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Town Centres Toolkit 
A bespoke approach putting people at the 
centre of our towns
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T H E  C H A N G I N G  T O W N  C E N T R E

Town centres have undergone 
remarkable change across the last 
decade. The decline in footfall 
to our town centres has impacted 
strongly on local economies. We 
believe that the ecosystem needs 
rethinking. 

It needs to be driven by leadership, ownership 
and identity. This toolkit gives an overview 
of a tool Arup has created to help town centre 
stakeholders create economically resilient 
places for people that also propel social and 
environmental sustainability.  

The impact of this changing town centre has 
seen footfall in town centres decline and a 
number of longstanding stores and brands are 
now missing from the high street. With this 
context, strong high streets need to provide a 
locally specific offer. 

Rethinking our towns

“High streets are now no longer synonymous 
with just retail; they are recognised as places 
for social gathering and interaction - a 
destination in their own right.” 
Kieron Hyams, Arup

Successful town centres have looked beyond 
retail to a mixed offer which considers and 
embraces: 

 – residential 
 – office 
 – leisure 
 – green space 
 – amenities and social infrastructure
 – connectivity 
 – night-time uses
 – themed or temporary uses 
 – destinations and tourism
 – safety 
 – urban realm 

Town centres are successful and appealing  
when they give the local community an 
experience which is differentiated and rooted  
in the towns heritage and character.

Town centres and high streets are not dying, 
but the traditional model and its associated 
ecosystem needs rethinking and to be driven 
by leadership, ownership and identity. 
Town centres need to serve the people that 
want and need to use them, in a way which 
is sustainable, inclusive, attractive and 
competitive.

“Crucially, policy must look beyond the  
retail sector” 
Centre for cities, 2019
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The challenges facing town centres before the 
pandemic have undoubtedly been exacerbated 
by COVID-19. However, the pandemic 
presents the opportunity for town centres to be 
approached differently and reimagined. Now is 
the time for a bold plan for your town centre. 
Placing people at the core of your resilient and 
holistic town centre plan will contribute to its 
success.

 Beyond retail, town centres 
will thrive where they attract 
and retain people.

N E E D  F O R  L O N G - T E R M  P L A N N I N G  T O 
B R I N G  S O C I A L  V A L U E

Arup aims to embed social value in everything 
we do. We focus on the people in the context of 
their place and advise on new and innovative 
ways to maximise social value, in consultation 
with local stakeholders.
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Arup has drawn upon current 
literature, wider thinking and 
previous project experience to 
analyse and synthesise the key 
drivers, trends, demands and 
challenges in UK town centres to 
develop a comprehensive Town 
Centres Toolkit. 

The Toolkit pulls together our ideas on what 
successful town centres look like and how 
these can be achieved.

The toolkit is underpinned by principles of 
sustainability, innovation and inclusivity and 
enables local authorities, landowners and 
communities to easily identify the issues 
affecting their town centre. The process is 
about an open conversation to create a shared 
vision. Arup acts as a facilitator to manage 
the process.

Toolkit

Step 1: We will help you consult your 
community, businesses and stakeholders to 
gather views on your town centre using Arup’s 
community consultation questionnaire.

Step 2: The toolkit visually displays the 
findings as a radial chart, providing a 
comprehensive overview of the areas of 
opportunity as identified by the community/
business/stakeholders.

Step 3: In collaboration with Arup, a range of 
bespoke actions/strategies will be developed to 
address the identified opportunity areas.

Step 4: The toolkit questionnaire and radial 
chart can then be used as a method to assess the 
level of change after the actions or strategies 
have been delivered and taken effect.   

To see how the toolkit can help you and better 
understand the issues affecting your town 
centre, please contact Kieron Hyams.

E X A M P L E :  T O O L K I T

Cycling
There is infrastructure; a joined-up cycle 
network and parking facilities.

Active Travel
The town centre is mobility-orientated and 
well connected to wider routes.

Access Needs
The town centre is accessible to everyone 
and takes different mobility needs to into 
account.

Public Transport
Bus and train services are well suited to 
the size of the town and have transport 
interchanges which are well connected 
and accessible to the town centre.

Right: example of radial chart displaying opportunity areas

mailto:kieron.hyams%40arup.com?subject=Town%20Centres%20Toolkit
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Example Case Study
Town Centre Triage

I S S U E T H E M E S U B - T H E M E A C T I O N
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Delivery vehicles and lorries park outside shops and on the 
pavement during the day, cluttering and restricting the street 

scape and pavement for users.
Movement Delivery

Hold consultations with business owners and the community 
to discuss the possibility of early hour or out of hour delivery - 
especially for larger retailers. Following consultation, undertake 

a trial period for favourable options and then amend and 
implement the best suited approach.

The town centre has no spaces or infrastructure which can 
accommodate seasonal events, meaning the local community 

attend cultural and seasonal events in neighbouring towns.
Vitality Events

Analyse public spaces in the town centre which are well located 
to other amenities and explore solutions to transform one into 

an adaptable events space. Set up a joint digital marketing 
campaign with adjoining towns to help publicise one anothers 

events and build a regional events programme and identity.

Free and accessible public toilets are in short supply in the 
town centre and unevenly distributed, because of this, elderly 
people, disabled people and parents with young children find  
it particularly difficult to come to the town centre and stay for 

long periods.

Functionality Facilities

Set up a strategy to fund and run the public toilets, with input 
from businesses, community, charities, the local authority etc. 

Work with a range of stakeholders to explain the long term gain 
in footfall and spend of visitors from a short term investment in 

accessible public toilets.

There are numerous empty retail units, with high rents and 
inflexible tenures which makes it particularly difficult for local 
businesses to locate on the highstreet. Footfall in the town 
centre is average during the day and low during the night.

Occupancy Vacancy

Convey to landlords the long term benefit of initial reductions in 
retail rent and the introduction of flexible tenures to get vacant 
buildings filled. Discuss the idea of converting redundant upper 

floor space above shops to be used for residential, office or 
leisure to increase footfall both day and night.
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Arup recognises that all town 
centres and high streets have 
unique, complex and interrelated 
issues that need to be addressed 
and that decisions need to be made 
in the context of scale, hierarchy, 
surrounding context, business 
ownership and political will. 

Therefore, following initial analysis, we will 
deliver a tailored approach to explain and 
manage the issues facing your town centre.  

Arup can draw on expert in-house knowledge 
and resources across a range of Arup skills 
areas and regions to provide a bespoke 
service to councils, local authorities, business 
improvement districts, chambers of commerce, 
parish and town councils, landowners and 
communities.  

Our bespoke service

 – Planning policy / strategies 
 – Digital / systems
 – Business cases / funding 
 – Property / advisory
 – Landscape / placemaking 
 – Transport / movement / connectivity
 – Master planning / urban design 
 – Resilience / climate change / sustainability
 – Regeneration / projects
 – Consultation / engagement
 – Skills / resources / budgets
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F U T U R E  H I G H  S T R E E T S  F U N D

Our FHSF experience means we have current 
and cutting-edge knowledge of strategies to 
deliver meaningful change to cities that is 
viable and attractive to funding.

Arup has supported Stretford, Mansfield, 
Erdington and Wealdstone through the Future 
High Streets Fund vison, bid and business plan 
process to help define local projects that can 
make a big difference.

Arup worked with Greater Grimsby to produce 
their ground-breaking Town Deal which is the 
blueprint for the Government’s approach to the 
Towns Fund.

Previous experience

M H C L G  T O W N S  F U N D

Our geographic breadth and 
diverse resource capability mean 
that we can respond rapidly and 
effectively to the needs of this 
programme, as we bring together 
bespoke, first-class technical 
expertise across a range of services 
and known town priorities.

The Ministry of Housing, Communities and 
Local Government (MHCLG) has appointed 
Arup to lead a multidisciplinary consortium 
to help local authorities across England access 
the £3.6 billion Towns Fund.

The Towns Fund looks to support the 
regeneration of communities that have 
not benefited equally from UK growth, 
empowering 100 towns across the country to 
shape their own futures.



T O  A C C E S S  T H E  T O O L K I T,  C O N TA C T: 

Kieron Hyams
Associate Director
City Economics and Planning  
kieron.hyams@arup.com

www.arup.com

Arup is an independent multidisciplinary firm 
of designers, planners, engineers, consultants 
and technical specialists offering a broad range 
of professional services. 

Total integrated design, quality of work and 
social usefulness are the three core values that 
sit at the heart of Arup and run through every 
endeavour we pursue. 

Arup is a UK-centred, global firm with 12 
offices across England and a diverse staff of 
over 5,000 technical experts. Arup is a wholly 
independent organisation owned in trust for the 
benefit of its employees and their dependants. 
With no shareholders or external investors, 
the firm can independently determine its own 
priorities and direction as a business.

mailto:Kieron.Hyams%40arup.com?subject=Town%20Centres%20Toolkit
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