ON THE MAP: STOWMARKET

The face of the UK’s High Street is changing and the manifold

impacts of the recession, changing shopping habits and the

dominance of the supermarket have impacted in a way that few could have foreseen a decade or so ago.

The length and breadth of the UK countless High Streets and town centres are the scene of unprecedented vacancy rates. However, the town of Stowmarket in mid-Suffolk is bucking this trend and forging ahead with plans to rejuvenate its retail centre.

Stowmarket is typical of many of the UK’s historical market towns, and has been established for over 1,000 years, with its charter to hold a twice-weekly market issued in 1347. In more recent times, the town has been the scene of rapid population growth at four times the national average and twice the average rate for East Anglia, and expected to be over 21,000 by 2020.

While this pace of growth offers the potential to make Stowmarket a bustling retail centre, the number of shops in the town centre has not grown to meet this demand. This, along with the town’s position, equidistant between Bury St Edmunds and Ipswich, has resulted in many residents travelling to these larger towns to shop, taking potential revenue away from local businesses. The Donaldson Retail Survey undertaken for Mid-Suffolk District Council in 2007 found that over 50% of residents were regularly doing so, as opposed to using their own town centre.

However, against this background, Dawn Easter, Economic Development Officer at Mid-Suffolk District Council, says there is plenty of room for optimism. “For a market town it’s still doing very well, with a strong base of independents, high occupancy rates and larger retailers who recognise that the town has a good retail base.”

The latest to arrive is national chain, Peacocks, which has moved into one of the town’s larger retail premises, following the national demise of Woolworths. The fashion value retailer opened its doors in September last year, and has created 20 new jobs in the process, 18 of these local. Luke Rintoul, Regional Manager for Peacocks, comments: “As a town, Stowmarket is an excellent opportunity for us. Medium-to-long-term the town has some keen expansion programmes that will obviously increase the population of Stowmarket, sustaining growth for the store.”

The shop is also large enough to offer other facilities. “We’ve been able to include a training suite upstairs. We mainly use the room for regional meetings on a monthly basis and for any training courses that we run.”

The national chain is well placed to benefit from the Council’s Masterplan for the town, detailing a 20-year vision for Stowmarket. Dawn says: Stowmarket has undergone many changes, such as the building of Cedar’s Park estate, attracting an influx of families. We saw that there was a need to manage this growth appropriately and ensure the town’s retail offer and community services were in balance with the population.”

The Masterplan highlighted the need to develop the town centre and the process is now beginning to create a new retail development along Ipswich Street West. “We have people like Peacocks that want to come here, so we want to offer a bigger retail site. The development will increase this area by 20% and house a mix of larger and smaller shops,” explains Dawn.

The area within the scheme is now being compulsory purchased to enable a complete rebuild with a range of new and bigger shops. With demolition of the current 1960s buildings due to begin in Spring 2011, the construction will be undertaken by a localH WOOOSLEKS.CUOFMFOLK.COM/CS

developer and will be architecturally sympathetic to the street’s original Georgian style.

Dawn says: “We have big plans for the future and a lot of investment coming here in the region of £15 million, creating around 120 new jobs in the town, including a new supermarket likely to come on the edge of the development.”

The existing independent retailers also stand to benefit. “We have done a retail strategy to support the smaller independents and the market to keep that balance. We want to make sure Stowmarket doesn’t become a clone town.”

She continues: “We want to bring the local spend back into the town centre by capturing that critical mass that gives the town sustainable development that means people can meet their needs locally.”

