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1. PURPOSE OF REPORT 
 
1.1 The report seeks Combined Authority approval for responses to the 

recommendations of the Liverpool City Region Town Centres Commission 
contained in their report, published in February 2021.  

 

 
2. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
2.1 It is recommended that the Liverpool City Region Combined Authority: 
 

(a) Welcome the publication of the Liverpool City Region Town Centres 
Commission report;  

(b) Approve the responses to the recommendations of the Town Centres 
Commission report as set out in Appendix 1; and 

(c) Note the examples of good practice being undertaken by Local Authorities in the 
Liverpool City Region designed to promote and support the sustainability of their 
town centres, summarised in Appendix 2.  

 
3. BACKGROUND 
 
3.1 In January 2020, the Metro Mayor launched the Liverpool City Region Town  
 Centres Commission, the membership of which reflected a wide range of   
 stakeholders from across the City Region and beyond.   The remit of the   
 Commission was to create a new vision for town centres in the City Region,  
 identifying ways to secure their long-term prosperity and stability and achieve  
 transformative change.  
  



 
 
3.2 The onset of the global Covid19 pandemic in February 2020, followed by the  
 national lockdown from March, necessitated a reorientation of the    
 Commission’s original brief with their work refocused to look at post-lockdown  
 recovery. The Commission met to consider the following questions: 
 

 How town centres support a sense of place and belonging; 
 How policy decisions on the environment, planning, and infrastructure can 

best support town centres; 
 How town centres can operate as hubs for business and civil society; 

 How town centres can respond to Covid-19 during the crisis (and how they’re 
already doing so); and 

 How town centres can prepare for the recovery from Covid-19. 
 
3.3 The Commission issued an interim report in summer 2020 which provided a  
 snapshot of the economic and social impact of Covid19 on the City Region and on 
 town centres nationally. It contained some mid-term recommendations for planning 
 the post pandemic recovery supported by IPPR North’s analysis of the social and 
 economic context of the 17 town centres in the City Region, including a “Town  
 Centre Vitality Index”, which provided a useful tool for establishing a “baseline” of 
 the vitality of town centres and for evaluating outcomes of interventions and  
 projects.  
 
3.4 The Commission published its final report in February 2021 titled Anchor, Belong, 

Connect: The Future of Town Centres (it is available on the IPPR North website). 
The report set out 23 recommendations grouped around its three themes of 
“Anchor”, “Belong” and “Connect”. The final report was also informed by specific 
research and interviews with stakeholders in five case studies in Birkenhead, 
Huyton, Runcorn, St Helens and Southport town centres. 

 
3.5 The publication of the Commission’s report is welcomed. It confirms and supports 

many of the City Region partners’ aspirations for their town centres and sets out 
some helpful recommendations in this regard. Summaries of these 
recommendations, and the proposed response to them, is set out in Appendix 1 of 
this report. Most of the recommendations are supported although there are a small 
number that are not within the gift of the CA or partners to implement, often 
because they require national legislation. These recommendations could, however, 
inform future lobbying discussions with government.  

 
3.6 In responding to the Town Centres Commission report, however, the City Region’s 

Local Authorities are already delivering, or are planning to deliver, initiatives 
designed to support and promote their town centres, or are planning to. Some 
examples of these initiatives have been provided by the local authorities and are 
included in Annexe 2 of this report.  

  



 
4. TOWN CENTRES COMMISSION REPORT – KEY FINDINGS AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
4.1 The Commission’s findings were set not just within the context of the Covid19 

pandemic and lockdown, but also the longer-term structural changes in shopping 
and leisure patterns that have been affecting town centres for several years, most 
notably the rise in on-line shopping. The pandemic accelerated trends that were 
already occurring, and the impacts of the lockdown have been severe and are likely 
to be felt for some time. 

 
4.2 The Commission found, however, that the pandemic crisis has spurred a willingness 

to innovate and explore new ideas about the function of town centres and how they 
operate. The Commission were clear though, that responses to the pandemic must 
help build a better civic model of town centres which are diverse, vibrant, 
environmentally sustainable and resilient. This would be best delivered through true 
partnership working between the public sector, private sector and civil society to 
mitigate the worst impacts and collaborate to drive change in town centres. 

 
4.3 The Commission identified three key roles that town centres play (and their 

recommendations are grouped accordingly): 
 

1. They anchor social, cultural and economic value; 
2. They belong to communities, providing a local focus in the City Region; and 
3. They connect people and places within and beyond our City Region. 

 
Anchor 
 
4.4 The Commission found that town centres are important economic and social 

anchors for their local communities. They support jobs, provide retail and leisure 
facilities, and spaces for socialising. Very often, traditional metrics do not take full 
account of this wider anchor function, but this role requires support through public 
investment. Some of this investment is small in nature, for example, improved 
maintenance and cleanliness of the public realm which makes a considerable 
impact for those using town centres. The Commission identified the lack of revenue 
funding as being a key issue in this regard. 

 
4.5 The recommendations around the “Anchor” role of town centres are set out in detail 

in Appendix 1 to this report but can be summarised as follows: 
 

 Increase revenue spending on town centres; 
 Use community wealth building principles to regenerate; 

 Support & encourage pop-up uses; 

 Seek devolved planning powers; 

 Provide micro-finance; 

 Make the case to replace land value uplift in economic appraisals; 

 Increase capacity in data gathering & analysis; and 

 Invest in skills & employment growth linked to capital projects. 
  



 
4.6 In response to these recommendations, it is clear that town centres in the City 

Region do play a key role in anchoring activity across a range of uses. With regards 
to the specific recommendations, details are set out in Appendix 1 but many of them 
are supported where appropriate, for example, exploring the role of community 
wealth building, increasing the use of data to analyse the health of town centres, 
and increasing skills and training. Replacing land value uplift in economic analysis 
is strongly supported and reflects the recent changes to Treasury Green Book 
appraisal process.  

 
4.7 Other recommendations, such as increasing revenue spending in town centres are 

hugely difficult for local authorities who have seen significant budget cuts over the 
last decade. National town centre funding programmes are often capital intensive 
with little revenue. The CA will look to support lobbying to increase revenue funding. 

 
Belong 
 
4.8 The Commission identified town centres as “touchstones” for community morale 

and identity, representing a rich network of people and places across the City 
Region. This local diversity contributes to the collective identity of the City Region, 
creating a sense of belonging. 

 
4.9 Belonging, however, must reflect diversity within communities supported, for 

example, through inclusive design and the management of civic space. A sense of 
belonging also depends on active participation in the process of change ensuring 
that local people, community organisations, businesses and the public sector work 
together.  

 
4.10 Details of the Commission’s recommendations relating to Belong are set out in 

Appendix 1, but the key ones can be summarised as: 
 

 Best practice principles for inclusive design; 

 Showcase joint CA/LA pilot projects designed to improve town centres; 

 Look to “reclaim” spaces for people (e.g. parking spaces); 

 “democratise” land use planning (including through the use of a land 
commission); and 

 Improve high street digital performance and inclusivity. 
 
4.11 In response to this tranche of recommendations, many residents in the City Region 

extensively use their local town centres, not just for shopping but for socialising and 
accessing community services. The Commission is right, therefore, to identify town 
centres as belonging to their local community. Some of the more detailed 
recommendations are strongly supported – including the use of high-quality design 
in developments and improving digital connectivity. The Commission is right to 
underline the need to showcase high quality projects in our town centres and this 
report seeks to do that via the inclusion of such examples in Appendix 2. 

  



 
4.12 The Commission’s recommendation regarding “democratising” planning is noted but 

it has to be emphasised that Planning Committees in the local planning authorities 
consist of democratically elected councillors. Moreover, the determination of many 
planning applications and the preparation of local plans involve considerable public 
consultation. In addition, the consultation involved in the preparation of the LCR 
Spatial Development Strategy is award winning, particularly in how it has engaged 
with groups that have been traditionally hard to engage with.  

 
Connect 
 

4.13 The Commission identified that town centres are traditionally spaces where people 
 come together; to shop, socialise, or visit attractions. The Covid19 pandemic has  
 seriously affected this with town centre attractions shut and people fearful about  
 mixing which has affected footfall – crucial to the sustainability of any town  
 centre.  Restoring confidence will be key.  
 
4.14 The Commission considered that town centres have the potential to connect people 
 in new ways by locating key services in them and could also have a role as local  
 hubs of connectivity to information and support. Other key Commission   
 recommendations around Connect include: 
 

 Explore role of events, markets & other activities to promote footfall; 

 Explore how town centres and planning policies can promote good health 
outcomes; 

 Develop town centre hubs;  

 Promote temporary uses; 

 Financial support to promote outdoor uses; 

 Improved engagement with Landlords to facilitate reuse of vacant space; and 

 Use housing to repopulate towns, in a way that reflects local needs & aspirations 
 
4.15 Historically, town centres have tended to locate and grow due to their accessibility 

and so the Commission is correct to highlight their role in connectivity. Some of the 
Commission’s recommendations are supported, notably the role town centres can 
play in promoting good health outcomes and exploring the role of events and other 
activities to promote footfall. The Commission’s recommendation that town centres 
are good locations for new housing is consistent with the LCR’s Housing Investment 
Strategy published in November. 

 
4.16 Town centres are accessible by a range of non-car modes of transport, including 

active travel. In this regard, they are not only important in providing services to 
those who do not have access to a car, they are also play an important role in the 
City Region’s net zero carbon objectives by providing services in sustainable 
locations.  

 
4.16 Detailed responses to the Commission’s recommendations are set out in Appendix 

1 of this report. The majority are supported but there are some, particularly those 
which are planning related, which would be difficult to deliver without national 
legislation.  

  



 
5. NEXT STEPS 
 
5.1 The next steps will be to use the relevant recommendations of the Town Centre 

Commission report in policy formulation, project development in town centres, 
supporting funding applications and lobbying government.  

 
 
6. RESOURCE IMPLICATIONS 
 
 
6.1 Financial 

 
There are no direct financial implications arising from this report. Future investment 
in town centres, however, will be resourced from the relevant funding streams (both 
local and national) and this will be reported at the appropriate time. The CA and the 
Local Authorities will work jointly to bid for all available funding to develop and 
support more successful and sustainable town centres across the City Region. 

 
6.2 Human Resources 
 

There are no direct implications for human resources arising from this report.  
 

6.3 Physical Assets 
 

There are no direct implications arising from this report on physical assets. 
 
6.4 Information Technology 
 

There are no implications for IT arising from this report. 
 
  
7. LEGAL IMPLICATIONS 
 
7.1 There are no legal implications arising out of this report. 
 
 
8. RISKS AND MITIGATION 
 
8.1 There are no direct risks arising from this report as it sets out proposed responses 
 to recommendations included in an independent report. Accordingly, there is no  
 identified need for mitigation measures at this stage.  
 
 
9. EQUALITY AND DIVERSITY IMPLICATIONS 
 
9.1 The Town Centres Commission report confirms that the City Region’s town centres 

are important in providing jobs, services and community facilities to all residents. 
Moreover, the Commission was clear that town centres should be made as inclusive 
as possible, for example, via design. Town centres are in accessible locations for 
those who do not have access to a car. Ensuring the continued health and 
sustainability of the City Region’s town centres will enable the important services 



they provide to be available and accessible to all City Region residents. 
 

10. PRIVACY IMPLICATIONS 
 

10.1 There are no privacy implications arising from this report.  
 
 
11. COMMUNICATION ISSUES 
 
11.1 There are no communication issues arising from this report. The Town Centres 

Commission report is publicly available and has been published on the IPPR North 
website.  

 
 

12. CONCLUSION 
 
12.1 The Town Centres Commission report is a valuable piece of independent research 
 and commentary on the role and function of the City Region’s town centres. Its key 
 message stressing the importance of these town centres and a series of   
 recommendations designed to ensure their recovery and long-term sustainability, is 
 even more pertinent given the impact of the pandemic lockdown on town centre  
 uses. Some of the report’s recommendations are already being implemented by the 
 Local Authorities, or are being looked at, and this report provides some good  
 examples of where this is happening.  
 
12.2 It should be noted, however, that some of the report’s recommendations are not  
 within the gift of the  Combined Authority or the Local Authorities to deliver, as they 
 would require national legislation to enact. Where possible, however, the CA will  
 use its lobbying powers to make the case for change to government.  
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Appendices: 
 
Appendix One – CA Response to the LCR Town Centres Commission Recommendations 
 
Appendix Two – Examples of good practice by LCR Local Authorities supported by the 
LCR Mayoral Town Fund 
 
Background Documents:  
 
Anchor, Belong, Connect – The Future of Town Centres:  The Final Report of the Liverpool 
City Region Town Centres Commission; IPPR North; February 2021 
https://www.ippr.org/research/publications/anchor-belong-connect-the-future-of-town-
centres 
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