Local Economy

Derelict premises litter many shopping districts

The decline of ‘local’.
Just as national economies are losing their independence, so too our villages, towns
and cities have been transformed. Thriving locally-owned shops have been increasingly
moved out by swathes of identikit chain stores that have spread from town to town.
Characterless supermarket retailers, fast food chains and global fashion outlets have turned
High Streets from Ilford to Inverness into ‘clone towns’ – dominated by chain stores, devoid
of character and individuality, and virtually indistinguishable from one another.
In return these chain stores offer low-paid, largely part-time work. They take huge
amounts of wealth away from local economies, preventing it from being recycled in the
creation of further wealth locally. And they often pay little or nothing in tax to the UK
government at a national level.

Economic Policy Implications
The recession has left holes on our High Streets. Along with the dramatic collapse of
household names like Woolworths and Barratts, a reported 17,880 retailers shut up shop in
2009 alone.
Towns most dependent upon large chains and out-of-town stores have also proven to
be the most vulnerable in this economic crisis. The impact of high streets and shopping
districts facing creeping retail abandonment - on our communities and our sense of social
cohesion - is only beginning to be understood.
Combined with the additional challenges of climate change and peak oil, cloning has
created a brittle infrastructure in our towns and cities - ill equipped to deal with these huge
challenges. Understanding this bigger picture is crucial to determining what policy answers
are required to help prevent the further homogenisation of our high streets and to support
the country’s transformation towards a low carbon future.

Community Responses
Communities are already fighting back to reclaim their high streets, and the current
recession offers a huge opportunity to re-imagine our towns and villages. New powers such
as the Sustainable Communities Act (2007) provide a way for residents to take control, and
the proposed ‘Community Right to Buy’ within the Localism Bill could help ensure continuity
of public sector service provision in local hands.
The Transition Town network is encouraging a growing army of concerned citizens to
take action locally to strengthen their communities and move away from an unsustainable
dependence upon fossil fuels. Ways to support increased local spending on the high street
are growing – whether in the form of the small business ‘Wedge Card’ loyalty scheme,
alternative local currencies.
Communities are also increasingly taking control of vital services such as post offices,
pubs and local shops themselves to ensure their continued existence.
LibDem policy
Policy Paper 77. ‘Green and Prosperous Communities – Local Regeneration for the 21 st
Century’.
Outlines an approach to place-shaping based around the core principle that regeneration can
best succeed when:
1. It is underpinned by an active, successful community which is ambitious for itself and
prepared to take responsibility for putting those ambitions into practice, and able to
share in the delivery of public services alongside professionals.
2. The physical infrastructure is human-scale, designed with the active involvement of local
people, provides for and encourages small-scale activity and enterprise, and includes the
sanctuary of natural green space.
3. The local economy is diverse enough to minimise the leakage of net money flows outside
the local economy, maximising local expenditure on local business or local skills.
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