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1. Purpose of Report

1.1 This report seeks to inform the Partnership and Committee of the actions the Council and its
partners are taking to support local businesses and address vacant units in Wishaw Town
Centre.

2. Wishaw Town Centre

2.1 Recent consultation to develop a new Wishaw Town Centre Framework and Action Plan with
Community Planning Partners, the community, local businesses and schools and discussion
at the January 2014 Local Area Partnership meeting raised concerns about the need to
support for businesses and the number of vacant units in Wishaw town centre. This report
outlines the actions the Council and its partners are taking to support local businesses and
address the vacant properties within Wishaw Town Centre.

22 A number ofoca businesses in Wishaw have indicated through business questionnaires
issued during 2012 that there is a need for the Council and relevant partners to provide
support for existing and new businesses. There was a clear indication from those who
completed the questionnaire that it was more difficult to do business in Wishaw in 2012 in
comparison to two and five years ago. This is also consistent with feedback from other town
centres in North Lanarkshire. There are many contributing and interrelated factors to this
such as the economic recession, online shopping, out of town retail outlets and lack of
investment from businesses and property owners. These factors are not unique to Wishaw
and are being experienced across town centres in Scotland and the UK. Compounding these
factors is the short term disruption from extensive investment and physical improvements in
the town centre.

2.3 In 2012, based on North Lanarkshire's Planning Outlets Survey, 18.8% of total units were
vacant in Wishaw Town Centre. From the 2013 survey, it was found that no real change
had occurred and that 18.9% of total units were vacant in Wishaw. From 2012 to 2013, 48
units remained vacant, there were 12 new vacancies and 14 previously vacant units became
occupied. The 18.8% and 18.9 % are only very slightly higher than the North Lanarkshire
average of 18%. I t is, however, higher than the national average of 14.9%.

2.4 A number of challenges relating to vacant units for Wishaw have also been identified as part
of the extensive consultation for the new Town Centre Framework and Action Plan namely
the limiting size of the vacant units, their location and the condition of the buildings. Many of
the units that become vacant and often remain vacant do not offer very adaptable premises,
are small and may not be in prime locations. Many of the units are within buildings which
require substantial upgrading and suffer from a lack of ongoing maintenance. The
consultation has also raised the issue of the role of property owners/landlords. During the
consultation, partners and members of both the general community and business community
noted that owners/landlords were often viewed as absent and it appeared that they did not
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3. Current and Future Initiatives

3.1 The Council and its partners, in particular Town Centre Activities, have been implementing
and developing a number of initiatives to support businesses and to address the short term
and long term issues associated with vacant units in Wishaw town centre.

3.2 The Town Centre Activities' Business Grant currently provides financial support for new and
existing businesses within North Lanarkshire town centres. The grant is managed and
administered by Town Centre Activities Ltd (TCA Ltd), on behalf of North Lanarkshire Council
who are the financial awarding organisation. Town centre businesses can access up to
£1,000 towards the cost of business development projects and employee training activities.
The grant will contribute 75% of eligible project costs, excluding VAT, up to a maximum of
£1000. The maximum grant award available within any two year period is £1000. This grant
scheme has also been awarded £25k additional funding in 2013−14.

3.3 Town Centre Activities in partnership with the Council are installing free Wi−Fi in all of its
town centres by the end of 2014/15. This has already taken place in Motherwell and it has
been well received and significant numbers of people have signed up to use the service.
This not only supports businesses by making their administration more efficient but it enables
marketing of the town as a whole and individual businesses to promote their services. It also
encourages town centre users to visit the town and spend time in the centre.

3.4 On the back of the Wishaw Town Centre prize draw scheme (valued at £36, 370) that saw
five winners every week win £100 of vouchers to spend in the town centre, Town Centre
Activities with support from North Lanarkshire Council are developing a range of schemes to
deliver during 2014 to support businesses. This will include business directories, interactive
maps, facebook competitions, prize draws, business marketing support, press campaigns
and bus advertising.

3.5 The Council are not major building/property owners within Wishaw town centre. The majority
of the properties on key commercial streets are privately owned. As a result, the Council has
no control over private leases and rents. Businesses have commented that lease periods
are often too long and rents are too onerous and this is a barrier to new businesses. The
draft framework and action plan proposes to identify owners and to encourage them to
engage with the town centre and its stakeholders. Town Centre Activities are currently
operating a pilot scheme in Airdrie to support new businesses called 'Start up'. This is a
scheme which looks to support new businesses providing grant support and professional
advice. If successful, the best practice could be rolled out to other town centres with a focus
reusing vacant units.

3.6 Through the recent consultation clear feedback has been received that businesses currently
pay rates consider them too onerous. This is especially the case when the Council has been
implementing a 3 year streetscape scheme. It should be noted that many businesses do not
pay rates or do not pay full rates benefiting from the small business bonus scheme (this
scheme applies to properties with a combined rateable value of £1 8k or less). The Scottish
Government have also established a suite of rate relief initiatives to further support
businesses; Empty Property Relief, Fresh start, New Start and Charity relief. These
initiatives are aimed at bringing vacant properties back into use and encouraging new
businesses. The draft framework and action plan sets out an action for the formation of a
town centre team comprising a range of partners to work with the Scottish Assessors to
ensure all relief initiatives are understood and that rates are reviewed and facilitate an
environment for business.

Note : For further information on rates related matters, businesses would be encouraged to
contact the Scottish Assessors Lanarkshire Valuation Joint Board, at North Stand, Cadzow
Avenue, Hamilton, M U OLU and on 01698 476000 or the Council's non domestic rates team
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3.7 The Council also has a limited ability to ensure buildings are maintained to a standard
appropriate for a town centre. The Council can request that property owners maintain their
building but cannot take action unless the buildings are deemed unsafe and present a health
and safety issue. By their very nature vacant properties, due to a lack of use, can fall into
disrepair and become not only an eyesore but also less attractive for new businesses. In
carrying out the streetscape scheme, the council have, where appropriate, carried out minor
works including gutters, down pipes and shop fronts to protect the streetscape scheme,
ensure safety but also to improve the condition of buildings. The Council are also developing
a programme of works to improve the condition of pend closes to reintegrate the number of
business that operate in back court areas with the Main Street and also protect the historical
layout of the town.

3.8 Consultation has strongly reinforced the need for a shop front and general maintenance
scheme to be implemented in Wishaw. This not only would support existing businesses and
compliment the significant investment made in the streetscape scheme but could make
vacant units more attractive to new businesses and encourage a variety of uses into the
town centre. The Council is exploring a grants scheme for implementation over 2014/15 and
2015/16.

3.9 While the Council can influence the type of uses in the town centre, if a proposal or
application meets the planning regulations, planning consent should be granted. This can
often lead to multiple units in the same type of uses in a town centre resulting in a lack of
choice and diversity. It is important for a town centre to have a range of uses including retail,
offices, leisure and residential. The Council is proposing to develop a policy to encourage a
diversity of uses and also a strategy for residential use. This would not only encourage
different uses to take up vacant units but also potentially generate more footfall day and
night.

310 The new Wishaw Town Centre Framework and Action Plan for 2014 to 2019 will be the main
mechanism to allow partners to address these particular issues in the future. The draft
framework and action plan which is due out for public consultation in summer 2014 and
emphasises the role of local businesses in the town centre, the need for ongoing support for
businesses (new and existing), identifies the need to engage with land/property owners and
for grant support to be offered to improve the condition of buildings and shop fronts. All the
actions and initiatives reinforce each other and should not be seen in isolation as their
collective impact will be substantial. Other related actions identified within the draft Action
Plan which would benefit local businesses and the town centre as a whole, making it more
attractive for businesses and investors include:

• Shop jackets − temporary sleeves over a vacant unit to demonstrate what the unit
could look like in use and/or graphics to bring the unit back to life.

• Pop up shops − temporary small businesses to generate interest in a town centre and
allow new businesses to consider new business environments

• Implementation of car parking survey and decimalisation of parking enforcement
• Town centre marketing
• Implementation of a robust maintenance and cleaning regime for streets and public

places.
• Town centre campaigns to address littering, dog fouling etc
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4. Recommendations

4.1 It is recommended that the Local Area Partnership note the content of this report and
encourage partners, the local community and businesses to contribute to the development of
the town centre action plan and its delivery in due course.

SHIRLEY LINTON
HEAD OF PLANNING & REGENERATION

Local Government Access to Information Act: for further information about this report, please contact
Lyndsay Noble on 01236 632 631 (11 March 2014)
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