
 

 

 



 

Future High Street Fund 
Quietus of the rural market town 

Introduction 
Since the millennium much vaunted schemes like MCTI, Vale Vision, Project Stroud, Rural 
Renaissance have quietly ebbed from the public gaze.  Gorged and content, consultancy firms laze 
sleepily in the shade.  With the low hanging fruit long since picked, stakeholders and partners 
scavenge the scorched carcasses of the great recession, cackling of the coming rebirth.  Rural 
market towns, caught in stasis, wither in the searing heat of globalization. Westminster preaches of 
a land of milk and honey, supporting all towns, stronger towns, future towns. Imperceptibly, the 
atmosphere changes, consultancy firms become alert, sensing their prey is close, the circle is 
almost complete. 

Executive Summary 
To develop and implement a bid to encompass a five year plan for the Market Towns and 
settlements across Stroud District drawing on the Future High Street Fund. 
 
The kernel of a £500,000 bid will facilitate the following goals:- 
 

● Appoint a Market Towns Officer and support at SDC 
● Fund for on-going footfall/shopping/car parking surveys across the district  
● Establish properly constituted Chambers across the district 
● Implement a Seed Bank to distribute seed money, funding community initiatives 
● Leverage Chambers to coordinate local events 
● Introduction of Town Markets across the district 

  

 



 

Background 
Over the last two decades a plethora of high profile initiatives and schemes have promoted 
cohesive frameworks for delivering projects to support the sustainable development in rural Towns 
and Villages.  Quangos, frameworks, strategys, consultants and powerpoint presentations abound. 
But, inevitably, each grandiose project fizzled out with little or no money filtering down to where it is 
most needed.  Ultimately, with the LEP’s pulling resources away from districts, each rural high 
street is left to fend for itself, each time feeling more and more de-motivated by the failings of 
Government. 
 
It’s against this background and since the millenium that over £20,000,000 has been invested in 
the Stroudwater navigation with Stroud District Council directly contributing over £3,000,000 to the 
project.  Visionary and will undoubtedly bring direct benefits to Stroud but few of the towns and 
settlements across the district are connected. 
 
There is a sense of unease in the hinterland, a belief that SDC has long since abandoned the rural 
towns and settlements, focusing all its regeneration efforts, disproportionality, on the Canal and 
Stroud itself.  
 
However, there have been a few examples of schemes that purport to help retail in the market 
towns such as; ‘Shop Local’ bags and the District loyalty card.  Whilst well meaning, their value is 
unquantifiable.  They represent little more than token gestures. 
 
More recently SDC launched a Market Towns Funding Initiative.  However, it is less well known 
that the funding can only be used for capital expenditure.  Immediately, the funds in one settlement 
were redirected toward refurbishing the town’s toilets.  Given that the high street already has a 
recently refurbished toilet block, the additional benefit for the high street in that settlement is 
questionable.  The high street is left scratching its head, wondering what projects, of such low 
‘capital’ expenditure, could possibly be of benefit anyway? 

New funding 
Finally, aware of its poor oversight, Westminster is now falling over itself in making a variety of 
funds available; intended to address the fundamental issues afflicting the high streets outside of 
the larger cities across the UK:-  
 

● Stronger Towns Fund 
● Future High Street Fund 

 
It’s interesting to note that the Stronger Towns Fund asks for “ambitious proposals that can achieve 
long-term growth for their towns”.  The Future High Street Fund directs that “we would not expect 
local areas to bid for funding to expand traditional retail on their high street”.  
 
All this suggests that a successful bid cannot focus on a single location and should not focus on 
retail, which, in actual fact, is really good news for all the towns in the district.  These funds have 
the potential to shift the high street; to diversify away from retail. 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/stronger-towns-fund/stronger-towns-fund-questions-and-answers
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/future-high-streets-fund/future-high-street-fund


 

Radical Action 
Hindsight clearly shows that the traditional top down approach to managing the revival of the high 
street has failed, time and time again.  
 
It’s now time for government to acknowledge this and let the community take the lead.  
 
Devolve the funds right down to the place that it is needed and the local decisions are made; the 
high street in each settlement.  These funds will be made available to communities via the Seed 
Bank. 

Seed Bank 
In each town and settlement there are many people who, once motivated, could be delivering a 
whole range of innovative ideas and initiatives for the benefit of their local community. 
 
All too often, there are barriers that prevent many of these ideas from even 
germinating.  Often ideas are thwarted by attitudes, bureaucracy and 
process at the local Town Hall.  
 
This is where the Seed Bank can step in to help.  A very small amount of 
seed money, a few hundred pounds, that can pay a small one off cost to get 
the initiatives up and running.  
 
These initiatives, commercial or social, would serve the local community, 
and attract visitors from outside the district too.  These initiatives will create footfall and a diverse 
range of needs.  These needs are then fulfilled by a dynamic local micro-business community.  
 
Initiatives could be as diverse as eco, craft, textile, exhibitions and festivals, business events, 
cooking and bushcraft skills, street parties, themed street events, music festivals, no limits.  
 
All the ideas are out there in the district and all the people to run and manage them too.  
 
We envisage that the seed money would normally cover the essential insurance and or risk 
assessment training etc. for the organisers. It could also be used to professionally polish business 
plans or develop bids for funding larger projects. 
 
Each initiative could be ‘pitched’ Dragon’s Den style. The seed money could then be paid on 
receipt and confirmation of the execution of the initiative and reported back to SDC to ensure a 
reasonable audit trail. 
 
The whole raison d'etre for this scheme is to create a ‘buzz’ in each settlement.  With so many 
micro projects all on the go it will create an atmosphere that people will be attracted to, wanting 
involvement, participation and inclusion.  It’s a radical idea.  Ideally suited to social media and the 
ideals of the current generation. 
 

 



 

It'll be messy, haphazard and hard to direct but the diverse demands of each community will be 
fulfilled. Clearly, some of the initiatives will fail, many will be successful, hopefully some will repeat! 

Life Support 
Town centres used to be the main commercial or business areas of each settlement, containing the 
principle shops, banks, restaurants and public traffic hub. But, they have been affected by major 
changes in recent decades, and the speed of this change is increasing.  
 
Recklessly, SDC abandoned capturing critical footfall, shopping and car park data way back in 
2006.  Anecdotal evidence points to a 75% decline in footfall in one settlement since 2001. 
However, they have no way of supporting this claim with robust data.  How on earth are the 
settlements meant to bid for funds if they cannot backup their bids with robust data? 
 
Clearly, it is imperative that basic footfall and ‘reason for visit’ data is collected in a simple and 
regular fashion.  Once established is must be ‘set in stone’ for the duration of the plan, no tinkering 
with the methodology rendering historic data useless.  
 
This heartbeat data will provide the underlying measure of the health of each settlement and will 
provide a method to identify the success or failure of initiatives, interventions and actions during the 
duration of the plan. 
 
Any member of the public, community initiative or small business will be able to interrogate the 
data to identify needs and more importantly used as a basis for community proposals and funding 
streams.  

Chambers of Trade 
Chambers of Trade are groups of positive, self-motivated individuals who are well placed to work in 
partnership with other organisations to enhance their community.  Importantly, they can provide 
support and an opportunity for members to meet and exchange ideas through varied social events.  
 
Chambers know that town centres are a dynamic places where businesses come and go as the 
demands of the community they serve change.  
 
The diversity of settlements in the district should be celebrated and the Chambers of Trade are 
uniquely place to embrace change and let the community drive things forward.  Properly 
constituted Chambers would be a great place to germinate, nurture and grow these fledgling 
initiatives.  They will also act as a catalyst for identifying and creating events and projects to inspire 
other members of the community.  
 
Chambers will be expected to administer the Seed Bank and facilitate coordination with the Market 
Towns Officer at SDC. 
 
It is imperative that they are encouraged to re-establish across the district. 

 



 

Town Markets 
Where demand exists, pulling on Community or Neighbourhood Plans, the reintroduction of local 
markets should be encouraged. 
 
A local market adds choice, colour, value and vibrancy to a town centre when done properly, and 
can attract and sustain increased footfall on market days to the benefit of surrounding shops and 
services.  
 
The success of the investment in Stroud market is a great example and this expertise should be 
spread across the district. Again, the Chamber of Trade would be a great way of coordinating this 
activity. 

Community or Neighbourhood Plans 
Clearly all settlements should be encouraged to engage with their community, ensuring that their 
Community and Neighbourhood Plans are living documents.  Annual Town and Parish Assemblies 
are the ideal opportunity to showcase new projects to engage with the community. 
 
Whist these plans are a good way of engaging with the Community its important to understand that 
they are primarily long term planning documents.  As such they are inflexible to short term needs of 
each settlement.  
 
“'Neighbourhood Development Plans require an awful lot of work. If we'd known before we started, how much work there 
would be and how long it would take, we would probably not have started one.'” 

An anonymous quote from a Town Councillor in an anonymous Gloucestershire Town. 
 

This proposal is meant to stand separately from and in addition to any existing Community or 
Neighborhood Plan.  

 


