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Programme Management Group  

14 May 2020 
Capital Fund to Support Town Centres in Recovery from Covid-19 – Item 7 

 
Programme Management Group members are asked to:  
 
AGREE to the development of a Town Centre Programme and to the allocation of £500,000 
be made from the Local Growth Fund to support measures that help to ease social 
distancing in our town centres to support the reopening of town centres and generating 
consumer confidence in the safety of town centres. We propose to invest alongside local 
authorities in actions that will introduce measures that support social distancing. We wish to 
use this opportunity to position environmental improvements, low carbon measures and 
digital improvements as central to all activity. 
 
AGREE that the Chief Executive be given delegated authority to approve distribution of 
funds to up to 8 town centres subject to an agreed evaluation process against agreed 
criteria.  
 
1.1 The COVID-19 crisis is forcing us to reassess our lifestyles, change the ways we 

work, and has a particular resonance in how we use our town centres through 
supporting transport and infrastructure and place.  There is an urgent need to open up 
town centres to enable small shops to open and allow communities to safely visit. This 
is critical for local economy and the LEP is looking at how we can work alongside the 
Growth Hub and local partners, such as the Business Improvement Districts (BIDs), 
who are advising business about social distancing and supporting retailers.  

1.2 There is considerable uncertainty about what lies ahead, however it is likely that a 
‘new normal' will emerge with town centres performing a different role and trips being 
made in different ways.  In the short term one way the LEP can help is by providing 
infrastructure investment to assist with coming out of lock down and enabling society 
and the economy to continue to function. 

1.3 The Covid-19 outbreak presents a significant challenge to businesses in town centres.  
The EM3 Growth Hub team are keeping up to date with developments and advising 
many businesses in the area.  This includes advise on business continuity 
management and they have a series of resources to inform employers on the latest 
developments and advise on protecting themselves and their employees.  We are also 
working to support local authorities and the BIDs who are providing services such as 
free business support, one to one video mentoring and online workshops. 

1.4 In addition the LEP is developing a comprehensive Economic Recovery Plan and a 
key element will be the reopening of the town centres with a longer aim to revisioning 
how town centres work, building in new experiences and encouraging walking and 
cycling alongside other public transport. 

1.5 This approach aligns well with Government announcements to help local communities 
and town centres recover from the Covid-19 lockdown.  Ministers have asked that we 
focus on how public transport can be made safer, how people can walk or cycle to 
work and creating more room in town centres as social distancing continues.  This will 
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help to ensure appropriate and safe social distancing is in place so people have the 
confidence to get back to work and enable the local economies to restart and recover. 

1.6 We plan to utilise some unallocated Local Growth Funding to support infrastructure 
projects.  This funding will need to be allocated very quickly. Amounts are likely to be 
small around £10,000-£100,000 and we plan to develop a streamlined business case 
and due diligence process.  Furthermore, there are some areas where investment and 
support is needed now, as it can play a direct role in relieving the existing lockdown.  
One such area is the reallocation of road space in favour of pedestrians, cyclists and 
public transport to help facilitate social distancing.  It is proposed that a pilot 
programme be introduced immediately to provide funding in this area, which can be 
used as a test for the allocation of funds through the whole Economic Recovery Plan. 

1.7 One of the key challenges for restarting the economy after the lockdown will be the 
need to maintain a much larger degree of social distancing with the two-metre social 
separation showing the lack of capacity for comfortable use in many towns and 
centres.  Desire to social distance will make private car travel more attractive than 
public transport, but it also offers an opportunity to encourage walking and cycling. 

1.8 There are already a number of early examples around the world of innovative 
approaches on the use of public space and the prioritisation of pedestrians, cyclists, 
and public transport users over cars during the coronavirus lockdown in order to 
improve street safety and allow people to remain active while maintaining their 
distance.   

1.9 This represents a unique opportunity to change how we view the allocation of road 
space and make temporary infrastructure changes, such as those introduced initially 
in Millan and Brussels, but now being delivered in some places across the UK 
(London, Portsmouth, Brighton and Manchester).  Within the South-East, in Brighton a 
proposal to close one lane on a 4.5 mile stretch of road accessing the town centre in 
currently being consulted on and in Slough, plans are being developed to introduce 
bus lanes on the A4 across the entire length of the Borough.  Both projects are taking 
advantage of relaxation in the requirements for Traffic Regulation Orders to enable the 
schemes to be introduced in a matter of weeks. 

1.10 If people experience a reallocation of road space to walking, they are likely to 
appreciate it and wish to retain it, thus such temporary schemes could be made 
permanent.  These changes need not be expensive and can be low tech, focussed on 
the creation of conditions for safe walking and cycling.  There could be a preference in 
the short term to target key commuter routes and links to hospitals.  Initially this would 
be sufficient to enable the reallocation of space, but with the potential to be made 
permanent and attractive as part of the regeneration and repurposing of our town 
centres. 

1.11 Other interventions that could complement this investment could be the adjustment of 
traffic-light timings to make it quicker and easier for pedestrians and cyclists crossing 
major roads, although changes of this nature would have to be balanced against the 
need for critical road traffic to travel freely. Some traffic-light junctions still require 
pedestrians to press buttons to cross, risking contagion and this could also be 
addressed. 

1.12 Local authority partners would be encouraged to put forward innovative solutions that 
incorporate digital technology where appropriate, whilst acknowledging the need to 
deliver quickly. 

1.13 It is therefore proposed that the LEP offers funding for such measures, with an 
allocation of £500,000 from the Local Growth Fund.  It is suggested that local 
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authorities put together a short proposal identifying the amount of funding required, 
locations and what it would be used for.  We are currently putting together some 
possible criteria and will provide more detail at the meeting.  These will cover the need 
for match funding, innovation, partnership working to share best practice, deliverability 
and an idea of the number of schemes we should be looking to support across the 
whole of the LEP area.  In particular the LEP would be looking for a commitment to 
retaining such re-allocations of road space and traffic light adjustments when Covid-19 
restrictions are lifted to make streets and public space more people-friendly in the 
future. 

1.14 Proposals would be assessed by LEP officers internally, using an agreed proforma 
without going through the full due diligence process and the Chief Executive be given 
delegated authority for the funding to be approved.  Where possible the LEP would 
look to align with the authorities own internal approval procedures.  In this way a 
funding decision should be able to be made in a matter of weeks, but with a clear audit 
and decision-making trail.  Preference would be given to schemes where match 
funding was available, but in this instance, it would not be an absolute requirement. 

1.15 In the longer term there is also a spatial policy dimension to consider, where we can 
work with local authorities to refocus our town centres.  We know that retail centres 
were struggling before COVID 19 and could be devastated further as investment 
models change alongside drops in consumer confidence and spend.  So in many 
ways, COVID 19 impact has merely accelerated what was already happening, 
particularly to the retail basis of many town centres.  The disruptive impact of the 
pandemic on high streets and town centre can, to an extent be viewed positively, as 
an opportunity to reshape how town centres are developed.  Such an approach aligns 
well with our emerging Local Industrial Strategy which envisages a revitalisation of our 
town centres based on people using public and sustainable means of transport.  This 
will need a serious recovery programme for our towns with the LEP supporting a new 
role for our major centres, encouraging opportunity for innovations and interventions, 
both small and large-scale, to make better town centres. 

Kevin Travers 
Enterprise M3 LEP Head of Transport 
7th May 2020 


