
TOWN CENTRES WORKING PARTY MINUTES

Minutes of a Meeting held in the Village Hall,
Littleport on Wednesday, 23rd January 2013
at 2.00pm

PRESENT
Councillor Tom Kerby (Chairman)
Councillor David Ambrose Smith
Councillor James Palmer

OTHERS
Parish Councillor Rosemary Aitchison
Parish Councillor Fred Brown
Parish Councillor Will Burton
Parish Councillor John Yates
Caroline Bosworth
Jonathan James
Shirley Blake – Principal Sustainable Development Officer
Tracey Harding – Team Leader Tourism & Town Centre Services
Doug Perkins – Economic Development Officer
Adrian Scaites-Stokes – Democratic Services Officer

22. PUBLIC QUESTION TIME

There were no public questions.

23. APOLOGIES

Apologies were received from Councillor Sheila Friend-Smith MBE.

24. DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

There were no declarations of interest.

25. CHAIRMAN’S ANNOUNCEMENTS

There were no Chairman’s announcements.

26. MINUTES

Councillor James Palmer suggested that the word ‘was’ whenever used under
Minute Number 18 should read ‘are’. This was agreed.



It was resolved:

That the minutes of the meeting held on 17th October 2012, as
amended, be confirmed as a correct record and be signed by the
Chairman.

27. EAST CAMBS TOWN CENTRES & TOURISM OVERVIEW

The Team Leader Tourism & Town Centre Services gave a presentation and
explained to the Working Party that the Town Centres Team was part of
Community Services. It had seven staff, six of which were part-time. The
Team were responsible for Ely markets, car parks and town centre initiatives.

The current occupancy rates for the markets were: general market – 100%;
craft market – 80%; farmers market – 85%, though this varied seasonally;
general traders market – 65%. Sunday and Bank Holiday markets had been
introduced and this would be their third year. The markets were supported by
other activities to make them more of an event and this approach had been
very successful. The Christmas Market had also been successful as had the
twice yearly visits by the continental markets.

The Town Rangers main roles were to issue notices, ensure the safe
operation of the car parks and report any maintenance issues in the town
centre. Currently there were 9 car parks in Ely, 2 in Littleport, 2 in Soham and
1 in Burwell.

The town centre initiatives had concentrated on promotions. This included the
following: regular bulletins to retailers and businesses, the Shopmobility
scheme, advice on events and promotions, special events such as
Independents Day and the Christmas Crawl. The Independents Day came
from a Mary Portas initiative and this would be the third year it had been run.
It aimed to support independent traders by showcasing their businesses,
including in the outlying villages. The event had been run with the Ely
Chamber of Commerce and traders had used stalls to promote their
businesses with 40 being involved in the first year. The number had slipped
to 20 for the second year. The Christmas Crawl was part of a national event
and the participating shops had used a sticker system to attract people, who
had a chance to win vouchers. Only 9 shops had participated but the
associated website received 2000 hits. It was hoped to persuade more shops
to participate next time.

Councillor David Ambrose Smith asked whether the District Council could use
its resources to run a special Christmas Market in Littleport, which had been
run locally. Would it be possible for Littleport to also have its own market?
This could be held at the Crown or in the town centre car park. It could be a
general market run on a regular basis. Where were the Town Centre
Rangers, as they had not been seen in Littleport? Was there potential for an
Independents Day for Littleport? This Working Party needed resources to
help get people in and there were funds available in District Council budgets.



The Team Leader Tourism & Town Centre Services stated that any support
for markets depended on the resources available. Officer time was limited but
consideration could be given to providing some assistance. The feasibility of
supporting a market in Littleport, and one in Soham, would have to be
investigated. The Town Centre Rangers only visited Littleport once a month
due to resource issues, which mean that they mostly covered Ely.

Councillor James Palmer thought that, under the Town Centres Team’s remit,
Littleport and Soham should be covered. If this was wanted then the Team
would have to be given the power to do so. To attract stallholders for the
markets the District Council would have to guarantee them an income, so it
would need to provide between 18 and 24 months funding to support them.
Was it possible to fund these ideas through Section 106 monies? What
options had the District Council over the setting of business rates? A
recommendation should be made about these issues, so he proposed that the
Town Centre Team’s remit be extended to include the three shopping areas of
Littleport, Soham and Ely. This was agreed. The Team Leader Tourism &
Town Centres stated that this was within the remit of the Town Centres Team
already but it was a matter of resources, which were currently focused on Ely.

The Principal Sustainable Planning Officer stated that she would do some
research to obtain the necessary information on business rates, and bring that
back to the Working Party, and The Tourism and Town Centres Team Leader
would look at the feasibility of markets for Littleport and Soham.

Councillor Fred Brown contended that the town centres should be on a level
playing field. Littleport had struggled in the past to gain any Section 106
money and money from the Community Infrastructure Levy and New Homes
Bonus would go straight to the District Council. Littleport should receive its
fair share of this money and the District Council should look at this. Ely too
was starting to struggle and charity shops in Ely had an advantage over other
shops as they did not have to pay the high business rates. Other retailers
would not want to come in to the town to compete on that basis. The District
Council had to look at its policies to ensure that charity shops only sold certain
goods, as they should not compete with the High Street retailers, that they
only got relief on one shop, and to make the process for getting building work
done less arduous - due to conservation area restrictions. Concessions
should be made to failing businesses and businesses should not be penalised
for being successful. There had to be a better balance in business rates
between shop owners and market traders.

Councillor John Yates suggested that the profit made by the District Council
on the markets should be put back into the related pot. Market stallholders
seemed to have a financial benefit compared to shop owners, due to their
lower overheads. Ely had its aspirations but would need to discuss these with
the District Council, as they had to be fair and the costs understood. A health
check report had been commissioned to look at Ely city centre.



Mr Jonathan James stated that traders paid their rates but got no reciprocal
money back from Ely. East Anglia had been hardest hit with decreasing
footfall but markets might help. Any market days must not overlap and it
might be possible to have one every day in different parts of the district. He
was concerned that, although this was only the third working party meeting,
no action points had come up so he was unsure what had been achieved. It
might be necessary to bring in a professional to look at the high streets, as
they needed to get people into the town centres to spend. Shops were
closing but the Working Party was only meeting every three months, which
was too far apart.

Councillor Tom Kerby reminded the Working Party that it had not yet received
anything from the town centre forums. It needed to know where the town
centres wanted to go, otherwise the Working Party’s budget would be wasted.

Ms Caroline Bosworth thought the problems were known but there was not
the expertise to work out what would be needed to tackle those problems.

It was resolved to RECOMMEND TO DEVELOPMENT AND
TRANSPORT COMMITTEE:

That the extent of the Town Centre Team’s work in the shopping centres
of Littleport and Soham be expanded, subject to available
funding/feasibility.

28. TOWN CENTRE ACTION PLAN FRAMEWORKS

The Working Party considered a report, circulated previously, which looked at
a proposed template for town centre framework action plans.

The Principal Sustainable Planning Officer advised the Working Party that the
frameworks proposed would help understand the town teams’ issues, which
could be researched and recommendations made to Development and
Transport Committee.

Councillor John Yates revealed that the Ely Forum would hold a seminar on
how Business Improvement Districts (BID) would work, how much money
could be raised and to become clear about the objectives the money could be
spent on. Businesses would be invited to debate the issues. An event could
be held district-wide to see if there was any interest. The key issues for Ely
had been identified and a programme was being devised to tackle them. The
work already commissioned would cover the information required by the
template and this work was due to start in February. However, there was a
problem identifying someone to lead any potential BID.

Councillor Tom Kerby suggested that the Action Plan template be used to
move the issues forward. The results of the commissioned work could also be
brought back for inclusion.



Ms Caroline Bosworth questioned the extra cost of the commissioned work if it
was extended to Littleport and Soham. Councillor James Palmer reminded
the Working Party that it had to look after all three town centres and queried
whether it could buy into the work commissioned. If Ely worked separately,
then District Council officers should just concentrate on Soham and Littleport.

The Economic Development Officer suggested that the town teams could use
the template for a joint response or it could be used by individual retailers.
This would put down on paper what was wanted. The filled templates should
be brought back so they could be combined into a single document.

Councillor Fred Brown stated that the issues were known: unsustainable town
centres, horrendous business rates, no incentives for people to come to the
town centres, and the adverse effect of the attraction of other centres. A
budget was available to help. The Principal Sustainable Development Officer
stated that there was no budget available and if a bid for funding was made,
what would it be spent on? The frameworks would not be a town centre
health check but would be used as an action plan, so the Working Party had
to ask what the town centres’ priorities were.

Mr Jonathan James would prefer someone to talk through the template which,
when filled in, could be used as a platform to build on and thought the Ely
survey would be useful as a benchmarking exercise. This could be used to
work out how to attract people into the town centres, though the Working
Party should not be afraid to seek professional help.

Councillor Rosemary Aitchison asked whether quotes could be obtained to do
similar work in Soham. Councillor John Yates would circulate information and
costs of the Ely survey.

It was resolved:

That each town team develop their own Town Centre Framework Action
Plan based on the attached template to set out their objectives and
actions for the period 2013-2016.

29. LITTLEPORT TOWN CENTRE: ISSUES AND OPPORTUNITIES

The Economic Development Officer gave a presentation on the background
and issues relating to Littleport. The key issues facing Littleport related to
footfall, diversity, retention rates, rents, vitality, viability and economic activity.

Within the town centre there were 25 different business types, a third of which
were take-aways or health and beauty establishments. A number of shops
had moved to residential use. The main activity within the Littleport Retail
Zone was for food shopping. Access to the town centre was split between
walking and use of cars but there was little or no expenditure on comparison
goods from outside the town.



Councillor Fred Brown stated that some of the figures were misleading as, for
example, the number of rented premises was only 2 which skewed the
percentage figures.

The Action Plan was needed to highlight ideas and what actions could be
taken and how success could be measured. In the short term a number of
actions could be looked at: create and run a town team, do business
promotions, organise events, get businesses to jointly purchase services and
better understand the current position. In the mid-term the town could
consider what its niche market was, how the new secondary school could
present an opportunity, and how the town centre could link with the new
Highfields development. Long term action could include looking for external
funding, obtain an e-commerce presence and/or develop a brand for the town.
Success in the short term could be measured by the number of events held
and the number of businesses signing up to the partnership. Long term
measures could include the increase in diversity of shops, footfall and
expenditure retention rates increasing.

Councillor James Palmer left the meeting at this point, 4:10pm.

30. TOWN TEAM UPDATES

Soham
Ms Caroline Bosworth stated that a meeting of the town forum had been held
in November, where updates were given. The town had a particular issue
with shoplifters. The next meeting would be held on 5th February which would
look at priorities.

Ely
Councillor John Yates stated that:

 The Ely Town Centre App is nearing completion and would be
launched shortly.

 It was hoped that the Cathedral would agree to the enhanced CCTV
scheme.

 The presentation on Shopwatch had not encouraged the shops to buy
into it.

 The City of Ely Council wished to see some Section 106 money spent
on Forehill and proposals were being formed in discussion with the
District Council.

 Discussions were taking place with Tescos over their proposed move
along Angel Drove and the potential impact on the city centre. Tescos
were also being asked about a possible bus service.

 Tesco could also contribute to any potential BID, which would need a
health check to define the objectives of that BID.

31. TOWN CENTRE PROJECT UPDATES

The Principal Sustainable Development Officer gave a verbal update on the
Town Centre projects:

 The Absolutely bus route amendments had proved positive.



 The take up of the combined rail/bus tickets had not been so good.
 Architects had been appointed for the Market Place,Ely re-

development and the work was due to commence shortly.

Mr Jonathan James suggested the Working Party do a SWOT analysis, as it
needed to understand the potential impact of the introduction of car park
charging in Ely on the town centres. Would the charging also come out to
Soham and Littleport?

Councillor David Ambrose Smith left the meeting at this point, 4:11pm.

Councillor Tom Kerby would find that out. Councillor John Yates reminded
the Working Party that the City Council was in favour of charging and would
be happy to provide the background information.

32. DATE OF NEXT MEETING

The Working Party wanted an earlier meeting than the one scheduled for 10th

April and therefore agreed a date of 6th March 2013, at 2:00pm in the Council
offices in Ely.

The meeting closed at 4:17pm.


