had to decide was what was the
‘city centre’. This had been defined as the area from the Cathedral through the
main city centre down to the riverside.

It was also decided to champion and market the assets the city centre had.
Events would be held to encourage people to visit and the number of markets
could be enhanced.

Some improvement projects were in the pipeline, such as provision of better
signage aroud the city, to give information on where visitors could visit. These
could be funded from Section 106 monies. The Ely Town Team were
considering making an application for a Business Improvement District (BID) to
provide further funding. Issues that needed to be tackled included increasing
footfall and championing small independent shops.

Councillor Sheila Friend-Smith was concerned that new businesses felt
unsupported. Somebody needed to talk to and help them. Some help was being
provided for all businesses, with one volunteer collecting cards and brochures of
local businesses and displaying them at the railway station. Ely Perspective
were involved in a mobile phone application, so smart phone users could find
out what was going on in the city. Although the town centre was a social space,
there were too many restaurants and cafés, and there was a lack of a range of
other goods. The city lacked interesting shops. The evening economy was not
good but things could be improved through use of the market place.

In response to Councillor Tom Kerby’s questions, Councillor Yates thought it
was unclear what people wanted in the town centre. The city had seen an influx
of new people who would have different ideas to those already in the city. They
should be asked but had to bear in mind that shops needed to be sustainable
and viable. Consideration had also to be given to the available retail space. A
presentation on the town centre ‘app’ would be given on 16 th August, at 6pm in
The Lamb and colleagues from Soham and Littleport would be welcometo
attend.

9. CURRENT TOWN CENTRE INITIATIVES

The Working Party considered a report, reference M65 previously circulated,
which reviewed progress on current town centre related initiatives and outlined
the future work programme for the Working Party.

The Principal Sustainable Development Officer asked the Working Party what it wanted
to achieve and about its work programme. As the District Council’s Town Centres Team
organised events, markets and promotions, this Working Party should not duplicate that
work but should have a more strategic planning role.
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The Infrastructure Programme Manager advised the Working Party that extensive
consultations had been carried out, together with a stakeholders’ event and 2 days on
the market. A lot of good ideas had been generated, such as improvements for
pedestrians, cyclists and the market square, and releasing the traffic blockages in Broad
Street. Now the Council would work with the County and City Councils on shortening
the list of projects and to give consideration for funding them.

Councillor John Yates was not happy that the City Council had not been consulted,
stating that was not the way things should work. He was assured that the City Council
would be involved.

Market Place

The Principal Sustainable Development Officer said that early stage discussions had
been held with the owner of the 1960s building on the Market Place. The Conservation
Officer explained that the owner was keen to improve the building. This would form part
of an overall package of measures to use the market place as a public space,
particularly on non-market days, and could potentially include more seating and lighting.
This would be a big project and so would have to be phased. A report would be brought
to Members for support and then the City Council would be engaged.

Councillor David Ambrose Smith thought the City Council should be spoken to first.
Councillor Will Burton suggested this demonstrated his concerns over where the lines of
responsibility should be drawn. Joined-up thinking was needed so input from the City
Council was important. Councillor John Yates asked that the City Council be involved
from the beginning.

When it was confirmed that the £600,000 Section 106 monies would only to be used in
Ely, Mr Jonathan James suggested a joint BID for the whole district should be
considered, as Soham and Littleport were too small to develop their own BIDs. So a
collective, joined up approach could be used.

Bus Service

The Principal Sustainable Development Officer reminded the Working Party that the bus
service had started in February, funded by the Sainsbury Section 106 payments.
Although usage was currently moderate to steady, consideration was being given to
tweaking the routes. A service was needed for the villages but there would be difficulty
in running this on a commercial basis. This was a pilot service and if it did not work in
Ely it would not work anywhere.

Councillor David Ambrose Smith noted that the Littleport Neighbourhood Panel had
given priority to a review of bus services. This needed to be done for the whole of the
district.

Councillor John Yates stated that the hours of operation had to be right if extending the
scheme was to be considered. There could be opportunities to cover outlying villages.

Councillor Rosemary Aitchison reminded the Working Party that the users of the service
were those who were most deprived and who had more difficulty getting to places to
shop. The bus service was critical to them.
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Work Programme

The Principal Sustainable Development Officer asked the Working Party what issues it
wanted to examine and suggested the following possible issues:
Masterplan opportunity sites;
The Local Plan’s retail policies;
Best practice and models elsewhere;
Funding.

Councillor John Yates asked about the information on how many businesses the
city had and how much money was generated. At this early stage economic
factors had to be considered.

Councillor Will Burton wanted the groups to maintain their focus, as this would
be vital. It had to be known which elements would be dealt with by which
orgnaisations, so roles could be defined.

Mr Jonathan James requested that future meetings could be held in Soham and
Littleport.

It was resolved:
(i) That the progress on the current ongoing studies be noted;
(ii) That officers be supported to further develop the Market Place project.

10. FUTURE AGENDA ITEMS

The Principal Sustainable Development Officer suggested that the following
items, picked up during the meeting’s discussions, should be included as future
agenda items:
The work of the District Council’s tourism and town team;
A report on the economy of the town centres;
The feasibiity of a district-wide BID with reasons for and against.
The Principal Sustainable Development Officer would put together a work
programme for the next 12 months, with a standing item for Project Updates.

Councillor John Yates thought there could be difficulties with a district-wide BID.
Mr Jonathan James thought an umbrella BID could be made, with the town
centres then focussing on their own pots of funding. Councillor David Ambrose
Smith thought Soham and Littleport should be given help to put any potential
BID application together.

Following those comments, the Principal Sustainable Development Officer
stated that the main focus of the next meeting would be on BIDs. A retailer
could be invited to the Working Party to feedback on what they would look for in
the various locations.

Councillor Tom Kerby wanted help given to new businesses. Mr Jonathan
James promoted the idea of a ‘buddy scheme’ for this and declared that
businesses outside the district would also need help when coming into the
district.

The meeting closed at 3:37pm.


